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A
s India’s 14th President, Ram Nath Kovind will be

expected to play the important role of safeguard-

ing the spirit of the Constitution and the founda-

tions of our parliamentary democracy. Unlike his im-

mediate predecessor Pranab Mukherjee, Mr. Kovind

moves into Rashtrapati Bhavan after a stint in a Raj

Bhavan. Arguably, it is a Raj Bhavan, and not the o�ce

of the Vice-President, that is the best preparatory

ground for the non-ceremonial duties of the President,

particularly those that may involve invoking the o�ce’s

discretionary power. After general elections that pro-

duced hung Lok Sabhas, former Presidents R. Venkatar-

aman, Shankar Dayal Sharma and K.R. Narayanan ad-

opted di�erent procedures to decide who would have

the �rst shot at forming the government. Venkataraman

and Sharma invited the leader of the single largest

party, with varying results. While Rajiv Gandhi declined

Venkataraman’s invitation in 1989, A.B. Vajpayee accep-

ted Sharma’s invitation in 1996, only to see his govern-

ment last no more than 13 days. In 1998, Narayanan as-

certained the support Mr. Vajpayee had before calling

him to form the government. Like these predecessors,

Mr. Kovind may be involved in situations with no set

precedent. Also, while the use and abuse of Article 356,

and the imposition of President’s Rule, are now mon-

itored closely by the higher courts, as President he will

necessarily have to use his own discretion should the

Union Cabinet send such a recommendation. On con-

tentious pieces of legislation, he can be extremely in�u-

ential when he counsels caution, using his moral au-

thority and the weight of his public o�ce.

Mr. Kovind secured an impressive victory, receiving

more than the number of votes pledged to him, signify-

ing acceptance levels that go beyond the NDA’s political

spectrum. Once the names of the candidates for the

election were known, much of the interest centred on

the support he would garner from Opposition parties

not a�liated to the Congress. That he did win substan-

tially more votes vindicates the faith the BJP’s leader-

ship placed on his candidature. To the BJP’s credit, it

did not choose a dyed-in-sa�ron member of the Sangh

Parivar. Mr. Kovind’s candidature may have been a stra-

tegic political compromise. On the one hand it ensured

the wider support that the BJP wanted and, on the

other, it wasn’t entirely politically neutral, not enough

anyway to allow the Congress or the Left parties the sat-

isfaction of a consensus candidate. He is a Dalit, and his

nomination was intended by the BJP to signal a socially

inclusive agenda. But as President, Mr. Kovind will have

to rise above political and social identities. He will be

called upon to apply his mind and distinguish between

settled conventions and questionable precedents in ar-

riving at decisions. The o�ce of the President was not

conceived as merely a ceremonial post. The discretion-

ary powers that he has demand a delicate balance

without slipping into being either an unthinking rubber

stamp or an overzealous interventionist.

The new President
It is Ram Nath Kovind’s use of discretionary

powers that will de�ne his presidency

T
he Union Cabinet’s in-principle nod to the pur-

chase of Hindustan Petroleum Corporation Lim-

ited by the Oil and Natural Gas Corporation has

cleared the decks for India to have its own oil giant. The

decision follows the Finance Minister’s announcement

in this year’s budget that the government would seek to

merge public sector oil companies to create larger entit-

ies. The acquisition is expected to be consummated

over the next year with ONGC buying the government’s

51% stake in HPCL. This would o�er ONGC access to HP-

CL’s re�ning and retail facilities. The rationale is that a

bigger, vertically integrated oil company can help India

achieve the scale required to compete at the global

level, and help better absorb oil price shocks. In fact, it

is expected that the Cabinet may decide to consolidate

more public sector oil companies. In addition, the sale

of HPCL could contribute almost Rs.30,000 crore to

the exchequer and ful�l more than a third of the year’s

disinvestment target. All this, of course, makes the

ONGC-HPCL deal look like a boon for the government,

the oil sector and the overall economy. There are ques-

tions about how ONGC will �nd the cash to complete

the deal and how it can bypass an open o�er to minority

shareholders, but these may be the least of its worries.

Business combinations, even those that strictly in-

volve private players, are potentially destructive to

shareholder wealth. Notably, the merger of Air India

and Indian Airlines in 2007 failed to realise the expec-

ted bene�ts of scale and synergy from a larger enter-

prise. ONGC Chairman Dinesh K. Sarraf has spoken of

the bene�ts of synergy from the deal with HPCL. But

ONGC’s history of capital allocation, which has come

under much criticism from analysts, gives very little

reason to support such optimism. The Comptroller and

Auditor General had in 2011 criticised it for the expens-

ive acquisition of the U.K.-based Imperial Energy Cor-

poration on unrealistic projections about returns. The

CAG exposed various other ine�ciencies in ONGC’s op-

erations in subsequent years. Not surprisingly, ONGC’s

pro�ts have dropped signi�cantly over the years, and in

2015 it lost its place as the most pro�table Indian com-

pany. All this is re�ected in ONGC’s lacklustre share

price performance over the last few years compared to

HPCL’s multi-bagger returns. Analysts have also been

concerned about whether ONGC will bene�t from HP-

CL’s e�cient work culture or end up diluting it. Given

that public sector consolidation has been adopted as of-

�cial policy now, these are questions that merit serious

consideration. The lofty goal of creating pro�table in-

ternational oil behemoths cannot be achieved unless

they conform to the basic rules of business.

