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EDITORIAL

I
t may have the trappings of an ideological battle, but

the 2017 presidential election has become a platform

for political messaging. With the Bharatiya Janata

Party ielding an old party hand from the Dalit com-

munity, the opposition parties led by the Congress felt

constrained to follow suit. While the candidature of Bi-

har Governor Ram Nath Kovind on behalf of the ruling

party was a surprise, the response from the opposition

in naming former Lok Sabha Speaker Meira Kumar was

anything but that. This lent the unfortunate impression

that the Congress and other parties had no clear choice

of their own, and were only waiting to react. They may

have hoped that the BJP would ield someone from its

old guard, in order to set the stage for a contest between

a candidate ‘swathed in safron’ and one with a secular

report card. However, Prime Minister Narendra Modi

and BJP president Amit Shah chose someone less

known but from a disadvantaged community, with the

clear intent of garnering the support of those outside

the fold of the National Democratic Alliance, who can-

not aford to be seen to be opposing a Dalit. As it

happened, the Bahujan Samaj Party leader, Mayawati,

felt obliged to extend her support to Mr. Kovind, until

the Congress and its allies came up with the name of Ms.

Kumar, daughter of the late leader of the depressed

classes, Babu Jagjivan Ram. It is clear that the opposi-

tion’s tactic of waiting for the ruling party to name its

candidate did not exactly help its cause. It only gave an

opportunity to the BJP leadership to set the tone and

agenda for the contest.

The election result is a foregone conclusion. On the

strength of its majority in the Lok Sabha and several le-

gislatures, especially its huge presence in the Uttar Pra-

desh Assembly, the BJP’s nominee is well ahead. His po-

sition is bolstered by the support of a clutch of regional

parties in Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Odisha and

Tamil Nadu, but the most important coup that the BJP

has pulled of by ielding the Bihar Governor is the back-

ing of Janata Dal (United) leader and Bihar Chief Minis-

ter Nitish Kumar. The only political point of interest in

the current election lies in the possibility that it may res-

ult in a realignment in Bihar. Mr. Kumar may be weigh-

ing the fallout of being seen in the company of the

Rashtriya Janata Dal leader, Lalu Prasad, whose family

is now embroiled in allegations of benami property

transactions. There also appears to be a competition

among regional parties such as the Telugu Desam Party,

the Telangana Rashtra Samithi, the YSR Congress and

the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam fac-

tions to support the Narendra Modi regime. The nor-

mally restive Shiv Sena too has chosen to back Mr.

Kovind. Even with 17 parties in the opposition ranks,

there may be only a symbolic contest.

A foregone conclusion
The BJP has managed to set the tone 

and agenda for the presidential race

T
he tragic death of Otto Warmbier, the 22-year-old

American student who was imprisoned and later

released while in a state of coma by North Korea,

is a huge setback to hopes for dialling down tensions

between Washington and Pyongyang. The Korean crisis

has worsened since President Donald Trump took of-

ice early this year. North Korea test-ired a number of

missiles in deiance of international pressure, while the

United States issued repeated warnings. Mr. Trump had

put pressure on Beijing to rein Pyongyang in, and even

praised it for its eforts. But the pressure does not seem

to be working, with North Korea continuing with its

nuclear missile programme. This was the backdrop to

the release of Warmbier. He was arrested in Pyongyang

in January 2016 while visiting as part of a tour group and

later sentenced to 15 years of hard labour for the “hos-

tile act” of trying to steal a propaganda poster. Within a

few days of his release he died. The fallout in the U.S. is

predictably charged. The Trump administration has

layed the North Korean regime for Warmbier’s death,

but stopped short of calling for more sanctions or issu-

ing new threats. This may be because three other Amer-

icans are still imprisoned in North Korea, and Washing-

ton’s priority for now is to secure their release.

