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Why did we cross the Atlantic?
We, on this continent 

(America), should never 
forget, that men first crossed

the Atlantic not to find soil for
their ploughs, but to secure

liberty for their souls. 

Robert J McCracken

The alleged murder of a woman prisoner and subsequent 
rioting by enraged female inmates of the Byculla jail is a 
wakeup call on the state of affairs inside prison walls. 

Though six prison staffers have been arrested and booked for 
murder, the Manjula Shetye case highlights the need for prison 
reform and a review of existing safeguards to prevent prisoner
abuse. The dignity of every human being, whether imprisoned or
free, is non-negotiable. But the isolation of jails from society and the
power relations that define the roles of prisoner and jailer tend to
make prisons fertile grounds for abuse, overreach and violence. 

Safeguards exist in the form of jail manuals that must be manda-
torily followed by all staffers, a hierarchy of supervising officers, and
periodic official inspections. But the question the Shetye case raises is

how robust are these checks and
whether overall conditions in jails
contribute to the lawlessness. Jail
manuals forbid prison staff from 
punishing prisoners who make
complaints to visitors, including 
magistrates. The manual also charges
supervisory officers with ensuring
that jail officers do not infringe upon
the rights of prisoners.

The Shetye case and countless
others were preventable since the

safeguards do exist. But prisoners are fearful of complaining to
visiting officials about right violations and this allows inspecting
magistrates to report back to the respective high courts that laws
are being abided by. National Crime Records Bureau data for 2015 
indicates that 41,542 prison inspections were conducted by judges,
doctors and government officials. But there is no evidence that
these visits have managed to plug the loopholes. A large share of
blame must lie with the overcrowding of jails. 

Prisons in many states, including Maharashtra, fall in the 
“overcrowded”category. Average occupancy rate in Indian prisons
was 114.4% in 2015. Against a total sanctioned strength of 80,236
posts for jail staff, only 66.1% of the posts were filled. Despite several
attempts, on the judicial and administrative side, there has been
little success in whittling down the proportion of under-trial 
prisoners, who comprise two-thirds of the prison population. 7% of
the 1,584 prison deaths in 2015 were classified as “unnatural”. There
is a strong case for vigorously probing all such suspicious deaths,
building more prisons, appointing more jailors, and strengthening
inspection mechanisms.

Torture Chambers? 
Violence witnessed at Byculla jail 

calls out lawlessness in prisons

They say Mumbai is like New York. Or that New York is like
Mumbai. And every time i return from one city to the other i
find myself agreeing more with that sentiment. I was born in
Mumbai and New York City came in to my life via Hollywood.
The first time i really noticed her was thanks to a career 
woman. It was 1989; i was 16 and obsessed with the film 

Working Girl. As Melanie Griffith walked away with the job, the man and 
the movie i decided that one day that would be me – racing down Fifth Avenue
(pronounced ‘Fith’ if you really want to fith in) with Indiana Jones by my side. I
didn’t so much care for her work ethic, i just wanted to hang with Harrison in
the City that never sleeps.

Then in 2000 i found myself literally standing on Fifth Avenue. New York
had long since moved on from Working Girl and was now firmly in the Sex and
the City era. Carrie Bradshaw was queen and women no longer walked to work
in sneakers and pom-pom socks. Heavens no! They strutted down Fith in 

sky-scraper heels the price tags of which matched my monthly 
paycheck. I had only recently moved from dead-broke graduate 
student to entry-level corporate poverty and my idea of luxury at the
time was buying a cup of coffee at Starbucks. As an Indian i had been

raised to believe that paying money for anything that you or a family member
were perfectly capable of making (regardless of quality) was utterly wasteful.
But i was high off the fumes of other people’s success and i relished standing in
a line with them if just to pick up my latte. 

A lucky 13 years later i found myself moving back to India. I had become a 
comedian, writer and feminist and this time i chose Mumbai as my new home.
Having never lived here before i began to see the similarities. Both are tough 
cities to live in – expensive, crowded, and impersonal. But what really makes
them twins is the people. New Yorkers and Mumbaikars have a few things in
common – we aren’t thrown by crowds, in fact they make us feel safe, and we
have no problem with people minding their own business rather than ours. As
for being expensive – well i switched to making my own coffee years ago and
developing a work ethic.

The writer is a comedian

New York and Mumbai

Radhika Vaz

What really makes them
twins is the people

A
historic visit to Israel 

commences today. It will 
be the first ever of an Indian
Prime Minister to Israel. The

two of us have met before but this is the
first time we do so on Israeli soil.