Bigger, better?
It is premature to celebrate the 

consolidation of ONGC and HPCL

A
mong the things that make
humans a distinct species,
the ability to use language

made of verbal icons ranks very
high. The ability to speak is not
nature’s gift. Human communities
had to spend several millennia to
acquire it through an enormous
amount of experimentation and an
unparalleled amount of mental
work. It would be entirely appro-
priate to view language as a cul-
tural production and not god-
given. A given language, therefore,
needs to be seen as cultural herit-
age, an intangible possession. 

A cultural possession
From this perspective, the com-
munity’s right to its language be-
comes a non-negotiable right to
cultural possession. Similarly, the
state’s obligation to secure and
protect this right too becomes a
non-negotiable duty. UNESCO has
been promoting the idea of lan-
guage as an inalienable cultural
right. It has already built it into the
charter of sustainable develop-
ment goals. India is a formal signat-
ory to the charter. 

Against this background, it ap-
pears not just strange but even
shocking that the information re-
lated to language data continues to
be kept away from the public gaze.
The language data of the 2011 have
still not been made available to the
citizens who use those languages.
During the colonial times, lan-
guage was treated as a ‘sensitive’
subject and was seen as a cause for
breakdown of law and order. In our
time, the subject continues to be
handled by the Home Ministry.
And it does not view sharing in-
formation with citizens as any im-
portant priority.

The concealment of language
data by the Census o�ce is not a
new phenomenon. It dates back to
the seventies. The last time a com-
plete list of languages claimed dur-
ing the Census as ‘mother tongues’
was disclosed was in 1961. The list
had 1,652 names. One must re-
member here that every ‘label’ that
turns up as ‘mother tongue’ may
not actually be a ‘language’. Du-
plications with slight variations oc-
cur, and often spurious names
crop up. Probably, about 1,100 of
those labels were language names. 

From 1971 onwards, the Census
decided, for reasons never placed
in the public domain and without
any informed debate about the de-
cision, to disclose names only of
those languages which had more
than 10,000 speakers. The result
was that the list of 1971 had only 108
language names, as against the
1,652 a decade ago.

No one at all has ever said if we
owe an explanation about the
erased 1,544 languages. There are
believed to be around 6,000 living
languages in the world. This estim-
ate is made by various interna-
tional agencies and research bod-
ies by counting 500 languages to
India’s credit. A simple calculation
will show that the Census decision
of 1971 a�ected the fate of nearly
one-�fth of the world’s languages. 

The 2001 language data have a
mixed list of 22 scheduled lan-
guages and a hundred other lan-
guages. The list is mixed as several
languages are lumped together to
produce it. For instance, a good
dozen distinct languages are
lumped together under the cap-
tion ‘Bhili’. In 1991 and 2001, at
least the data were disclosed. The
2011 data are not known even when
we are now getting close to the next
Census, of 2021.

Does knowing or not knowing
language data have any implication
for the life of the ordinary citizen?
It obviously does not if the speaker
belongs to a linguistic majority. But
if one belongs to the communities
that are linguistically minority

communities, the implications are
far too serious to be ignored. When
a community knows that its lan-
guage has no future, it starts neg-
lecting its language and prepares
for a language migration, acceler-
ating the demise of that language.
The �ndings of the People’s Lin-
guistic Survey of India indicate that
between 1961 and 2011, nearly 250
Indian languages disappeared alto-
gether. If the neglect of our smaller
languages continues, it is likely that
within the next two to three dec-
ades another 300 languages will
disappear. 

Does it really matter, one would
say, if out of the existing 800-odd
languages, 600 or 700 disappear?
What use are they, and are they not
a burden to the nation? These
questions are easy to utter, but
they are, it is necessary to point
out, thoughtless questions. Have
we not learnt anything at all from
the depletion of our biodiversity
and biosphere? Besides, the neg-
lect of a community’s language and
its language loss are among the
most important reasons for in-
duced migration. Out cities are

already groaning under the burden
of excess population and lack of a
proportionate infrastructure. Link-
ing livelihood opportunity with the
language of the region should have
long back been accepted by us as
an element in planning our devel-
opment. 

The number of countries in the
world where a substantive part of
knowledge transaction and educa-
tional processes are carried out in
a language that is not one’s own is
relatively small. India �nds itself in
that class for a variety of historical
reasons. History cannot be wished
away; but its rather convenient use
for causing a ‘phonocide’ can cer-
tainly be. Imparting education to
children through the language
used in their homes or in their
community is scienti�cally con-
sidered to aid full development of
their cognitive and emotive fac-
ulties. And indeed, providing ac-
cess to learning one’s mother
tongue, should the parents or the
child wish to do so, does not re-
quire huge funding investment. 

