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T
he recently unveiled Open Acreage Licensing

Policy and the National Data Repository together

are a signiicant and welcome step towards open-

ing up the hydrocarbon exploration and production in-

dustry in India. By placing greater discretion in the

hands of explorers and operators, the Licensing Policy

attempts to address a major drawback in the New Ex-

ploration Licensing Policy, which forced energy ex-

plorers to bid for blocks chosen by the government.

Companies can now apply for particular areas they

deem to be attractive to invest in, and the Centre will

put those areas up for bids. This is more attractive for

prospective operators because in the past, the blocks

chosen by the government often were large swathes of

land or sea in which only a small fraction had hydrocar-

bon reserves. By ofering companies the freedom to

choose exactly the areas they want to explore, and their

size, the government has a better chance to woo serious

energy investors in an efort to help achieve a more co-

hesive framework of the country’s energy security.

Tied to this is the National Data Repository, which is en-

visaged as a centralised database of geological and hy-

drocarbon information that will be available to all. Be-

sides allowing potential investors to make informed

decisions, this will open up a new sector in India. There

are a number of companies around the world that make

it their business to simply explore hydrocarbon basins

and sell the information they gather. The new initiative

seeks to incentivise such prospectors.

Companies may also submit applications through

the year and not just at designated and often infrequent

points, as was the case earlier. The Directorate General

of Hydrocarbons has said that while the auctions will be

held twice a year for now, the frequency could be in-

creased as soon as the industry grows accustomed to

the new system. This, too, will lend more lexibility to

the industry. However, there are still some concerns

about the implementation of the overall Hydrocarbon

Exploration and Licensing Policy. The policy awards an

extra ive points to bidders for an acreage if they have

already invested in the exploration and development of

that area, but it is doubtful if this is enough of an incent-

ive, since the investment needed to simply explore is

signiicant. By contrast, no such preference is given to

mineral explorers while auctioning mining rights — in-

stead, a revenue-share from mining operations is their

recompense for exploration eforts. This could be con-

sidered for the hydrocarbon sector as well. Another

concern is whether India can attract enough invest-

ment to meet the government’s objective of reducing oil

imports by 10% by 2022, especially given the past exper-

ience investors have had with large projects such as KG-

D6. There are after all proven reserves in other parts of

the world, such as the Gulf of Mexico, that could still

keep investor appetite for Indian acreage weak.

Open acres
The new hydrocarbon policy makes

exploration more attractive for investors 

F
resh evidence of loss of forest cover in the Indian

Sundarbans, which represent a third of the largest

contiguous mangrove ecosystem in the world, is a

reminder that an accelerated efort is necessary to pre-

serve them. Long-term damage to the highly productive

mangroves on the Indian side occurred during the colo-

nial era, when forests were cut to facilitate cultivation.

As a recent Jadavpur University study has pointed out,

climate change appears to be an emerging threat to the

entire 10,000 sq km area that also straddles Bangladesh

towards the east, and sustains millions of people with

food, water and forest products. There is also a unique

population of tigers that live here, adapted to move eas-

ily across the land-sea interface. The Sundarbans

present a stark example of what loss of ecology can do

to a landscape and its people, as islands shrink and sedi-

ment that normally adds to landmass is trapped up-

stream in rivers by dams and barrages; such a loss is not

compensated by the limited beneits available else-

where in the islands from additions. As a conluence

zone of freshwater brought by the big Himalayan rivers

and high concentrated salinity, these islands are a cru-

cible of biodiversity that helps the 4.5 million that live

on the Indian side. It is remarkable, for instance, that

the mangrove tree species, including the Sundari,

which has historically helped the local economy in the

construction of boats and bridges, make up as much as

a third of the global trove of such trees. Understand-

ably, the region has attracted a large number of settlers,

and the population within Indian boundaries has risen

from 1.15 million in 1951 to 4.4 million six decades later.

Parts of the Sundarbans are legally protected as na-

tional parks and sanctuaries, and there is a special focus

on tiger conservation. Yet, its future now depends on

local actions that will protect the banks from erosion,

and policies that address the pressures created on nat-

ural resources by lack of human development. Sugges-

tions for fortiication against erosion on the lines of the

dikes in The Netherlands merit scientiic evaluation.

Strengthening them with endemic plant and tree spe-

cies that can thrive in changing salinity conditions can

provide co-beneits to local communities. Carefully

considered ecotourism holds the potential to raise

awareness and funds, since the Sundarbans harbour a

raft of bird and animal species. There is also a strong

case for international climate inance to be channelled

to India and Bangladesh for the region’s preservation,

given its global uniqueness. It is vital that local com-

munities are pulled out of poverty, which would also re-

lieve the pressure on natural resources. Climate re-

search and social science thus have a synergistic role in

giving the Sundarbans a greater chance of survival. 