On the face of it, this may not seem like the ideal time

to advocate diplomacy. But it is worthwhile for Wash-

ington to ask whether its hostile policy towards North

Korea has produced any positive result. The sanctions-

only approach has not helped change Pyongyang’s be-

haviour. In fact, the longstanding hostility and Wash-

ington’s repeated threats have turned the Kim dynastic

regime so paranoid that it doesn’t spare even American

tourists visiting North Korea. Attempts to put pressure

on Pyongyang through Beijing have also failed — either

because China is not completely on board or it is simply

reluctant to use its leverage over North Korea. Using

force or attempting a regime change, a strategy that has

not worked for the U.S. elsewhere, will be far more dan-

gerous in the Korean Peninsula given that the North is

an unpredictable nuclear power. This situation leaves

Mr. Trump with only one viable option: to take the lead

in a new diplomatic ofensive with both carrots and

sticks. Oicials from Washington and Pyongyang had

already established low-level contact for the release of

Warmbier and the other three Americans who are still

in North Korean custody. Mr. Trump could use the crisis

as an opportunity to expand the engagement, get the

Americans freed and then gradually start discussing

more complex issues. The new South Korean President,

Moon Jae-in, is an advocate of talks and has vowed to

roll back the hostile foreign policy of his predecessor. If

China also backs such an efort wholeheartedly, Mr.

Kim would have to unequivocally demonstrate whether

he is interested in peace or not.

Engaging Pyongyang 
The latest U.S.-North Korean tensions could 

be turned into a diplomatic opportunity 

I
remember years ago the Delhi

School of Economics had many
great scholars visit the campus.

They talked passionately and
knowledgeably not just about the
subject but about knowledge as a
vocation. One of the most memor-
able of these performances was by
Teodor Shanin, the economic his-
torian who also edited Peasants and
Peasant Societies. He talked quietly
about his love for his subject and
confessed, “I have been studying
the peasantry when it was out of
fashion, I am in it now when it is
fashionable, and I will be there long
after it has become out of fashion
again.” I recollected his passion as I
read sadly about farmers’ protests
across India, particularly in Mand-
saur in Madhya Pradesh.

It was not the nature of the re-
ports that was distressing. It was
more the way the regime was react-
ing to it. It was a kind of repeat of its
response to the farmers complain-
ing about the long drought in Tamil
Nadu. Watching the protest and its
drama, one sensed the regime did
not care. The protest was dismissed
as a colourful spectacle. The peas-
ant as victim was dismissed as a fu-
tile clown, a failed trickster.

Weaving the narrative
One must emphasise that this was
not due to the callousness of media
reporting. Over the last month,
journalists have captured the
protests of the farmers in Maha-
rashtra, Tamil Nadu and Madhya
Pradesh. They have emphasised
that what is rocking India is not
only the battle of caste groups or
worker struggles but the huge
range of farmer protests across the
country. Yet, one senses news is not

enough. Information has not
graduated to storytelling or even
knowledge to dent the regime’s
idea of agricultural policy. Some-
thing like what Buddhist monks
dub “a touch of wholeness”. Some-
how the narratives of agriculture
have never possessed that sense.
One misses an Indian Shanin, who
can weave theory and practice,
storytelling and policy together. 

The government’s reaction, bor-
dering between illiteracy and indif-
ference, has often made social sci-
entists cynical. They retreat into
the realm of jokes, of slapstick or
concentration camp humour. The
jokes might sound silly but they hit
home, conveying the despair of the
spectator and witness. I remember
two in particular.

A former member of the now dis-
banded Planning Commission asks
his class at the Delhi School of Eco-
nomics, “What is the diference
between the Congress and the
BJP?” Answer: the Congress knows
economics but not agriculture. The
BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) is illit-
erate about both.

The second comment comes
from the tragedy, the continuous
epidemic of agricultural suicides
that have haunted India for over a
decade. The question is why John
Maynard Keynes is not applicable
to India. This joke remembers Key-
nes’s observation that in the long
run, we are all dead. In India, we
are dead in the short run too if one
looks at suicide and starvation

deaths. Behind the drab comedy,
there is a poignant point. We might
be an agricultural country, but our
rulers lack a sense of political eco-
nomy or sociology of agriculture. 

The security paradigm
One has sensed this watching
Home Minister Rajnath Singh and
Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan respond to
the protests at Mandsaur. There has
been no sense of an agricultural
crisis in their language. The BJP, in
its paranoid way, converts every
protest into a problem of law and
order, into an internal security
threat, imagining the forces of in-
surgency behind it. It creates a cor-
don sanitaire around the area, pre-
venting activists and Congress
leaders from reaching the area. The
suicides of more than a dozen farm-
ers create no sense of connectivity
with similar happenings else-
where. 

Muting protest without articulat-
ing debate corrodes the texture of
democracy. The BJP fails to under-
stand any problem sociologically.
Behind every protest it sees an in-
surgent or a terrorist. As a result,
the suferings of citizens go un-
heeded. Their sense of the hidden
or invisible hand lies in security
threats or terror, not in the forces of
economics. Policy hardly responds
to the sufering on the ground. 