The natural partnership between 
India and Israel, formally elevated 25 
years ago to full diplomatic relations, has
grown stronger from year to year. The
deep connection between our peoples 
reflects our many similarities in spirit,
if not in size. Ours are two modern, vibrant
democracies that draw on our rich histori-
cal traditions while striving to seize the
promise of the future for our peoples.

Both our nations are complex. Like
yogic asanas grounding down and 
pulling up at the same time, they face 
many challenges. By working together
we can overcome some of the challenges. 

Over the centuries the philosophies
and histories of our ancestors inspired
one another. Today the entrepreneurial
drive of Indians and Israelis brings us
closer together. The Jewish community
in India was always welcomed with
warmth and respect and never faced any
persecution. The Jews of Indian origin
in Israel are proud of their heritage and
have left an indelible imprint on both 
societies. Both communities serve as a
human bridge between our nations.

India and Israel are walking hand in
hand into the future as partners. India is
a growing economic powerhouse with a
large market and talent pool. Israel is a
world leader in high technology and 
innovation. The combination of India’s
and Israel’s human resources and 
ingenuity will provide more effective and
more affordable solutions for us in diverse
fields that are priorities for both our 
governments: agriculture, water, health,
environment, education and security.

This unique blend of complementary
capabilities has forged strong ties between
India and Israel, particularly in the field
of technology. From start-ups to space,
communications to cybernetics, Israel’s
technological capabilities are merging
with India’s. Indian students specialising
in advanced research and technical 
studies are building strong links with 
institutions of higher learning in Israel.
These ties go beyond technological 
exchange and reflect a long-term 
developmental partnership. 

Fifteen fully operational joint Centers
of Excellence under the Indo-Israeli 
Agricultural Project showcase our 
mutually beneficial cooperation in the
field of agriculture. Together, we are
harnessing our respective strengths and
learning from each other’s experience to
generate and cultivate solutions with a
distinct India-Israel stamp.

Israel’s extreme water crises in the
past place it in a unique position to under-

stand India’s quest for efficient water 
solutions. The cost effective adaptation of
Israeli technology to India’s needs could
create new solutions that we could use to
help address the water challenges of other
developing nations across the globe.

The common challenges we face are

not for governments alone to tackle. 
Undoubtedly our governments will play
an important role, but it is the private
sector that will propel us forward.

In an effort to involve the business
sector as a catalyst of our bilateral 
relations, India and Israel have taken 
important steps. We are establishing a
new India-Israel CEOs Forum. Acquiring
business visas from each country has
become easier today than it has ever been,
thanks to steps taken by both govern-
ments. We are also asking our respective
business leaders to suggest ways in
which we can bring our bilateral trade
closer to its real potential. Together we
are creating and funding new avenues
for joint cooperation, including in 
industrial and technological research
and development. 

The “Make in India” initiative to
strengthen the Indian manufacturing
base has been enhanced by its Israeli
“Make with India” counterpart. We are
pleased that this vision is already 
bearing fruit.

We both recognise the threat 
terrorism poses to our countries and to
global peace and stability. Accordingly, a
few years ago we signed a landmark 
agreement on cooperation in homeland
and public security. India and Israel are
committed to working together to fight
this scourge. 

This week’s historic visit, as we 
celebrate 25 years of full diplomatic rela-
tions between India and Israel, reflects
not just the close cooperation of our 
governments, but also the great sympathy
and affinity between our peoples. We
marvel at the changes we have witnessed
over the last two and a half decades and
are proud that India and Israel are genuine
partners for development, technology,
innovation and entrepreneurship.

We are confident that 25 years from
now, Indians and Israelis will look back on
this visit as the first of many historical
milestones that we reached together in
the great friendship between our peoples.

Narendra Modi is Prime Minister of India
and Benjamin Netanyahu is Prime Minister
of Israel

Hand In Hand Into The Future
Indian PM’s historic visit to Israel reflects how the two countries are working together on many fronts
Narendra Modi and Benjamin Netanyahu

The combination of India’s
and Israel’s human resources
and ingenuity will provide
more effective and more
affordable solutions for us in
diverse fields that are
priorities for both our
governments: agriculture,
water, health, environment,
education and security

The day after Goods and Services Tax (GST) was rolled 
out, there was one development which brought cheer to 
consumers. Firms in sectors such as automobiles, electronics

and consumer goods announced a reduction in prices of some 
products. This is no surprise and very much an anticipated benefit
of the roll out. One of the aims of GST was to remove the cascading
impact of multiple taxes which was a feature of India’s erstwhile
fragmented domestic market. With the creation of a common 
market, some prices of some products have been marked down as
the cascading impact of taxes has been eliminated.