The delta miracle
The steady loss of mangroves in the

Sundarbans makes conservation eforts vital 

W
hat encourages Indians
who subscribe to diferent
religious persuasions,

speak diferent languages, and
hold diferent conceptions of the
good to believe that they are equal
members of a democratic political
community? Many features bind us
together: shared memories of a
massive struggle against colonial-
ism, the spectacle of and general
enthusiasm for elections, love of
cricket and fascination with Bolly-
wood. The most important bond
that welds disparate people into a
political community is, arguably,
constitutional democracy and the
fundamental rights granted by the
Constitution.

About the right to life
Logically, the one right that en-
ables us to possess and exercise
other rights is the right to life gran-
ted by Article 21 of the Funda-
mental Rights Chapter of the Con-
stitution. It states explicitly that no
person shall be deprived of her life
or personal liberty, save by proced-
ure established by law. In 1950, the
Supreme Court, in the case of A.K.
Gopalan vs the State of Madras, in-
terpreted the phrase “procedure
established by law” as any proced-
ure laid down in a statute enacted
by a competent legislature. For 23
years, the court did not interpret
the right to life as a principle of nat-
ural justice, but as a fragile right
that could be taken away by arbit-
rary legislation. 

Over the years the Supreme
Court changed its stance. In 1973,
in the case of Prabhu Dayal Deorah
vs the District Magistrate, Kamrup,
the court ruled that anti-social
activities can never be reason to in-
vade the personal liberty of cit-

izens. The history of personal
liberty is the history of observance
of procedures; this is the only bas-
tion against ‘wanton’ infringe-
ments of personal liberty. In the
Maneka Gandhi case (1977), the
court ruled that the right to life had
to be read along with the right to
equality and the right to freedom,
granted by Articles 14 and 19 of the
Fundamental Rights Chapter. Any
procedure that could possibly in-
fringe on the right to life and per-
sonal liberty had to be right, just,
and fair, and not arbitrary, fanciful
and oppressive. The court would
decide whether a procedure is just. 

Watching in silence
According to this interpretation,
the recent spate of attacks on In-
dian citizens, the lynchings and
slaughter, can be rightfully con-
strued as ‘wanton’ assaults on per-
sonal liberty and the right to life.
What is worrying is that individuals
are emboldened to perform acts of
indescribable violence on bodies
of fellow citizens. They have
reason to know that they will get
away with these repulsive viola-
tions of a primary fundamental
right. 

In most cases, police personnel
prefer to look elsewhere. Elected
ministers of State governments de-
fend actions that maim and
murder on limsy and unsubstanti-
ated grounds, such as transporta-
tion of cattle. In a recent case, a

young man was brutally killed be-
cause he was reportedly carrying
meat. Surely those who design and
execute violence should be penal-
ised severely for breaching the ba-
sic right to life and liberty. But our
democratically elected Central
government watches in near si-
lence even as its citizens are subjec-
ted to reiterative brutality.

Elusive expressions of distress
by politicians who command im-
mense power, and who possess
control over the means of coer-
cion, is simply not enough. Perpet-
rators of violence must be pun-
ished, aspirant wrongdoers must
be deterred, and civil liberties
must be restored. If India has some
claim to constitutional democracy,
the sanctity of fundamental rights
must be upheld by our power
elites.

Markers of protest
It is precisely this message that for
the past three years has been de-
livered by Indian citizens. Writers,
poets, and dramatists returned
honours given by the state. Citizens
march to protest against atrocities
perpetrated on our students, on
our own people who are Muslims
or Dalits, and on our democratic
sensibilities. Last week thousands
of Indians assembled across the
country to state unambiguously:
‘Not in My Name.’ The marker of
the protest can be read in two
ways. It can be interpreted as dis-

tancing ourselves from the barbar-
ism that has been unleashed on
vulnerable Indians. But this read-
ing is untenable. This form of
protest is one of the most spectacu-
lar expressions of loss of conid-
ence in elected leaderships, a mass
no-conidence motion. We are no
longer ‘the people’ in whose name
you rule. 

Democratic citizens need to
deepen protests, because lynching
and murders are not random or
isolated incidents. The link
between the issue of cow protec-
tion and Hindu-Muslim communal
violence has been clear since the
late nineteenth century. Worship
of the cow was one of the reasons
why Muslims felt excluded from
the construction of an overtly
‘Hindu’ nation, built around pure
and impure food and the con-
sequence of consumption. 

A project of consolidation
Today, the project of consolidating
a Hindu nation has been stepped
up. The larger intention of the
Hindutva project is to cast a mi-
asma of fear and trepidation over
entire regions, and to put minorit-
ies and the so-called lower castes
‘in their place’. The project seems
to have worked. Now people have
to be careful where they live, and
how they travel, for anyone, any-
where can be subjected to intimid-
ation. 