Worse, Mr. Chouhan added his
own obscenity by starting a
counter-fast against the violence.

Threatening an indeinite fast
against what he dubbed incendiary
activities, he expectedly cut it
short, quickly accepting the pro-
verbial glass of lemon juice and an-
nouncing a whole slew of policies.
The farmers were not impressed,
invoking the all but forgotten re-
commendations of the Swam-
inathan Report that the support
subsidy should cover half the pro-
duction costs of a crop.

A meeting of farmers’ associ-
ations condemned this as a
“nautanki”. To the crudity of the
Chief Minister’s response, one has
to add the silence of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. But since Mr.
Chouhan has been in power for
over a decade, it is his policies we
need to examine, and policy is al-
most ironic in its consequences.

Ethnographies at the ground
level in villages around Mandsaur
reveal four disastrous decisions.
First, the procurement price of the
crop. The prices have plunged so
disastrously that the farmer is not
able to recover the mere cost of in-
vestment. Second, adding salt to
the procurement injury, is the de-
monetisation policy of the regime
which has devastated the economy.
For instance, farmers receive
cheques which were not cashable
for over a month. They remained
literally promissory notes that
could not be redeemed. Third, the
government does not allow the ex-
port of many crops. And fourth, the
farm holdings in many cases are so
small that survival is diicult. The
changes in cost as crops follow the
cash crop economy has created its
own strains. What democracy
needs is an answer to this, but the
responses cannot be palliative.
Policy does not seek problem-solv-
ing. We are groping from crisis to
crisis as even a bumper crop be-
comes a prelude to a disaster. Ques-
tions of sustainability and liveli-
hood need debate. One has to
rethink the axiomatics of agricul-
ture beyond price to water, soil

management, diversity, questions
of food processing. The current
scandal has to be located within the
overall crisis of agriculture. Instead
of seeing agriculture as problem-
atic and crisis-ridden, I wish the re-
gime would see agriculture as a way
of life. Instead of fetishising agricul-
ture into a false gau rakshak eco-
nomy, one wishes the government
would open up the debate on agri-
culture. 

Light at the end of the tunnel?
I wish Mr. Chouhan and Mr. Singh
had visited the National Seed Di-
versity Festival at Anna University,
Chennai, held earlier this month. It
was a scientiic mela in the true
sense of the term, with the Indian
farmer elaborating his knowledge
about diversity, especially when a
society can talk of the nearly
40,000 varieties of rice. It was liter-
ally a festival of agriculture, not an
attempt to enact out agriculture as
a dismal science as policy groups
often do. Second, one also wishes
that civil society activists proicient
in policy were consulted in policy-
making. They would go beyond
cost-beneit to a sense of sufering
of a people. The government’s hys-
terical attempt to introduce genet-
ically modiied (GM) mustard might
meet with more thoughtful and
ethical responses in this group.
Third, the question of farmer’s
agency must be emphasised. Some-
times, agriculture as a form of vic-
timology loses the sense of farming
as creative and competent. What I
want to emphasise is the necessity
to see agriculture holistically, not in
terms of the silos of the mind. If the
protests at Mandsaur can trigger
that one thought, maybe all the
hardship will have a meaning some
day.

Shiv Visvanathan is Professor, Jindal
Global Law School and Director, Centre
for the Study of Knowledge Systems, O.P.
Jindal Global University

Mandsaur, the farmers’ story
Information has not graduated to storytelling to dent the regime’s idea of agricultural policy

shiv visvanathan
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he recent no-conidence mo-
tion in Sri Lanka’s Northern
Provincial Council (NPC) in

Jafna, moved by a section of the
Council members against Chief
Minister C.V. Wigneswaran, has
brought the deep divide in Tamil
nationalist politics to the fore. 

The turbulence lasted a week,
after he called on two ministers to
resign on corruption charges and
two others to go on compulsory
leave, until Tamil National Alliance
(TNA) leader R. Sampanthan engin-
eered a compromise that let Mr.
Wigneswaran continue in power. 