In a separate development, tax officials
have reportedly said they would prefer to
let market forces be given room to hold 
the line on prices. This is welcome. In the
run-up to the roll out, government notified
anti-profiteering rules which are a throw-
back to an era of draconian measures to
control prices. History has taught us 
that competition is the best guarantor of
consumer welfare. Forced price caps lower

than the market price will only lead to shortages of the product
or service in question. One of the collateral benefits of GST should
be that a complicated tax system is unlikely to influence business
decisions. Instead, firms are likely to allocate resources in ways that
make them more efficient.

Now that India has transitioned to GST, it is best to let the positive
spin-offs of a more effective tax architecture play out. This will benefit
all segments of the economy. The focus of GST Council and tax author-
ities should be on tiding over teething troubles and then improving 
the design of the system, even as the Competition Commission looks 
to ensuring a competitive market among products and services.

Marked Down
Fall in price of some goods indicates 

GST benefits are showing up

ANTON CHEKHOV
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A thought for today

According to Hegel, in the caste-
based Indian society, “Morality
and human dignity are unknown.”

He goes on to add that in Indian thought,
“Freedom both as abstract will and as
subjective freedom is absent.” Consequ-
ently, according to Hegel, in Indian
thought and lived life, man’s life, his
existence is thought to be “altogether
stupid and intolerable” and in it there is
no regard for human life, no place for
humanism and human rights.

Many thinkers in the West agree
with Hegel. They argue that man in
Indian thought can neither be treated as
a master of the universe nor as a 
shepherd. Take a look at John Donnelly’s
following statement: “Most non-western
cultural and political traditions lack not
only the practice of human rights but
also the very concept. As a matter of

historical fact, the concept of human
rights is an artifact of modern Western
civilisation.” Even liberalists and
advocates of value pluralism like Isaiah
Berlin, support this view.

I wish to show that this is a mistaken
belief and Indian thinkers and
sages upheld and propagated
humanitarian values, human
rights, principles and respect
for life much before western
thinkers did so. However, it
must be noted that the concept
and role of the human species
in Indian thought is radically
different from what it is in
western thought. At the outset,
it should be noted that in Indian
thought there is not one, or the
only notion, of person. In the Vedas and
at least the earlier Upanishads, man is
viewed as embodied person and plays
his role in his concrete individuality.

standing libel on human nature. Come
up O lions, and shake off the delusion
that you are sheep; you are souls immor-
tal, spirits free, blessed and eternal.”

Vivekananda was only articulating
the age-old Indic belief when he said,
“Each soul is potentially divine. The
goal is to manifest this Divinity within,
by controlling nature, external and
internal. Do this either by work, 
or worship, or psychic control, or 
philosophy – by one or more of these –
and be free.”

While western thinkers traced the
genesis of human rights to God, 
Divinity, et al, Indian thinkers traced
the origins to the notion of human
dignity. In the Indian tradition the king
– synonym for the state – is the protector
of the human rights of all, but 
especially of the weak and the destitute.
(The writer is former professor of
philosophy, Delhi University.)

Indian thinkers do not think about
man as a “rational animal” – animal
rationale or homo sapiens. They have
always thought of man as “amritasya
putrah” – children of immortal bliss. 

The Mahabharata upholds, “There is
nothing superior to man in
the universe” – “Na hi manu-
sat sresthataram nu kincit.”
Vivekananda in his famous
speech in the Parliament of
Religions, Chicago, elabora-
tes on this by saying, “‘Child-
ren of immortal bliss’ – what a
sweet name, what a hopeful
name! Allow me to call you,
brethren, by that sweet name –
heirs of immortal bliss – yes,
we refuse to call you sinners.

Ye are the children of God, the sharers
of immortal bliss, holy and perfect
beings. Ye divinities on earth – and
sinners? It is a sin to call a man so; it is a

Every One Of You Is Potentially Divine
Ashok Vohra
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It is not only the prisoners who grow coarse 
and hardened from corporeal punishment, 

but those as well who perpetrate the act 
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The national press wide-
ly reported the United
Nations Public Service
Award for Kanyashree
Prakalpa. Said to be the
brainchild of chief min-

ister Mamata Banerjee, the cash incentive
in West Bengal facilitates education for
girls and deters child marriage. However,
what was underreported is another
revolutionary policy announced by her
government to improve higher education.