The prospect is frightening. We
are going to live in desolate cities,
because vulnerable communities,
in search of protection, will mi-
grate to ghettos overlowing with
their own people. We will be living
and working in blank and bleak
urban (and some rural) spaces,
where no one reaches out to the
members of another community.
They simply do not know what the
outcome is going to be.

This is the exact fate of
Ahmedabad, a once bustling tex-
tile town. Though repeated com-
munal violence led to ghettoisation
in 1969, some Hindus and Muslims
continued to live in mixed neigh-

bourhoods. By the 1990s only a few
mixed neighbourhoods remained.
Spatial segregation was almost
complete after 2002. The fate of a
ghettoised city is depressing. Res-
idential exclusion narrows the cul-
tural and political horizons of com-
munities, closes of options,
pre-empts creative mingling of per-
spectives and prevents solidarity.

Rituals of random violence have
their own rationale, the mainten-
ance and reproduction of dread of
the unknown, or even of the
known. The consequences are
clear. People in search of protec-
tion cluster together. The political
community fragments, and the col-
lective self of India is once again
fractured. We are set back a hun-
dred years when neighbours turn
on neighbours. Today, matters are
worse, because people video-re-
cord the torture of their neigh-
bours in the name of cow-protec-
tion. They then post these videos
on the social media. What could be
more perverse and more
threatening?

The splitting up of the political
community in India and the dissol-
ution of solidarity, spatial segrega-
tion as the vulnerable seek shelter,
and mindless violence seem to be
part of a larger project of the ex-
treme right. The executors of viol-
ence know that strong-arm tactics
send powerful signals of who be-
longs and who does not. These
seemingly indiscriminate and ar-
bitrary instances of violence,
murder, and mayhem are not isol-
ated. They add up to a project that
is politically dangerous because it
threatens defenceless people. In
1947, India was partitioned into
two countries. In the 21st century,
Indian society seems to be fated to
undergo another sort of partition,
spatial segregation born out of fear.
The right to life has lost meaning in
an India where vigilante groups
rule who will be targeted and how.

Neera Chandoke is a former Professor of
Political Science, Delhi University

The organising principle of lynch mobs
The executors of violence know that strong-arm tactics send powerful signals of who belongs and who does not

neera chandhoke
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S
ince Independence, between
25 and 60 million people have
been displaced from their

homes and uprooted for India’s de-
velopment projects. Most end up
living in abysmal poverty and
deprivation. That we do not even
know the exact numbers of those
afected — in a country that prizes
bureaucratic record keeping — is a
clear indication of the callous dis-
regard we have for these lives. 

Disregarding years of sustained
non-violent protest and an iconic
mass movement that drew national
and global attention, the Narmada
Control Authority decided on June
17, 2017 to raise the height of the
Sardar Sarovar dam to its full
height, by ordering the closure of
30 gates. It was announced in time
with the arrival of the monsoon.
Once the dam is at its full height, it
will submerge one town and at
least 176 villages, displace close to
20,000 families, lood productive
agricultural land, and destroy hun-
dreds of acres of biodiverse forest.
Proponents argue that (someone

else’s) sacriice is essential for
(their) development. They tout the
beneits: the dam will generate hy-
dro-energy, extend irrigation and
bring drinking water to drought-af-
fected, arid areas of Rajasthan and
Gujarat. But beyond the hype, the
facts are in question. Ecologists,
hydrologists, economists and en-
gineers have produced detailed
documentation that brings into
doubt the claims of water provi-
sioning, economic growth and
safety made by the project. 

Choked with silt 
Siltation is one of the biggest chal-
lenges faced by dams worldwide,
and constitutes one of the biggest
challenges to the long-term success
of this dam. The steep slopes of the
Narmada valley are prone to
erosion: they have been protected
so far because of the dense forests
that line the sides of the valley.
Once these trees are lost, soil from
the denuded slopes will low un-
checked into the river, turning the
water muddy. The Central Water
Commission’s 2015 compendium
on siltation of India’s reservoirs re-
ports alarming igures. For in-
stance, in 85% of India’s dams, the
actual rates of siltation are higher
than those anticipated during their
design. An alarming one in four
dams has sedimentation rates
more than ive times as high as ex-

pected! Siltation is most rapid in
the early years after dam construc-
tion and quickly begins to take ef-
fect. The problems are likely to be
especially severe for giant dams
such as the Sardar Sarovar, which
cannot be easily desilted. Apart
from directly reducing water stor-
age capacity, siltation also de-
creases water capacity due to in-
creased evaporation loss. As a
result, the capacity to generate hy-
dropower is afected. A dam
choked with silt creates a river
prone to risky situations of poten-
tial looding in the backwaters. 

A poor record 
Compensation to the displaced,
when given, has often come in the
form of land unsuitable for farming
or living, located either on river-
beds at the risk of looding, or in
rocky areas which cannot be

ploughed. Resettlement sites lack
basic facilities: no wells, drinking
water pipelines, or grazing land for
cattle, let alone schools or road fa-
cilities. The poor track record of
the past is clear. Despite this, tens
of thousands of additional house-
holds are now being asked to rely
on resettlement without an ad-
equately provisioned place to
move. This leaves the once self-reli-
ant people of the valley with no op-
tion but to work as daily wage la-
bour and crowd into urban slums —
often to be resettled again for other
developmental or smart city pro-
jects. 