The controversy was essentially
a manifestation of a simmering
political conlict within the Tamil
polity. Tension had been brewing
within the NPC since the regime
change in January 2015. The Tamil
nationalists’ preferred discourse of
victimhood and the need for inter-
national intervention during the
authoritarian Rajapaksa regime
suddenly confronted the geopolit-
ical agenda of the West and India,
which moved close to the new gov-
ernment in Colombo. The TNA
leadership in Parliament shifted its
approach towards engaging
Colombo. However, Mr.

Wigneswaran, along with politi-
cians within and outside the NPC,
irmly held his exclusivist, if not
separatist, line.

In the parliamentary election of
August 2015, these issures became
pronounced with Mr. Wigneswaran
supporting the hard-line Tamil Na-
tional People’s Front (TNPF) which
sufered a thumping defeat. The
TNA’s landslide victory seemed a
timely moment for the Chief Minis-
ter’s removal, but Mr.
Sampanthan’s indecisiveness let
the status quo be. 

Political culture
The recent developments in the
NPC also relect worrying trends in
Tamil political culture. The Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)
and later the Rajapaksa regime had
curtailed peoples’ struggles for
decades. However, with demo-
cratic space opening after 2015,
protests around land, ishing
rights, wartime disappearances
and militarisation mounted.
Through these agitations, the war-
afected people voiced their grow-
ing frustration as their livelihoods
remained precarious. But the gov-
ernment in Colombo was comfort-
ably indiferent. 

The lack of solutions through
meaningful leadership in the TNA
and the Colombo government has
left the ield open for the crass
politics of nationalists aligned with
Mr. Wigneswaran. Their cam-
paigns are essentially repackaging
the LTTE’s politics of ethnic exclu-

sion, often with anti-Muslim senti-
ments. They glorify martyrdom
and victimhood, blame all ills on
the south, and claim to be devoted
nationalists who can lobby the
West for deliverance. 

It is true that substantive devolu-
tion is yet to be realised in the coun-
try, but Mr. Wigneswaran actively
blocks development projects alloc-
ated from Colombo. 

The pro-Wigneswaran mobilisa-
tions culminated in attacks on the
dominant sections of the TNA, with
the labelling of politicians as “trait-
ors”, reminiscent of the LTTE’s
politics of character assassination.
Meanwhile, sections of the local
Tamil media project Mr.
Wigneswaran’s populist appeal
through religious and cultural im-
agery betraying an emergent Hindu
nationalism in Jafna. 

The Tamil chauvinist forces do
not pose any threat to the state for
the Tamil community cannot stom-
ach another insurrection. How-
ever, they can further undermine
the Tamil community by prevent-
ing moves to rebuild its social, eco-
nomic and political institutions.
While the LTTE mowed down com-
mitted social and political Tamil

leaders for its military project seek-
ing a separate state, its opportun-
istic and talking-head avatars pose
a political threat to what remains of
progressive Tamil society and its
institutions.

Downward spiral
The next year, ahead of NPC elec-
tions, is likely to be wasted with a
lame duck Council, with possibly
more extreme nationalist theatrics
to keep the Tamil population at
boiling point. In this context, early
elections following its dissolution is
one possibility. Alternatively, the
electorate may demand changes in
provincial governance through
local struggles. The Centre also ag-
gravates the dire state of the Tamil
community with a terribly lawed
reconstruction programme, with
no meaningful investment in the
local economy or job creation. The
promised constitutional reforms to
expand devolution of power have
been virtually put on hold as the co-
alition government wobbles, with
unchecked Sinhala-Buddhist chau-
vinist forces surging. Having
wasted two and a half years in
power, the President and the Prime
Minister ofer little conidence to
the war-torn population by way of a
solution. As for Tamil nationalist
politics, whether it is the TNA lead-
ership or its rivals, little is likely to
change. There isn’t even relection
and introspection about how the
LTTE and, for that matter, the cur-
rent leadership have brought about
this abject situation. 

Mr. Wigneswaran’s politics have
been a disaster. He has severed rela-
tions with the south and is the sub-
ject of ridicule by international act-
ors whom he claims to lobby.
However, the faith placed by many
in Mr. Sampanthan as a senior
leader who can inally deliver a
solution is also waning, thanks to
his political indecisiveness and fail-
ure to engage and mobilise the
Tamil population.