Our population stands today at
1.3 billion, with close to 15 crore

children who deserve to be in
school. It would be useful to know
if the ones who will not be able to
go to school at all, or will lag behind
and drop out, are children whose
mother tongues lie hidden in the
concealed language data.

Since we have accepted the prin-
ciple of voluntary disclosure of in-
come as the duty of citizens, can
we not press for a willing disclos-
ure of data related to this other im-
portant currency — the languages
in circulation — as a primary obliga-
tion of the state? By 2050, no trace
of these may be left. Such rapid and
severe shrinking of diversity shall
certainly amount to an increased
cultural pauperisation of India. 

Compromising democracy

By trashing the languages of the
coastal communities, the nomadic
communities, the hill communit-
ies, the Adivasis and the minorities
in every State, we are at once viol-
ating the UNESCO charter, vandal-
ising the future of the post-2010
generation, denying citizens their
linguistic citizenship and pauper-
ising India culturally. If we had to
use a single word for this condi-
tion, it would be ‘aphasia’. A coun-
try that watches silently and un-
moved the spreading aphasia
invariably invites upon itself a
compromised democracy.

Muhammad Iqbal described In-
dia as a “gulistan (sacred garden)”
and Indians as the chirping birds in
it, “hum bulbulay hain is ki (we are
its nightingales)”. Imagine if half
the birds suddenly fall silent and
sing no more, what kind of garden
will it be? History shows that cul-
tural elements that a state tries to
suppress as inconvenient do re-
turn in some unexpected forms
that upset the momentary equilib-
rium. Agitations such as the cur-
rent one for Gorkhaland in West
Bengal can visit other States as
well. 

G.N. Devy is chairman of the People’s
Linguistic Survey of India

Gain in translation
Even as India is nearing its next Census, the language data collected in 2011 have still not been made public 

G.N. Devy
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T
wo important essays in the
right-liberal magazine Swara-
jya have just appeared as if to

serve as a wake-up call to the Bhar-
atiya Janata Party government on
matters of education. The more re-
cent of these is an erudite extended
interview of Vishwa Adluri and Joy-
deep Bagchee by Srinivas Udu-
mudi. Mr. Adluri and Mr. Bagchee’s
latest book, The Nay Science, lays
bare the colonial origins of several
normalised assumptions in Indian
historiography and politics, in-
cluding, perhaps most signi�c-
antly, the “Aryan” origins issue.
Their work, very simply, has
enormous rami�cations for the fu-
ture of liberal arts in and on India.

The interview suggests that
much of what is taken for granted
in the story of India’s past needs to
be shaken up and transformed: our
school-level history lessons about
Aryan invaders and Brahmin col-
onisers are perpetuations of pro-
jections about Jews and Catholics
in 19th century Protestant theology
blindly applied to India. And this is

not a mere classroom conjecture.
Mr. Adluri and Mr. Bagchee have
demonstrated the arbitrariness
and emptiness of the fantasy about
India that was produced by the
German Indologists.

A derivative discourse
There is much unnecessary hatred
in Indian debate today that ought
to be put aside for more precise
and accurate critiques of power.
For too long, academic discourses
(and political rhetoric) in India
have relied uncritically on
European Christian invective
about an evil and corrupt Brahmin
race (“caricatures of rabbis drawn
with brown chalk”) rather than an
indigenous account of social
groups and relations. Some aca-
demicians have even concluded
(largely among themselves but
then they are such an in�uential
lot) that the ancient Indian texts as-
sociated with devotional philo-
sophy in India are somehow re-
sponsible for genocide in Europe
during World War II. The Nazi-
Sanskrit linkage, however pretty it
sounds in the halls of academic
showmanship, is an insult to reality
and to academia. Mr. Adluri and
Mr. Bagchee rightly say that com-
paring National Socialism with
Brahminism is “pernicious” and
diverts culpability from the people
who actually did it to the language

of ancient Indian texts.
The two scholars are presently

on a speaking tour in India, and
one of the questions they are enga-
ging with is the idea of time in the
Mahabharata. This is not merely
an academic debate. Our politics,
mobilised around identities in-
scribed during colonialism to serve
colonial interests, cannot live up to
our aspirations if we fail to decol-
onise our temporal assumptions,
our teleologies of progress, devel-
opment, and golden ages. Gandhi-
ans who believe in Hind Swaraj,
and Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
volunteers who venerate Integral
Humanism might both �nd some-
thing useful in recognising the ut-
ter arbitrariness, and indeed, the

violence in an ecological and epi-
stemological sense, of Time as we
have succumbed to it, in life, cur-
riculum, and modern national
destiny.