The Narmada valley is one of the
most fertile ecosystems in India,
brimming with biodiversity, and
with abundant ish, birds and
trees. The dams along the Nar-
mada have changed this, blocking
normal water low, leading to
downstream habitat change and
impacting biodiversity. The Nar-
mada estuary, where the river
meets the sea, has become increas-
ingly saline because of the de-
crease in fresh water low after the
dams came up. Fish catch of some
species has now declined by as
much as 75%, signalling the almost
complete collapse of the once fam-
ous ishing industry. Thousands of
commercial and subsistence ish-
ermen afected by this change are
not classiied as dam-afected

though. Neither are the people
who and industries which de-
pended on the once-abundant sup-
ply of fresh water in the delta. (Wa-
ter has now suddenly turned saline
even to the depth of borewells.)
Neither will the invisible tribal
communities who depend on the
lush forests of the valley — forests
that will now be submerged. Only
those who can produce evidence
of losing homes or agricultural
plots are counted as “project-af-
fected”, and can lay claim to com-
pensation. 

There has to be a clear, transpar-
ent public accounting of liveli-
hoods lost and jobs created, of
proits accrued at the expense of
great misery and injustice. For who
are we to decide who wins and who
loses? Large dams have forced the
displacement of millions of India’s
small farmers and landless peas-
ants from across the country, for-
cing them into urban slums and
shanties, breaking apart families
and sending them into a down-
ward spiral of degradation and
penury. The tragedy of the Sardar
Sarovar Project is that it has failed
to learn from history, condemning
tens of thousands more to the same
fate.

Harini Nagendra is a Professor of
Sustainability at Azim Premji University

Nothing learnt from history
Raising the Sardar Sarovar dam to its full height will result in more large-scale submergence of habitations 

harini nagendra 
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Ties with Israel

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s visit to Israel, the
irst by any Indian Prime
Minister, is one of great
historic signiicance. Israel
has always been a friendly
country even when India
eschewed its friendship.
When most Arab nations
have supported Pakistan in
its conlicts with India,
Israel has been the one that
has steadfastly stood by
India. Israel was perhaps
the irst country which
fought against terrorism
with its hallmark courage
and daring. Today, India is
also a victim of terrorism,
and in its ight against this
evil it has a lesson or two to
learn from Israel. (“On eve
of PM’s tour, Palestine
hopes to keep India ties
irm”, July 3).
K.R. Jayaprakash Rao,

Mysuru

■ Signiicant for many
reasons, the expectations of
a ‘strategic partnership’
with Israel in non-defence
sectors such as innovation,
agriculture and need-based

research signal a fresh dawn
in India’s outlook,
prioritising the socio-
economic welfare of its
people rather than the
pursuit of relentless defence
procurement. There are
many takeaways from the
way in which Israel has
strengthened its innovation
sector, turning agriculture
into a proit-making
industry with technological
inputs, aligning its
universities with its local
requirements, and
emphasising cooperation
between technology
companies and research
outputs — all this in a
resource-scarce
environment compared to
the vast potential of a
resource-rich India. 
Aijaz Hussain Malik,

Sonim-Kunzer, Baramulla, J&K

Swiss bank accounts

Citing the record low
balances held by Indians in
Swiss banks last year, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi has
said that the tough steps
taken by his government
against black money in the

last three years have started
yielding the desired results
(“One lakh suspect irms
deregistered”, July 2). Mr.
Modi need not feel
complacent. Funds parked
in Swiss banks have long
lown to other tax havens
instead of coming back to
India. In such matters, the
knowledge of our political
leaders and bureaucrats,
who are said to form a
major chunk of Swiss bank
account holders, is miles
ahead.
P.G. Menon,

Chennai

The aerosol efect

The inding on the huge role
aerosols play in weakening
the monsoon should push
policymakers to combat
pollution. India’s
agriculture is still
dependent on a good
monsoon for enhanced
productivity. The failure of
the monsoon and its after-
efects are well known in
creating chaos. Measures to
boost aforestation with a
thrust on improving forest
cover, switching over to

renewable sources of
energy to meet our ever
growing energy needs and
zero-tolerance to keep a
check on aerosols will go a
long way in improving the
prospect of a good
monsoon.
M. Jeyaram,

Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

■ Now that pollution has
been named as a major
factor in afecting the
monsoon, monitoring air
quality using systems such
as the System of Air Quality
and Weather Forecasting
And Research (SAFAR) is a
must especially as India is
wholly dependent on these
seasonal rains. In addition
to monitoring vehicle sales,
the government can
strengthen its commitment
to reducing hazardous
pollutants by having an
odd-even number plate
policy and no car days on a
pan-India basis. There must
also be tighter control over
vehicular emissions. Most of
our public transport
vehicles and even
autorickshaws can be seen

belching thick fumes of
smoke. 
Archana Venkata Madhva Raj,

Thoothukkudi, Tamil Nadu

There are papers to show
that sulphur dioxide
emissions from Europe are
causing problems in the
progression of the
monsoon. But what about
the vast quantities of SO2

being produced in our coal
power plants? They are sure
to be causing havoc
somewhere. While there
appear to be concerted
eforts in Europe to contain
SO2 emissions from coal
power plants, most of our
own power plants do not
have them. As a matter of
fact, it is only recently that
our pollution control
measures have started
including SO2 control to the
list but we cannot be sure
that even the very few
power plants which have
been mandated to have
scrubbers to contain SO2 are
efective. Can there be a
white paper on this? 
Shankar Sharma,

Mysuru

Roots of a dilemma

To dye or not to dye is a
mid-life dilemma that seizes
every one and continues till
the end (‘Open page’ –
“Looking for that silver
lining”, July 2). Having gone
through the entire
experience of the stages of
dyeing — from black to slight
grey, and then from white to
blacker than black and
inally surrendering to the
nature — I remember
wasting valuable time and
money on the futile
exercise. A friend of mine
made me realise the fact
that it is only grey hair that
beits a senior executive and
adds dignity to his looks. I
stopped dyeing my hair.
My wife continued with the
process for a little longer,
just to please the children.
And, ultimately, she too
gave up the process
gracefully. Our friends say
we look great and we like to
hear this being said again
and again.
Krishnamurthy,

Chennai
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DATA POINT

The Andhra Pradesh High Court held to-day [ July 3, Hydera-
bad] that the “allegation that the present Nizam (the Eighth),
Prince Mukkaram Jah, has attempted to dispose of valuable
jewellery by smuggling into foreign markets is absolutely base-
less.” Dismissing three connected Miscellaneous petitions of
certain relations of the Nizam, Mr. Justice Krishna Rao was sat-
isfied that the “entire jewellery in the hands of the late Nizam
the Seventh, Mir Osman Ali Khan, was the subject matter of
various trust deeds and the entire movable property was in-
ventoried, for the purpose of the Wealth tax.” His Lordship de-
clared that “there is no basis at all for the apprehension that
the present Nizam has been attempting to dispose of valuable
jewellery, belonging to the estate.” 

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 4, 1967

Allegation against Nizam fails
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FROM ARCHIVES

At the Allahabad High Court to-day [ July 3], Mr. Justice Tudball
and Mr. Justice Rafiq delivered judgment in the Cawnpore
Trunk murder case in which appeal was preferred by the
Local Government against the order of the Sessions Judge of
Cawnpore acquitting Kunji and Nageli of a charge of a murder.
It was alleged that two trunks were found in a third class rail-
way compartment at Jhansi station. In the one, was found the
body of a woman whose throat and legs had been cut and in
the other some clothing and various articles. No clue could
then be obtained as to the identity of the victim and of the
murderer. Nearly two months after, the Sessions Judge of
Jhansi received an anonymous letter stating that the body was
that of the daughter of Pundit Radhelal of Cawnpore and that
Debi Sahai was the murderer whose wife would tell the whole
story. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 4, 1917

Railway murder case.

For some time now, retro-
spective taxation has been
a major issue of concern
for foreign investors think-
ing about doing business
in India. The confiscation
of dividends belonging to
Cairn Energy by the In-
come Tax Department in
June is the latest event to
highlight the significant
risk faced by foreign in-
vestors due to the unreli-
able nature of laws in the
country.

Economists, for long,
have emphasised the need
for institutions that can
provide sound and stable
rules to oversee the
proper conduct of com-
merce. American econom-
ist Douglass C. North, for
instance, characterised in-
stitutions as setting “the
rules of the game” in any
economy. After all, in-
vestors seeking profit will
not risk their capital in
building a business until
they can foresee — to a
reasonable extent — the

likely returns they could
earn on their investment.
A government that
changes the tax — or any
other — law arbitrarily ob-
viously will not instil any
sense of confidence in in-
vestors about the future.

How they deal with it
“A Theory of Entrepren-
eurship and Institutional
Uncertainty,” a 2017 paper
by Per L. Bylund and Mat-
thew McCaffrey, explores
the various kinds of insti-
tutional uncertainty that
affect entrepreneurs, and
how they react to them.
Entrepreneurs, they ar-
gue, can deal with institu-
tional uncertainties in
four ways: by abiding by
the rules, by evading the
rules, by altering the rules
through institutional en-
trepreneurship, and, fi-
nally, by exiting the sys-
tem if the rules prove too
hard to change.