In this context, Tamil nationalist
politics that has centred on exclus-
ivism culminating in separatism, or
demands towards constitutional
change without political rap-
prochement requires a rethink. It
has never sought to genuinely en-
gage the other minorities and pro-
gressive Sinhalese, or consider
ways of achieving devolution of
power in tandem with broader
democratisation and economic
justice. Worse, it has failed to ad-
dress the contradictions within its
fold of caste, gender, class and re-
gion, and instead depended on an
elite consensus within its narrow,
Jafna-centred base. The down-
ward spiral of Tamil nationalist
political competition in recent
years signals a destructive path for
an already debilitated, war-torn so-
ciety. It is only a generational polit-
ical shift breaking away from Tamil
nationalism that can redeem Tamil
society from its tragic predica-
ment. 

Ahilan Kadirgamar is a political
economist based in Jafna

Limits of exclusivism 
The recent crisis in Sri Lanka’s Northern Provincial Council has more to it than a ight against corruption

ahilan kadirgamar
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Politics here too
In what is a clear case of
competitive caste politics in
the presidential election,
the Opposition has chosen
former Lok Sabha Speaker
Meira Kumar as its
candidate against the NDA’s
Ram Nath Kovind (“Meira
Kumar to contest against
Kovind”, June 22). It all boils
down to the fact that we do
not have genuine secular
parties as all of them subtly
play the identity card and
shamelessly indulge in
vote-bank politics for
electoral gains. Ms. Kumar
may have “an impressive
CV” but Mr. Kovind poses a
challenge as his is a “simple
life, [with] lofty ideals”. His
service to the marginalised
cannot be ignored. We are
yet to hear of Ms. Kumar’s
role and contribution in this
respect. It is another matter
that the Opposition playing
the ‘Bihar card’ is not going
to make any impression on
Bihar Chief Minister Nitish
Kumar. The Opposition’s
only intention in the
ensuing presidential

election is to ensure that the
ruling party’s candidate
does not get elected
unopposed. 
C.G. Kuriakose,

Kothamangalam, Kerala

■ In nominating Meira
Kumar, the Opposition has
played a master stroke and
also shown that it can stand
up to the BJP and right-wing
forces. Ms. Kumar is well
known, experienced, and is
a Dalit with an impressive
political background. The
numbers “may be stacked
against the Opposition”, but
Ms. Kumar’s selection does
queer the pitch for a
government that
masterminded the social
campaign, “Beti Bachao,
Beti Padhao”.
Jennifer Duraisingam,

London

■ The choice of Meira Kumar
by the Congress and allies
has merit. Perhaps the
Opposition ought to have
taken the irst step and
announced Ms. Kumar as its
nominee and then sought

consensus from the NDA
and its allies. This could
have resulted in a healthy
consensus and perception
that our lawmakers sought
out a worthy and
meritorious person. The
Opposition has missed an
opportunity to have the
right person in the highest
post. Ms. Kumar’s ight will
be a symbolic one and she is
bound to be defeated. The
Left and the Right should try
to be at the centre on
matters involving national
interest and avoid scoring
brownie points. 
B. Sundar Raman,

Coimbatore

■ In projecting Ms. Kumar,
the Opposition has
shattered the myth that it is
weak and incapable of
taking on the government.
The government cannot
blame the Opposition for
having forced a contest as it
known that there is a
marked reluctance by the
BJP to opt for consensus on
any issue that also concerns
the Opposition. The NDA’s

candidate Ram Nath Kovind
may have a clear edge in the
race, but the Opposition has
proved a point or two by
making sure that the BJP
doesn’t have its way all the
time.
J. Anantha Padmanabhan,

Tiruchi

Cattle rules
There are two laws in the
arguments advanced in the
article, “Debunking myths
about the cattle rules” ( June
23). The Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals Act, 1960
was enacted to prevent
cruelty to all animals;
cruelty to poultry and goats
is no less severe than that to
cows and bufaloes. Second,
regulations to prevent cruel
practices in the market are
welcome. But abolishing the
market itself for sale of cattle
for slaughter undoubtedly
interferes with the right of
citizens to earn their
livelihood in a legal manner
known to them and/or to
have food of their choice. 
S.P. Asokan,

Chennai

Privatising Air India
There are media reports that
say the Tata group may
regain control of a sick Air
India. Privatisation and
nationalisation are needed
in India which follows the
economic system of a mixed
economy. One feels that the
Indian state need not run
commercial enterprises for
the simple reason that it

tends to compromise proit
for achieving overall
welfare. However, one is
quite sanguine that Air
India, under the Tatas,
would soon shine
(‘Business’ – “Centre to rejig
Air India’s debt”, June 23).
S. Ramakrishnasayee,