One can hope that The Nay Sci-
ence will spark introspection and
change in academia, but there is
the more practical side of things;
the continuing neglect of arts and
humanities. Despite frequent rhet-
orical references to Indian civilisa-
tional genius, the present govern-
ment does not quite show that it
intends to take anything more than
the technocratic trades seriously,
at least on the basis of how the New
Education Policy team has been set
up (there are no arts and humanit-
ies scholars in it). This is the criti-
cism made by Sanskrit scholar
Bharat Gupt in a sharp essay in
Swarajya entitled “Is BJP Reviving
Macaulay?”

Mr. Gupt identi�es the destruc-
tion of education in arts as one of
the most crippling acts of colonial-
ism, and one that was continued
blindly not only by the ideologues
of the left, but also by the “puritan-
ism of Gandhi” and the “staunch-
ness of Hegdewar”, among others.
Without an education in the cultiv-
ation of laalitya (“aesthetic soft-
ness”) and tushti (“satisfaction”),
things once viewed as citizen’s
prerogatives in India, Indian stu-
dents have been content to pursue

a curriculum of aggression and
competitiveness. With its focus on
“mugging”, education in inde-
pendent India has perpetuated the
colonial imperative to produce not
citizens but mere clerks, or cogs in
the coding (and consuming) ma-
chine. Ironically, considering our
popular association of classicism
with elitism, we �nd Mr Gupt say-
ing something shocking to left and
right dogmas; it is not the a�uent,
he says, but mainly the poor in In-
dia who still retain “some tradi-
tional aesthetic sense”.

Taken together, these essays call
for an honest debate on what an In-
dian (or Indic) liberal arts might
look like minus the enforced dog-
mas of the Protestant-colonial era,
and without the clumsy techno-
cracy and cliché-laden approach of
the other side. The government
has to show whether it takes “civil-
isation” seriously enough to help
students engage, question and dis-
cover it for themselves, or whether
it is content to let it pass with some
platitudes about golden-age �ying
chariots. It would be a fate worse
than Macaulay indeed if the New
Education Policy fails to seize this
moment of great promise for a rich
and transformative vision of Indic
liberal arts.

Vamsee Juluri is a Professor of Media
Studies at the University of San Francisco

Decolonising the curriculum
Will the BJP government be content with just some platitudes about golden-age �ying chariots?

Vamsee Juluri
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On privacy
Among the many rights
available to citizens of a
democracy, privacy is a
priceless one, though
national security is
presented as a reason it
cannot be considered an
absolute right (“SC wonders
whether privacy could be
an absolute right,” July 20).
Internet has changed the
rules of the game. Every
interaction we have with a
service provider creates a
‘record’ and there is a
possibility of governments
being able to access it
without a warrant. The
politically contested space
of the Internet has created
new power relationships
among citizens, companies
and governments. Now,
governments of all hues are
learning to use technology
to protect their interests.
Without a ‘right to privacy’,
an individual in India may
not be any di�erent from
those in the many ‘People’s

Republics’ and ‘Democratic
Republics’ that are
democracies only in name. 
H.N. Ramakrishna,

Bengaluru

Mayawati’s resignation
Mayawati’s decision to
tender her resignation as a
Rajya Sabha member is a
political move to regain her
lost image as the ‘saviour of
the Dalits’ (“Resignation
drama,” editorial, July 20).
Beginning with the Lok
Sabha elections of 2014, the
electoral fortunes of her
party have been on a
downswing. In the Uttar
Pradesh Assembly
elections, her party secured
only 19 seats, down from 80
in 2012.
On the other hand, the BJP,
after rebranding itself,
gained the support of non-
Jatav Dalit voters. The BSP
could win only two of the 84
seats reserved for Dalits in
the State and lost most of its
traditional seats. Mayawati

does not even have enough
MLAs to get herself
renominated to the RS
when her term ends next
year. However, the recent
incidents of atrocities
against Dalits and Muslims
perpetrated by the cow
vigilantes may have given
her party a new rallying cry.
And by resigning in the
early days of the ongoing
Monsoon Session, she has
managed to gain enough
national attention to stay in
the news for sometime.
Buddhadev Nandi,

Bankura, West Bengal

Kamal’s call
The prevailing political
crisis in Tamil Nadu has
taken a fresh turn with
Kamal Haasan deciding to
take on the ruling AIADMK
�ercely on corruption
charges and urging the
people of the State to send
‘their stories of corruption’
to the Ministers, using social
media (“Kamal Haasan

takes the political bulls by
their horns”, July 20). The
seasoned actor deserves
appreciation for his courage
and plain-speaking, as,
unlike Rajinikanth, he does
not mask his punches.
Haasan was critical of the
government’s handling of
the 2015 Chennai �oods,
supported the Marina
uprising in favour of
jallikattu in January this
year, and has been, over the
past few months, vocal in
echoing the voice of the
people. An actor well-
respected for his craft,
empathy and stance on
social issues being critical of
the government is
something the AIADMK
would not appreciate,
especially when the party is
under siege.
R. Sivakumar,