The authors base their
analysis primarily on the
hierarchical model of in-

stitutions developed by
economist Oliver William-
son, and the concept of
“regime uncertainty” pro-
posed by economist
Robert Higgs in his 1997
paper “Regime Uncer-
tainty: Why the Great De-
pression Lasted So Long
and Why Prosperity Re-
sumed After the War.”

Regime uncertainty,
where entrepreneurs be-
lieve that top-level institu-
tions offer very little pro-
tection for their economic
rights, represents the
worst kind of institutional
uncertainty. 

The authors offer the
slump in private invest-
ment and other entre-
preneurial actions after
the Great Depression of
the 1930s as an example of
the negative effects of re-
gime uncertainty. It may
be a useful exercise to ex-
plore the extent to which
regime uncertainty ex-
plains the slump in private
investment in India in re-
cent years.

The rules of the game
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ABSTRACT

Exploring the various kinds of institutional uncertainty
that afect entrepreneurs

Prashanth Perumal

Some seven or eight large black
garbage bags are spotlighted on
stage. Slowly, they tumble over,
and from them emerge men and
women, uniformed like con-
servancy workers. Then, to a
low, throbbing beat, one woman
collects everyone’s bags and
exits. It’s the opening scene of a
Tamil play called Manjal that
was performed last week in
Chennai. Through several
charged vignettes like this one,
the play sought to highlight what
it means to be a Dalit manual
scavenger in India. 

We may have passed a law prohibiting the manual disposal
of human excreta in 2013. Bezwada Wilson may have won the
Magsaysay Award for his work in this area last year. But the
truth is, manual scavenging continues across India, continues
to be done by those we term “the lowest castes”, and contin-
ues to kill the men who descend into sewage lines to clean
them. 

There is nothing new in the practice, nothing new in shout-
ing it is wrong, nothing new about how agonisingly slow and
reluctant the movement has been towards changing a custom
that ought to shame us as much as lynching or cow vigilantism
does. What is new, however, and what we might tentatively
celebrate is what we saw last week at the play. 

The cavernous Kamarajar Arangam on Chennai’s arterial
Mount Road was spilling over. There were people along the
aisles, the sides, on the loor, on the steps leading to the stage —
there must have been more than 2,000 people. Seldom has a
play with a socio-political message of this nature attracted this
size of audience. And seldom has this issue been main-
streamed culturally in the way this play managed to do.

Speaking to the audience
The audience was so involved in the action unfolding on stage
they seemed to forget it wasn’t real. A classroom scene had a
teacher caning Dalit students, mocking their high scores, in-
sisting they clean the school toilets. The audience emitted a
low growl, voices heckled the teacher. They cried with the wid-
ows of dead scavengers, they cheered activists, they mocked
lawyers. It was as if they were seeing their lives unfold on stage. 

In a recent column, arts commentator Sadanand Menon
said, “Cultural activism is the politics of locating the self in
everyday life and critiquing it.” The play exempliied this. As
boys, girls and adults whistled, cried and raged at some stir-
ring scene on stage, one saw how something that could have
been a merely competent performance was transformed into
a source of strength, into a life-giving force that seemed to vis-
ibly arm people with the means to question everything about
their lives. 

Laws can never penetrate deep enough into lived realities.
Cultural mobilisation of this kind, calibre and ambition is what
frees minds. “The irst step to controlling your world is to con-
trol your culture,” said writer Chuck Palahniuk. And Manjal
last week did just that.

The colour of horror
How a play can bring alive a lifetime’s
injustices
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi, ac-
cording to his bhakts, alone repres-
ents the India of the future: muscu-
lar, bold, uncompromising. Those
who don’t cheer are anti-national.
Bhakts present demonetisation as a
panacea to root out black money.
The rich suffer and the poor are
happy that the ‘haves’ have been tar-
geted. Gains, they say, will be long-
term. Bhakts used the electronic me-
dia with sound bites to support these
perceptions. A foray across the Line
of Control is presented as a bold, au-
dacious venture never attempted be-
fore. They call it a surgical strike. In-
dia’s past is an embarrassment, its
icons inglorious and their policies
the root cause of conflicts today. 

Internally, Hindutva and its mind-
set must prevail. Gau mata must be
protected at any cost. Those trading
in animals are suspects, and are on
occasions, without proof, lynched or
killed. Ironically, victims become the
accused and the aggressors the ag-
grieved. The police, when and if
present at the time of the onslaught
by vigilantes, look on nonchalantly. 

Externally, they challenge fossil-
ised foreign policy positions. Show
the Dragon its place and extol the vir-
tues of Mr. Modi’s Pakistan policy.
Praise Mr. Modi for his warm bear
hugs and laud him when he refuses
to have a dialogue. Either way Mr.
Modi is right. Pathankot, Gurdaspur
and Uri were the result of Pakistan’s
villainy. Those asking questions on
security lapses support Pakistan.