Ranipet, Tamil Nadu
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corrections & clarifications: 

A clariication: In the graphic that accompanied “PSLV will lock
heavy weight Cartosat-2 into orbit today” ( June 23, 2017), the ig-
ure — “Height 505 km” — refers to the altitude (of the polar sun syn-
chronous orbit) to which the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV)
C-38 along with the satellites will be lifted; and — “Weight 955 kg” —
refers to the weight of 31 satellites carried on board. The actual di-
mensions of the launch vehicle are: height: 44.4 m; lift-of mass:
320 tonnes; total weight of 31 satellites carried on board: 955 kg;
weight of Cartosat: 712 kg; orbit height: 505 km.

“Portugal shares 400-year-old archival material with India”
would have been the appropriate headline for a back page report
( June 23, 2017) about Portugal handing over a collection of docu-
ments known as monsoon correspondence to India. In the print
editions, the report had been erroneously headlined “Goa re-
ceives archival material from Portugal”.

In the report titled “My name was enough if I had to send a two-
line CV, says Sehwag” ( June 18, 2017) there was an erroneous refer-
ence to NC News blogger Padampati Sharma, who conducted the
interview with Virender Sehwag. It should have been UCWeb.

The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone: +91-44-28418297/28576300;

E-mail: readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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GROUND ZERO

Sometime in the summer of 2010, a de-
cision was taking to add a wing to Srin-
agar’s SMHS Hospital, formally known
as the Shri Maharaja Hari Singh Hos-
pital. Spread over 10 acres of green, it is
one of the biggest government hospitals
in the heart of the city and a city doctor
had just managed to convince the
powers that be of the need to integrate
mental health services within a general
hospital setting. He wanted to take the
stigma away from seeking care of mental
health and drug abuse, both ever in-
creasing in a city coping with conflict
and human rights abuse. The lime-col-
oured building got a new additional
wing in white.

Then one day, the city doctor decided
to stop by to have a look at the four-
storey white structure taking shape. He
walked in to each floor, inspected the
wards and then the toilets — still under
construction — to realise there were just
urinals. When he asked the architect
why there wasn’t a facility for women,
the architect asked with a confused
look, “But you said this will be a de-ad-
diction centre. Female bhi aayengi
yahan? (Will women come too?)” The
question posed by the architect reflec-
ted the concern of the society struggling
to acknowledge the incidence of drug
abuse, considered haram in Islam.

Addiction and stigma
Here in Srinagar, you cannot have a con-
versation about mental health and drug
abuse without being told, in every con-
versation, about the work done by Dr.
Arshid Hussain. The 40-year-old is the
kind of person who can fill a reporter’s
notebook in the first 20 minutes of the
meeting, leaving you reeling under the
onslaught of information about the mag-
nitude of drug abuse and mental health
plaguing Kashmiri youth.

As a medical student interested in
mental health, Dr. Hussain was over-
whelmed by the sheer volume of pa-
tients coming in seeking de-addiction
services. In a freewheeling conversation
in his office, Dr. Hussain speaks about
his first brush with female drug-using
patients. “It was the graveyard shift and
I was sleeping at my desk. I suddenly felt
someone lift my hand, which was on top
of a medicine box,” he says over tea, jug-
gling three conversations at the same
time — with a staff member who was
done for the day, a patient wanting to as-
sure him that some politician will bear
his expenses, and a journalist who
wanted his undivided attention. “The
patient had been admitted after
seizures. She was stealing pentothal in-
jections from the pharmacy. From right
under my nose.” Pentothal is an opioid
analgesic, a common painkiller.

Doctors in Srinagar feel a majority of
the women who use drugs in Kashmir
tend to get addicted to painkillers. “She
was the first patient I scientifically de-
toxed. It took five days,” says Dr. Hus-
sain. Soon, he saw another girl, a class-
mate, also a case of medicinal opioid

abuse. The patients kept coming —
sometimes he knew the person from
school, sometimes they were friends he
played cricket with, sometimes he was
related to the person. “It was every-
where I looked. And nearly 90% of fe-
male patients were not reaching the hos-
pitals due to fear of stigma and shame,”
he says.