Chennai

Populist quick-�xes
Loan waivers have been
tools in the hands of ruling

parties to strengthen their
electoral bases (“Think
beyond loan waiver,” July
20). It is important to
highlight the sociology of
poverty to understand the
motives of ruling parties in
waiving loans of farmers.
From a functionalist
perspective, having a
substantial portion of the
masses trapped in poverty
gives political leaders a
much-needed agenda and it
gives bureaucracy a way to
make itself relevant by
formulating and
implementing various
poverty alleviation
schemes. Loan waivers are
employed by political
parties as a one-time
measure without any
supplementary measures to
make farming sustainable. 
Sandeep Kumar Meena,

Delhi

It is high time the taboo in
India associated with taxing
agricultural income was

removed and agriculture
brought into the
mainstream as an activity
on which a majority of the
people of India depend for
their sustenance. The need
for a farm-loan waiver is a
product of several factors
which together make
farming a loss-making
proposition . If consensus
on agricultural income tax
still is elusive, there should
be some arrangement for
pooling a portion of
surpluses from farm sector
during good times and using
it in bad years as also for a
compulsory crop insurance
scheme covering all major
crops. Insurance is about
cross-subsidisation. Of
course, better agricultural
practices supported by
technology should go side
by side with all these e�orts.
M.G. Warrier,

Mumbai

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR Letters emailed to letters@thehindu.co.in must carry the full postal address and the full name or the name with initials.

more letters online:

www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

https://telegram.me/TheHindu_Zone https://telegram.me/PDF4EXAMS



CM
YK

A ND-NDE

OPED
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

THE HINDU NOIDA/DELHI

FRIDAY, JULY 21, 2017 9
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC
CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC

DATA POINT

The recent criticism of
West Bengal Chief Minis-
ter Mamata Banerjee
and Bangladesh Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina
for their handling of
communal �are-ups has
overlooked the fact that
Islam in Bengal has a
glorious syncretic tradi-
tion. This was best exem-
pli�ed by the 19th-cen-
tury mystic, Lalan Shah
Fakir, who hailed from

the Kushtia district (in Bangladesh now), an area where the
Tagores had their landholdings.

Memories of Lalan Shah Fakir, or Lalon Fakir, have been re-
vived in recent weeks by the splendid translation of the mys-
tic’s Bengali poems into Hindi by former Foreign Secretary
Muchkund Dubey. In his Lalan Shah Fakir Ke Geet, Mr. Dubey
has collected and presented 105 of his poems, making the mys-
tic’s work more accessible to the rest of South Asia. 

Lalan’s date of birth is covered in the mist of time but it is
chronicled that he passed away on October 17, 1890. In his life-
time, Lalan, who ran his famous institution, Lalon Akhrah,
had at least 10,000 followers cutting across religious lines. His
biggest strength was that he blended Islamic and Hindu reli-
gious tenets and epics freely in his search for the divine. 

A contemporary of Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and Swami
Vivekananda, Lalan mixed the teachings Bengal’s Vaishnav
hero Sri Chaitanya and Lord Krishna with the Islamic quest for
Allah. Even after more than a century of Lalan’s demise, his
songs continue to resonate on both sides of Bengal. Such is his
in�uence that folk songs of the Bauls in Bangladesh continue
to be called ‘Lalan Geeti’, in the same way as Rabindranath
Tagore’s songs are categorised as ‘Rabindra Sangeet’.

In�uence on Tagore, Nazrul
Mr. Dubey deserves appreciation for deftly handling nuanced
songs like Khachaar bhitor achin pakhi kemne ashe jae and
Shobe bole Lalan fakir Hindu ki jobon, among many others.
Lalan’s in�uence on the likes of Tagore and Nazrul Islam — two
of the common icons of both sides of Bengal — remains relat-
ively unexplored. Mr. Dubey mentions that there has been en-
during speculation about meetings between Tagore and Lalan
in Kushtia. 

There have been debates among experts on whether Lalan’s
songs could be considered a work of art or an o�er of prayer.
However, there can be no debate over the fact that his poetry
can be recited and sung both to evoke the divinity and to ap-
peal to the humanity. Lalan’s memories serve as a reminder
that communal disturbances in Bengal — right from the Parti-
tion violence to the recent Basirhat riot — cannot erase the har-
monious history and syncretic heritage that signify peaceful
coexistence between Hindus and Muslims.

(Picture shows the only portrait of Lalan sketched during his
lifetime by Jyotirindranath Tagore, Rabindranath’s elder
brother)

Mystic healing 

Lalan Shah Fakir’s poems act as a
syncretic bridge in the two Bengals
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Kallol Bhattacherjee

It is remarkable how
those today in power,
who shout daily from the
housetops that they love
Bharat Mata and serve

her in a manner never imagined by
their predecessors, by their actions
daily undermine the country’s mul-
ticultural heritage. 

For instance, sample the latest
amendments to the Ancient Monu-
ments and Archaeological Sites and
Remains (AMASR) Act, 1958, that
have been placed before Parlia-
ment, to do away with the prohib-
ited zones around protected na-
tional monuments whenever it

chooses to do so for some supposed
“public” purpose.