Just before the UN award, West 
Bengal announced a measure that may
include the long lost spirit of enquiry in
higher education. The West Bengal Uni-
versities and Colleges (Administration
and Regulation) Act 2017 will sever the
parental influence of political parties on
student unions. It will prevent stray
uncles and aunties from spaces which
they either had to leave or which they
could never manage to enter formally. 

Here are some measures designed to
curb what Didi has realised is “waste of
energy”: insignia affiliated to registered
political parties will be prohibited on 
campus; the student union will be re-
named student council; election to the stu-
dent body will be biennial and no longer
annual; only students with an attendance
of 60% or more will be eligible to vote.

The operation of student wings of
political parties in academic institutions
is oxymoronic for two reasons. First, 
higher education entails a pledge to wan-
der in search of wonders. Research and 
innovation flourish in an environment
where the independence to doubt and seek

is cherished. Like tentacles of political
parties, the presence of student wings on
campus is surrender of that freedom. 
Political parties are too close to authority
and wield the power to extend favours.

That student politics is beyond such 
enticements is to summon the impractical.
It is to suggest an impossibility that Kauti-
lya outlined as follows: To put honey on the
tongue and not taste it. For instance, SFI –
university brigade of the CPM – has 
crusaded against the disappearance of
Najeeb Ahmed from JNU in 2016. Yet it
maintains silence about the equally
mysterious disappearance of Manisha
Mukherjee from Calcutta University in
1996. The lecturer allegedly fell off the

good books of powerful CPM bosses and
still remains untraced. SFI cannot act in
this case. After all, the leash that powers
the bark cannot be stretched much and the
hand that feeds can certainly not be bitten.

Second, political groups are now based
on myriad interests such as race, caste, art,
health, migration and environment. The
sheer diversity has made politics a cultural
affair subject to constant revision. Entry
and exit from political groups change with
personal experience and social location. It
has ushered what Alberto Melucci has 
described as nomadic politics.

Political parties – Left or Right – have
strict ideologies with their own scriptures
and missionaries. Thus, their nurslings on
campus are denied the versatility to 
celebrate difference. It gives rise to a tyrant
army because, as Thomas Aquinas put it,
‘the dangerous human is not one who is 
unread but one who has read a single book’
or who subscribes to a single perspective. 

Now the moot question. Can Union
human resource development minister
Prakash Javadekar take the cue from West
Bengal and make way for independent
student action? Unlikely, because it will go
against the ‘catch them young’ strategy.
But Mamata has just shown that leaders
can tower above the compulsion of numer-
ical politics which is the much overlooked
‘elephant in the room’ of democracy. Didi
is the matriarch of West Bengal. BJP is
keen to form every government in India
and also has the dangerous chance to do so.
Nonetheless, such security allows political
parties to discipline populist hara-kiris
that paralyse democracy. Incidentally, the
West Bengal BJP unit has not hit the
streets against her decision.

The 2017 Act is likely to end professional
politics on campus and create opportuni-
tiesfor spontaneous collectives. It comple-
ments recent decisions that Mamata has
taken to improve higher education. Her
government has regulated the number of
seats across state universities. It has 
reduced quantity to ensure quality. Her
government has also prohibited protests
in the higher education hub of Kolkata –
College Square – where vocal chords 
wrestle with remarkable regularity.

The minister in charge of higher 
education at the Centre, Javadekar, has
initiated unpopular but positive measures
too. These include fixation of research
seats in universities, launch of university
rankings, performance-oriented auto-
nomy and strong signals to marks 
inflation regimes. The message is clear –
students must be achievers and not be
mollycoddled for votes. 

It is obvious that Javadekar must not
follow Mamata. In fact, it is expected that
the Union minister will mull improved
measures. For instance, the appointment
of professors as presidents and vice-presi-
dents of student councils is inexplicable in
the 2017 Act of West Bengal. It will institute
a compliant monitor at the head of a body
which must be free to defy and experiment
with subversions. Also, departments 
that have fallen into neglect must be
refurbished because they are safe houses
for professional politicians on campus.

Such competitive spirit among
stateswomen and statesmen to out-
perform one another could be a great
moral engine for the national polity.

The writer is a media professional and
doctoral candidate at JNU

Reformer Mamata ends union raj in Bengal
universities. Can Javadekar take cue?

Arunoday Majumder

Both Left and Right 
nurslings on campus are
denied the versatility to
celebrate difference
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