A 2012 study by M. Mudasir Naqsh-
bandi, a School of Social Work student
of Indira Gandhi National Open Univer-
sity, titled ‘Drug addiction and youth of
Kashmir’ revealed a staggering data that
75% women in the age group of 26 to 30
knew what ‘gateway drugs’ are. Gateway
drugs, in common medical parlance, are
substances that supposedly lead the
user on to more addictive or dangerous
drugs. Cannabis is considered a gateway
drug. The percentage of men in the cor-
responding age group with the same in-
formation was just 22.22%. The study
concluded that “overall female respond-
ents from all age groups have better
knowledge about gateway drugs than

that of male respondents”.
The data sample was admittedly

small, collected as it was from 250 re-
spondents in Srinagar, Anantnag, Bara-
mullah, Pulwama and Budgam, but with
few community studies and lack of reli-
able data, the findings are indicative of
the unacknowledged problem facing
Kashmiri society. To the last question,
“Do girls also take drugs?”, 70% of the
women surveyed and 50% of the men
said yes. The author concluded his study
reiterating the “shocking” finding that
“72.36% male and 57.14% female re-
spondents revealed that girls also take
drugs; so far hardly any study had been
done about female and their addictive
approach (sic).”

The girl with the fake name
For close to two years, doctors at SMHS
have been treating a girl for Tramadol
addiction, another painkiller. No one in
the hospital knows her real name. They
call her Nida.

To get her to come to the hospital for
treatment was the kind of health out-
reach that makes people think of medi-
cine as a truly noble profession. Now in
its seventh year, the SMHS Hospital’s de-
addiction centre still does not carry a
board announcing what it is. A simple
board hangs outside the two-storey

structure saying, “SMHS Community
Centre”.

The ground floor has a mental health
OPD (Out Patient Department), the floor
above has wards for men and women
who are admitted on account of either
mental health problems or drug use.
The top floor has a rehabilitation centre,
with a table tennis table lying unused,
an eight-seater dining table with a televi-
sion across the room. “It is for when the
patient stays for long. These things help
normalise the days spent in hospital,”
says Mir Mohsin Rasool, a medical of-
ficer at the hospital.

I ask if women staying at the hospital
for de-addiction ended up at the dining
table, watching television with the rest
of the patients. Dr. Rasool smiles and
shakes his head. The next stop was the
female ward. There was one patient, un-
der treatment for depression. No drug
abuse cases.

In a room with three doctors, a male
patient, one must weigh the words care-
fully before asking how the hospital
claims to be treating female patients,
when there are none to be found. Imme-
diately, the air tenses up, the doctors ex-
change glances and Yasir Hasan, con-
sultant at the SMHS psychiatry
department, says there is a girl, they
don’t know her real name though.
“She’s agreed to talk to you, on the
phone.”

The doctors tell me that Nida’s
brother, also a user, was their patient.
During his counselling sessions, they
found out that his sister was abusing
painkillers. It took three more sessions
to convince him to bring her in. “She
eventually came as her brother’s attend-
ant and met us. It then took a few more

counselling sessions with her to con-
vince her to take the opioid substitution
therapy (OST). Eventually, she agreed
but told us she won’t give her original
name,” says Dr. Hasan.

It was November 2015 when Nida
started seeking care as someone who ac-
companies her brother to the hospital,
but she is not the only patient with an
assumed identity. The SMHS Hospital
treated nine female patients between
April 2016 and March 2017 — each had a
unique complication that had to be dealt
with discretion by the hospital
administration.

Nida was introduced to Tramadol in-
jection because of a painful kidney stone
episode. Before she knew it, she was
shooting six-seven injections every day
and still writhing in pain.

“Initially my family thought it is just a
painkiller. Then we realised there was a
bigger problem.”

‘Why did you give them a fake name?’
“I did not trust the doctors.”
‘Then why did you come in?’
“I heard nice things about them. My

brother assured me ki baat bahar nahin
jayegi (word won’t go out). But the doc-
tors still had to earn my trust… I am not
scared to come here anymore. I come
over, collect my medicines and my
brother’s but Kashmiri society is
different.”

‘How?’
“I am very bold. But these things can

ruin your future in Kashmir. Chehre pe
daag ho toh future bigad jata hai yahan
(A blemish on your face can can ruin
your future).”

Eventually, the conversation turned
to the pervasive gender bias in accessing
health care and Nida said, “I pray for the
women using substances and not being
able to get care. I know so many women
who are suffering alone. Because they
are scared, for themselves, their families
and most of all, from eternal damnation
for this being haram.”