Bhakts troll you till kingdom
come, the moment you seek legitim-
ate answers. That is my Bharat in
which I feel like an alien because I do
not conform to official policy pre-
scriptions and the Bharatiya Janata
Party’s spin on them.

Tragedy of demonetisation
Demonetisation is perhaps the most
shameful scandal in independent In-
dia: ill-conceived and anti-people.
The rich got away and the poor stood
in queues. A freeze on 86% of cash
flows paralysed the economy. Those
needing cash for their daily spend
were left stranded. Around a hun-
dred died. Most ATMs were not calib-
rated to receive the new currency.

Clearly, inadequate thought and pre-
parations went into this knee-jerk de-
cision. The Reserve Bank of India
also did not distinguish itself: fre-
quently changing both the mile-
stones and the rules. Its deathly blow
to agriculture, employment, trade
and business slowed the economy.
Millions lost jobs since cash flows re-
duced to a trickle. 

Demonetisation clearly failed to
realise the threefold objective that
Mr. Modi pitched. Terrorism has not
waned. Fake currency continues to
circulate. Black money, though not in
full flow, is picking up. For the
bhakts, criticising demonetisation is
akin to supporting the black eco-
nomy. A fortiori, he who is a critic of
demonetisation is anti-national. I am
a critic. If that is being anti-national,
so be it.

Surgical interventions, being in-
vasive, if successful, decisively deal
with the ailment. If not, there is no
real reason for self-praise. While the
effort at surgical intervention must
be applauded, its impact must be ob-
jectively assessed. According to Lt.
General Ranbir Singh (DGMO), ter-
rorists had gathered in large num-
bers across the LoC ready to infiltrate
into Jammu and Kashmir. That
provided the rationale for the sur-
gical strikes of late September 2016. 

The attack in November by a

group of heavily armed militants,
killing seven Army personnel, includ-
ing a Major, at the 16 Corps
headquarters at Nagrota was a
chilling reminder of the continuing
threat of militancy.

Killing of Dalits, Muslims
Massive escalation of tensions and
consequent targeting of soldiers
along the LoC has also left dozens of
civilians dead after the surgical
strikes. That they did not act as a de-
terrent to infiltration is clear. But any
analysis of their efficacy will be seen
by the bhakts as supporting Pakistan
and they will brand me as anti-na-
tional. So be it.

The lynching of Dalits and
Muslims, allegedly to protect the
cow, is a national shame. These vigil-
antes are the self-appointed ambas-
sadors of the Hindu Right, silently
supported by the establishment. Mr.
Modi admonished the vigilantes last
August but nothing changed. 

The protests across cities have co-
erced the Prime Minister to speak
again. His words sound hollow. It is
he who, during election rallies, elo-
quently spoke of protecting the cow
and putting an end to the ‘pink re-
volution’. Despite his words, in
Jharkhand’s Ramgarh district, Al-
imuddin Ansari, suspected of carry-
ing “cattle meat” in his van which

was set on fire, was beaten to death.
Mr. Modi is aware that it is the polit-
ics of hate, which won him Uttar Pra-
desh, that is the root cause of such vi-
gilantism. Action, not words alone,
will stop this madness. Yet those who
criticise will be condemned for sup-
porting the killing of cows and being
anti-Hindu, thus anti-national. So be
it.

Consistency is a casualty in Mr.
Modi’s Pakistan policy, from a warm
handshake, a stopover at Lahore to
cold shouldering Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif. 

Our foreign policy mandarins are
struggling to come to terms with this
ambivalence. Pakistan’s hatred for
India runs deep. For the Army, this is
a necessary imperative for the per-
petuation of its military-industrial
complex. But any criticism of Mr.
Modi’s policy initiatives towards
Pakistan invites the wrath of his
bhakts. So also when explanations
are sought for the security lapses for
infiltrations across the border and
the consequent loss of lives in Path-
ankot and Uri. What happened in
Gurdaspur is shrouded in mystery.
The attempt to storm the Indian Air
Force base in Pathankot, kilometres
from the international border with
Pakistan, raises legitimate questions
relating to the security of our sensit-
ive establishments. 

The parliamentary panel said that
“...terrorists might have taken help
of channels or networks used by
smugglers to infiltrate the border,
shelter and carry out terror attack”.
Though National Investigation
Agency has filed a chargesheet,
many questions remain to be
answered. Why was our counter-ter-
ror establishment caught napping?
Why did the forces take three days to
secure the airbase? Why was the
Joint Investigation Team, with five
Pakistani officials, including one
from the ISI, allowed to visit the Air
Force base, without ensuring reci-
procity? At Uri, 19 soldiers were
killed by Lashkar-e-Taiba operatives.
The public is entitled to know the ex-
tent of the security lapses at Path-
ankot and Uri. But it is anti-national
to ask and if we do, the bhakts accuse
us of being pro-Pakistan.