Whose Culture Ministry?
To justify this, we are offered a note
for the Cabinet prepared by the
Ministry of Culture. Significantly,
the ministry here speaks not on be-
half of our cultural heritage, as it
should, but pleads the cause of
roadways, railway tracks, and un-
known private landed interests.

The note claims that lives would
be endangered if an elevated high-
way is not allowed to pass within
100 metres of Akbar’s tomb in Agra.
In the second case, it speaks of a

proposed railway track
that had to be shifted away
from Rani ki vav in Patan,
Gujarat. The third and fi-
nal instance is that of an
unnamed hospital
(private?) which cannot
supposedly expand except
by intruding within 100
metres of Tipu Sultan’s palace in
Bengaluru.

These three instances are con-
sidered enough by the Ministry of
Culture to demand the withdrawal
of the constraint imposed by the
AMASR Act on any new construc-
tion within 100 metres of a protec-
ted monument (with a further limit
of 200 metres set for “regulated
area”). In effect, the cases it cites
are two only, since in Patan the

matter has ended with
the railway track already
steering clear of the 11th
century stepwell. The re-
maining two are interest-
ing instances since they
do not only concern
“Muslim” monuments,
but are associated with

two men in the Rashtriya Swayam-
sevak Sangh’s cross hairs, namely,
Akbar and Tipu Sultan. Are these
two dubious cases enough to justify
endangering the security and spoil-
ing the surroundings of over 3,500
nationally protected monuments in
the country?

Incidentally, the statement in the
note that some hypothetical pro-
jects cannot be shifted away from
the monuments because of con-

straints of “land-ownership” in the
alternative area is really strange
since this nation has on its statute
book a law for compulsory acquisi-
tion for public purposes. It is clear
that the Ministry of Culture’s note is
a piece produced at somebody’s
command. 

Nowhere is it stated in it that the
Archaeological Survey of India (un-
der the Ministry of Culture) has
cleared the proposal or that the
Central Advisory Board of Archae-
ology has been consulted about it.
Nor does even the ministry’s note
itself care to consider the probable
effects of the intruding structures
on the security and appearance of
the protected monuments con-
cerned, or the effect of heavy traffic
on the structures of the monu-

ments (as in Sikandra, Agra).
All those interested in the de-

fence of our heritage must do their
best to oppose this proposal. Our
members of Parliament, before
whom the proposed amendments
to the AMASR Act are being put,
should be reminded of how in 1876
James Fergusson, a great Anglo-In-
dian student of Indian architecture,
had the courage to describe such ill-
treatment of Mughal monuments
by the British government as “van-
dalism”. Behind British prejudice
there was at least no avarice. Now
the protected zones around our
3,500-odd monuments are to be
put up for grabs by corporates and
land sharks hiding behind nominal
“public authorities”. This should
not be allowed to happen.

Should urbanisation score over conservation?
The Culture Ministry talks not of cultural heritage but of

roadways, railway tracks, and private landed interests

Shireen Moosvi 

is a professor of

history at Aligarh

Muslim University
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A barbed-wire ap-
proach towards con-
servation can be faul-
ted just as
cookie-cutter stand-

ards on rules can become tyran-
nical. Yardsticks framing ground
regulations must be preceded by in-
formed discussions with experi-
enced historians, artists, planners,
conservationists, etc. A view on
every single proposal that relates to
the built environment requires
trans-disciplinary intervention.

I.M. Pei’s glass pyramid in the
courtyard of the Louvre in Paris
could not have been built if a view

had not been taken right at the top
by the President of France to see
the project through. Intense public
participation followed. There were
heated debates. Today the lumines-
cent hi-tech structure enhances the
experience of the stone facade mu-
seum and has become iconic to
Paris’s heritage value. 

People protested even then. But
look at the Grands Projets — or offi-
cially, the Grandes Operations d’Ar-
chitecture et d’Urbanisme, an ar-
chitectural programme initiated by
President François Mitterrand to
create modern iconic monuments
in the inner city of Paris — now.

However provocative, it is
an elegant, complement-
ary foil to the past. The
civic building projects
symbolised both the re-
vitalisation of the city and
an adherence to its history

City-specific planning
Creativity and a vision for the built
space cannot be left to bureaucracy
— howsoever trained — or a political
group aligned in whichever direc-
tion. An urban arts commission in
each city is needed as an em-
powered authority to direct appro-
priate mapping of its tangible and
intangible heritage, to be followed
by the preparation of a conserva-
tion management plan for each pre-
cinct. New buildings must come up

even at the cost of old
ones if absolutely needed
and designed accord-
ingly. I don’t think this
can come from a one-di-
mensional rule. 

One would need to
evolve a holistic strategy

that can cohere and be transmitted
enhancing the spirit of the city. I
hope the new rules, that I am yet to
examine, will not mean that one
can build anything anywhere. 