The epidemic of pain
Besides Nida, the doctors are seeing a
teenage student who is addicted to can-
nabis. “That was a classic case of peer
pressure. The patient came for a few ses-
sions and then she stopped coming,”
says Dr. Yasir.

From conversations with doctors, po-
lice officers and patients, it emerges that
cannabis is a popular mood-altering
substance being abused by Kashmiri
youth thanks to the copious amounts be-
ing grown locally in villages in Anantnag
and Pulwama districts; other favourites
include solvents such as fluids, inhalants
and nail polish. Women, however, tend
to have iatrogenic addiction — drug de-
pendency due to a medical treatment,
usually of drugs prescribed to relieve
pain.

Data regarding drug abuse among wo-
men in Kashmir are scarce. The most de-
tailed study done so far was way back in
2008 when a United Nations Interna-
tional Drug Control Programme survey

found that there are up to 70,000 drug
addicts in Kashmir, out of which 4,000
were women. The survey also revealed
that nearly 70% of the student com-
munity in Kashmir abuses drugs, includ-
ing 26% of the female students.

At SMHS Hospital, 291 patients were
treated for drug addiction in the hospit-
al’s OPD in 2014; 119 were in-patients.
The next year, numbers rose to 490 in
the OPD & 226 in the in-patient depart-
ment (IPD). In 2016, 535 patients came
to the OPD and 224 in the IPD, and this
year has already seen 584 OPD patients
and 191 admissions for opioid substitu-
tion therapy. Currently, 70 are under
treatment and nine of these are women.

There are currently two operating de-
addiction centres in Srinagar — one is
run by the Police Control Room at
Batamaloo and the other is at SMHS Hos-
pital. The police centre was created as
an initiative to bridge the mistrust
between the community and the police
in 2008. Muzaffar Khan, in-charge of the
PCR De-addiction Centre, likes telling
the story as to how this centre came
about. In 2008, the police got repeated
calls from Anantnag about someone de-
secrating the Koran to stoke communal
tensions. “One day we caught him. He
was not trying to create any communal
tension. He was on drugs. We decided to
hold a three-day camp in the district and
realised the magnitude of the problem,”
says Dr. Khan. “We realised that the soci-
ety was in deep denial about level of
drug addition among young Kashmiris.
We decided to set up a centre with Dr.
[Arshid] Hussain as a consultant with
us,” he adds. The centre, however, re-
fused to share details of female patients
currently seeking treatment at the
centre.

According to data released by the
State Home Department, between Octo-
ber 2014- 2016, 3,864 patients were
treated for de-addiction in Jammu, Srin-
agar, Anantnag and Baramulla. The
highest number of cases came from
Srinagar (2,260), followed by Jammu
(610), Anantnag (603) and Baramulla
(391) districts.

The statistics — as seen in police re-
cords and hospitals OPDs — don’t tell the
full story of drug abuse, Dr. Hussain
adds. After three days of meetings, as
the conversations started winding up,
he spoke about a teenage patient he
could not save. The patient was abusing
drugs and his parents would routinely
call the doctor. The boy eventually died
from drug overdose. At the funeral, the
parents’ grief was measured — everyone
had been told that the teenage boy had a
cardiac arrest and could not be saved.
As the doctor began to leave, the par-
ents asked him one more time, “How
did he die?” Dr. Hussain assured them it
was a cardiac arrest and left. “Dying
from an OD (overdose) can get you
eternal damnation while a cardiac arrest
can comfort the grieving parents that
their son is in Jannat (heaven),” is Dr.
Hussain’s parting shot.

Kashmir stoned: “From conversations with doctors, police oicers and patients, it emerges that cannabis is a popular mood-altering substance being abused by Kashmiri youth thanks to the copious amounts being grown locally in Anantnag and Pulwama districts.” File
picture shows cannabis plants being destroyed in Awantipora. * NISSAR AHMAD

The anonymous addicts
Women in Kashmir are inally seeking help for drug abuse in a society that is still struggling to acknowledge the problem. Vidya Krishnan and Peerzada Ashiq
report on de-addiction initiatives in the Valley

<> It was everywhere I looked.

And nearly 90% of female

patients were not reaching the

hospitals due to fear of stigma

and shame. 

Dr. Arshid Hussain,

Srinagar

An anti-drug use campaign in which schoolchildren took part, in Srinagar in 2007.
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