As a citizen of India, I will con-
tinue to question whenever my gov-
ernment needs to justify both its
policy prescriptions and their imple-
mentation. If for that, I am accused
of being anti-national, so be it.

Kapil Sibal is a former Union Minister and
senior Congress leader

But some questions, on issues ranging from demonetisation to national security, must be asked

They may call it anti-national

Kapil Sibal

G
E

T
T

Y
 I
M

A
G

E
S
/I

S
T

O
C

K
P

H
O

T
O

I wonder if you have noticed the strange si-
lence with which the Saudi demand for shut-
ting down Al Jazeera has been received by
the rest of the world? This was one of the 13
demands made by the Saudis and their allies
10 days ago. At the least I would have
thought it would be strongly criticised and
opposed by journalists. After all, it affects
them directly. Yet they seem to be largely si-
lent. Not just in the Gulf. Not just in Delhi.
But also, as far as I can tell, in London, Paris,
Berlin and even Washington.

Had it been the BBC
I cannot believe this would be the case if the
demand had been for closing down the BBC
or CNN or any Indian channel. So perhaps
the reluctance to speak out in support of Al
Jazeera arises from of the fact that it is
owned by the Qatari royal family. But does
that really justify silence?

Al Jazeera has established itself as a cred-
ible and often outspoken source of news. Its
coverage is different to that of the BBC and
CNN and, therefore, irreplaceable. Its com-
mentary provides a viewpoint that otherwise
would not be heard. Its range covers not just
the Arab world, but also countries in Africa
and Latin America that are usually ignored.
Surely that makes Al Jazeera an invaluable
channel regardless of its ownership and any
influence that might have on its management
or editorial policy?

In fact, the truth is Al Jazeera is staffed
with reputable Western journalists. Many
seem to be from the BBC. They are people
whose credentials have long been estab-
lished. As far as I am concerned, their pres-
ence on the Al Jazeera screen affirms the
channel’s credibility and reliability. How
must they feel when their former colleagues
in London keep quiet about the demand to
close the channel? 

Let me, however, go one step further.
Once you rule out the ownership of the
channel as grounds for keeping silent, then
logically there can be only two other
grounds for not speaking up in defence of Al
Jazeera. First, that you believe the demand is
only made rhetorically and not seriously.
Second, that it’s not enforceable or, to be
more precise, will not be accepted and acted
upon by Qatar.

I’m afraid these are not credible grounds

for silence. Even if the demand is made rhet-
orically, surely journalists — if no one else —
should oppose a demand by any government
to shut down a media organisation? Instead,
we should riposte by asking, how dare the
Saudis make this demand? How dare they try
to throttle freedom of speech? How dare
they try to restrict the right of the media to
report, explore and expose as it thinks fit?

To let even a rhetorical demand go un-
challenged, uncriticised and, therefore, not
condemned is to accept the legitimacy of
such rhetoric. Who knows when similar de-
mands might be made in London or Wash-
ington, Delhi or Islamabad?

Much the same is true of the belief that
the demand to shut down Al Jazeera is unen-
forceable or will not be accepted by the
Qatari government. First, how can you be
sure that is the case? And, second, why do
you believe the Qataris don’t need interna-
tional support to stiffen their spine? No
doubt the Qatari royal family has the money,

but who knows when or in what circum-
stances its political will might flag.

Al Jazeera needs and, more importantly,
deserves the support of all journalists. Not
just because it’s a good and credible news
channel. Nor because journalists must stand
by and support each other, because if they
don’t they will discourage others from doing
so. All of that should be taken as given. The
real reason why Al Jazeera must be suppor-
ted has to do with our principles and our
values.

In a democracy, where free speech is
cherished, every voice is valuable, particu-
larly when it’s unpopular and even if it’s
wrong. The media exists as a mirror to re-
flect the reality of our lives and our society.
This gives it the right to expose, provoke, of-
fend and disturb. If in the process it’s occa-
sionally wrong, so be it. That might call for
correction but never for closing down a
channel.

The present journalistic silence in re-
sponse to what’s happening to Al Jazeera is
not just inexplicable but also unforgivable.

Karan Thapar is a veteran broadcast journalist

Why we should speak up
for Al Jazeera
The Saudi demand for shutting down the channel must be
resisted on principle 

Karan Thapar
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CAPE ratio
Finance

A ratio used to gauge
whether a stock (or an in-
dex) is undervalued or
overvalued by comparing
its current market price to
its inflation-adjusted his-
torical earnings record. It
is a variant of the more
popular price-to-earnings
ratio, and is calculated by
dividing the current price
of a stock by its average in-
flation-adjusted earnings
over the last ten years. Us-
ing average earnings over
the last decade helps to
smooth out the impact of
business cycles and other
events, and gives a better
picture of a company’s
sustainable earnings
power. The ratio was in-
vented by American eco-
nomist Robert Shiller.
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In pictures: First-day

upsets at Wimbledon

http://bit.ly/WimbledonDay1Upsets
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