Rules without a system in place
can become abusive. Knee-jerk re-
actions cannot be an answer to de-
velopment and this is not just about
a city. This is not about a monu-
ment or a builders’ lobby.

The irony is, in a so-called fed-
eral polity, we are not facilitating

the exchange of ideas. Everybody
seems to be doing his or her own
thing or too fearful of doing any-
thing. 

There is no reason why a Meerut
or Jaipur cannot exchange ideas
with Delhi or Nashik and Pune refer
to Mumbai. Regions have to evolve
their own local charter and engin-
eering codes.

Bodies buckling under
The Indian National Trust for Art
and Cultural Heritage (INTACH) was
supposed to be the civil society’s
initiative answering questions on
the nature of appropriate materials,
local skills and contexts, serving as
a bridge between conservation and
urbanisation. While it did a number
of good things, it did not develop

teeth to challenge the government
or initiate state-of-the-art research
or conduct a seminal taking of
stock. 

A few years ago, some of us had
taken the Archaeological Survey of
India to the Supreme Court for un-
dertaking major renovation work in
the name of conservation at the Red
Fort in the Capital, making a mock-
ery of its heritage status. The court
had intervened very positively, but
as I am told, damages continue with
utter disregard to the ruling. There
is ample evidence to show what is
being done in the name of
renovation.

There has to be a politics of cul-
ture represented by people who
have a feel for the city, its history
and cultural heritage.

We are not facilitating the exchange of ideas. Regions

have to evolve their own charter and engineering codes

Rajeev Sethi 

is the curator and

founder of the Asian
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The problem with par-
liamentary democracy
often lies in its inscrut-
able legal jargon. By
the time one gets to

know the real purport of a Bill, it is
all over and done with. 

We need, therefore, to act real
fast to convince our lawmakers not
to rush through with further
amendments to the Ancient Monu-
ments and Archaeological Sites and
Remains (Amendments and Valida-
tion) Act, 2010.

If passed, it will shatter the
much-laboured protective circle
that was installed around our

monuments only seven years ago,
after centuries of indifference. The
nation realised that it had to act
tough if it was to save the part of In-
dia’s priceless built heritage that
had not yet been mauled by urban-
isation, greed or insensitive devel-
opment projects. 

The law was, therefore,
amended in 2010 to declare the im-
mediate circle of 100 metres
around these monuments as strict
‘prohibited zones’. For the first
time, no one was permitted to build
or rebuild: not even ubiquitous and
omnipotent government authorit-
ies. 

The present Bill before
Parliament seeks to re-
store the ‘majesty’ of
government.

I happened to be
around as Secretary of the
Culture Ministry seven
years ago when this pro-
tective law was put in
place and I faced the same criti-
cism: why can’t government pro-
jects be on a different footing?

Lessons and experiences
We went through the lessons and
experiences of advanced countries
and found that more history-con-
scious nations too had to use very
strict laws to protect their heritage
that they could never rebuild
without some critical loss. We real-

ised that in India, this
law has to be even more
stringent or else it would
be treated as just one
more ‘negotiable
instrument’.

Our collective heritage
has been pooled in by
several generations over

many centuries and millennia. No
one has empowered the present
generation to destroy or endanger
this bequest. From my four decades
in government, it is clear that its
rusty cutting edge, the tribe of in-
spectors, tehsildars, thanedars and
crafty clerks can pervert every well-
meaning decision to make quick
bucks or to misuse some megawatts
of power that a new notification be-
stows on them.

The upper echelons need to be
extra sensitive and realise that
every exception that they make fur-
ther empowers these dreadful hy-
enas who are so thick with local
leaders and business sharks. 

A recent parliamentary commit-
tee report pointed out that even
with so much legal protection, 93
encroachments have actually come
up in the Qutub Minar zone in the
Capital. This could never have
happened without the collusion of
local leaders and officials. And a
large number of our monuments
are simply ‘missing’.

It is difficult to believe that the
world’s fastest-growing economy
cannot spend a little more to skirt a
road project around the tomb of the
father of Indian secularism, Akbar,

in Agra so that it passes beyond the
prohibited 100-metre zone. Or is
Akbar being given a message? 

Will we be so tolerant if a busy
flyover or a ground-shaking train
line rubbed past Kashi Vishwanath
or the Sri Ranganathaswamy
temple and disturbed their grav-
itas? 

Rani ki vav is an outstanding ar-
chitectural masterpiece of
Chalukyan Gujarat. It is not only
‘Hindu’: it also nurtures the revered
waters of River Saraswati. 

Can the proposed railway line in
Patan that one hears of take a little
detour so that India does not lose
the World Heritage status that it
earned with so much toil for Rani ki
vav? Are a hundred metres too
much to plead for?

No one has empowered the present generation to

endanger our heritage pooled in over centuries

Jawhar Sircar 
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CENTRE

Fifty-six wanted persons were taken into custody when a
300-strong police force carried out a “major raid” on a twelve
square mile rebel hide-out on the Nepal border, less than half
mile west of Naxalbari township this afternoon [ July 20]. In a
simultaneously smaller raid, the police arrested seven per-
sons in the Burraganj pocket in the Kharibari area. Six of the
arrested men were left off later on personal bond. Some
quantity of bows and arrows was seized. Among the arrested
men are two second rank rebel leaders, Kamal Singh and Os-
man Mohammad. The hide-out raided on the Nepal border
comprised ten villages in the dense forest between the river
Balaria on the east and the river Mechi on the west. The raid,
the third big in the series, lasted nearly four hours. Rebels
offered no resistance. Elements of eastern frontier rifles and
border security force participated in the operation.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 21, 1967

Police arrest 63 persons in Naxalbari area
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FROM ARCHIVES

A Press note [Bombay, June 21] says: It has come to the notice
of the Government that during the past six weeks there had
been some unrest amongst the working populations in the
north of the Island of Bombay due to rumours in circulation
concerning lawless behaviour on the part of inmates of the
military labour camp at Dadar, recruiting agents and other
persons apparently inmates of the military hospital at Parel.
The City Police have been active in investigating into the
sources of all such rumours as have come under their notice.
The publication in the Press of rumours and allegations of
lawlessness on the part of persons mentioned is considered
by the Government to be prejudicial to public safety as being
likely to promote feelings of enmity and hatred between dif-
ferent classes of His Majesty’s subjects, which feelings in turn
give rise to strikes hampering production of the materials re-
quired for the prosecution of the war and prejudice recruiting
operations upon which depends the adequate supply of the
combatants and followers for the Indian army. The Govern-
ment are most anxious that all such rumours and allegations
shall be investigated at an earliest opportunity by the police,
so that they may be brought to light and any offender
promptly punished. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 21, 1917

Alleged lawlessness in Dadar.

A rejoinder filed by the
Centre engages the Su-
preme Court in a compar-
ative study between the
demonetisation exercise of
January 16, 1978 under The
High Denomination Bank
Notes (Demonetisation)
Ordinance, 1978 (1 of 1978)
and the recent one of 2016
which was later given stat-
utory recognition under
The Specified Bank Notes
(Cessation of Liabilities)
Act.

The 1978 ordinance was
promulgated, providing
that all high-denomination
banknotes shall, notwith-
standing anything con-
tained in Section 26 of the
Reserve Bank of India Act,
1934, cease to be legal
tender. The ordinance was
replaced by The High De-
nomination Bank Notes
(Demonetisation) Act, 1978
on March 30, 1978.

Doing it differently
The Centre reasoned that
compared to the 1978 exer-
cise, the 2016 made only
“extremely reasonable”

demands from the public.
In the 1978 one, people

were allowed over-the-
counter exchange of their
demonetised notes only if
they did not have a bank
account. But in the 2016
exercise, the public was al-
lowed to do such ex-
changes up to a limit. This
limit was monitored
closely and was modified
according to the prevailing
situation.

Compared to the provi-
sions allowed in 1978, in
2016 more types of bank-
ing establishments were
allowed to exchange de-
monetised banknotes. In
1978, only the RBI offices
and few branches of State
Bank of India/designated
nationalised banks were
allowed. In the present in-
stance, the notes could be
exchanged at any issue of-
fice of the RBI or any
branch of public sector
banks, private sector
banks, foreign banks, re-
gional rural banks, urban
cooperative banks, State
cooperative banks and
banking companies as

defined in the Banking
Regulation Act, 1949.

Purchase of essentials
In the previous instance,
no transactions with de-
monetised banknotes
were allowed immediately
on declaration of demon-
etisation, whereas this
time, to mitigate diffi-
culties faced by people,
various essential goods
and services were allowed
to be available on tender-
ing of the specified bank-
notes for a limited period.
Control rooms were set up
both in the Finance Min-
istry and RBI, which were
in operation till December
30, 2016, the last date of
stipulated period of
deposit.

Compared to the 1970s,
electronic media and so-
cial media played a major
part in disseminating in-
formation to the masses in
the 2016 exercise. Finally,
people were given just six
days to exchange their de-
monetised notes in 1978,
whereas they had 51 days’
time in 2016.

Retrospective comfort
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ACT ONE

Was demonetisation in 2016 a cinch compared to 1978?

Krishnadas Rajagopal

Yerkes-Dodson

law 

Psychology

A psychological phe-
nomenon where the per-
formance of an individual
at a particular task in-
creases with physiological
arousal, but only up to a
point. After a while, the
positive relationship
between the two variables
reaches a point of satura-
tion, and excessive
arousal, in fact, leads to a
deterioration in task per-
formance. The law is
named after psychologists
Robert Yerkes and Dilling-
ham Dodson, who first
proposed it in 1908. They
observed that mild electric
shocks on rats motivated
them to complete tasks
more efficiently, but as the
shocks became too strong,
their efficiency dropped
dramatically.
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CONCEPTUAL

Swapan Dasgupta’s spirited
appeal on cow slaughter
http://bit.ly/ChauriChaura
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