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H
aving converted a routine biennial Rajya Sabha

election in Gujarat into a prestige issue, the

Bharatiya Janata Party has created the percep-

tion that it lost a high-stakes battle. It won the two seats

it was expected to and lost only the one it was meant to,

given the respective strengths of the BJP and the Con-

gress in the State Assembly. The BJP had enough legis-

lators to get its president, Amit Shah, and Union Minis-

ter Smriti Irani elected. However, the party decided to

make an open secret of coveting the third seat by luring

away Opposition MLAs and banking on cross-voting. Ul-

timately, the Congress candidate, Ahmed Patel, won

the seat in the �rst round itself, getting the required 44

votes. With two votes declared invalid by the Election

Commission, the required votes came down from 45 to

44. The EC demonstrated independence and institu-

tional strength amidst tremendous pressure mounted

on it by both parties. It passed a clear order on sound

legal grounds to invalidate the votes of two Congress

MLAs, who had voted for the BJP, for showing their bal-

lots to persons not authorised to see them. There is a

precedent recorded last year in Haryana for violation of

the secrecy clause, but the vote was then rejected by the

Returning O�cer on the spot, whereas in this case the

paper was placed in the ballot box. The EC invoked stat-

utory rules on voting procedure as well as its plenary

powers under the Constitution to direct the Returning

O�cer to segregate the two votes and count the rest.

This bitter contest is a lesson on how Rajya Sabha

elections should not be fought. The House derives its le-

gitimacy from the fact that elected representatives of

the people in State Assemblies constitute the electors. It

is an abuse of this scheme for political parties to encour-

age cross-voting. When their strength in the Assembly is

known, it is unseemly to �eld an extra candidate and

force a contest. The run-up to the vote saw attempts to

win over rival legislators and counter-poaching tactics.

The Congress packed o� its 44 MLAs to a resort in

Bengaluru, where it is in power. This was followed by an

income tax raid on a Karnataka minister. All this lent the

impression that the BJP would stop at nothing to deny

the Congress a seat. This was compounded by the fact

that the Congress had nominated Mr. Patel, a close con-

�dant of Congress president Sonia Gandhi and a power

centre in the party. This gave the election the colour of a

proxy tussle between the BJP and Congress leaderships.

The ultimate outcome is a morale booster for the Con-

gress at a time when it seems to lack vibrancy and vital-

ity. As for the BJP, it should serve as a reminder that the

pursuit of unquestioned political supremacy at the cost

of democratic norms most often boomerangs.

Unseemly contest
The Gujarat Rajya Sabha elections were 

a lesson on how they should not be fought 

T
wo months after the India-Afghanistan air cor-

ridor was inaugurated with great expectations,

news that it has been hit by a shortage of cargo

planes is a cause for concern. Prime Minister Narendra

Modi and President Ashraf Ghani had agreed on the

project during the Heart of Asia summit in Amritsar in

December 2016, as a gamechanger to get around

Pakistan’s obstructionist behaviour in delaying truck

shipments from Afghanistan to the Wagah border. The

fact that Mr. Ghani himself developed the plan, which

allowed traders to pay what they would have to trans-

port their goods by road with the Afghan government

underwriting the rest, showed Kabul’s commitment to

securing its trade links with India. Delhi too a�rmed

the importance it placed on the trade route: for in-

stance, when the �rst cargo �ight under the arrange-

ment landed in Delhi on June 19, External A�airs Minis-

ters Sushma Swaraj and M.J. Akbar were on the tarmac

to welcome it. It is therefore surprising that the initiat-

ive has been hit by logistical problems within weeks,

leaving traders in Afghanistan with tonnes of perish-

able produce only because a chartered aircraft line

wasn’t secured in advance. O�cials argue that these are

just teething troubles that will be resolved at the earli-

est. However, a larger question remains. Shouldn’t In-

dia be optimising its e�orts to secure connectivity and

trade with other countries that lie to its west? 

Despite its commitment of $2 billion in development

aid to Afghanistan, there are few new infrastructure

projects that the government has taken up in the past

few years. The big ones, mostly planned a decade ago,

have been complete, including the Zaranj Delaram

highway (which connects to Iran), the Herat dam, the

Doshi-Charikar power project, and the construction of

Afghanistan’s parliament complex. In addition, India’s

plans for the Chabahar port in Iran and the trilateral

agreement to develop transit trade also need close at-

tention. The trilateral agreement has yet to be rati�ed in

Iran, and tenders by India Ports Global Limited to de-

velop berths as well as the railway line connecting Cha-

bahar to the Afghan border at Zahedan (�rst planned in

2011) continue to be delayed. Similarly, there has not

been su�cient follow-through on the Turkmenistan-

Afghanistan-Pakistan-India gas pipeline after its inaug-

uration in 2015. Eventually, India’s dealings with both

Afghanistan and Iran are not just about circumventing

Pakistan. They should open up important new con-

nectivity and commerce avenues, as well as develop

markets in Central Asia, and through them to Russia

and Europe. While it is heartening that Road Transport

Minister Nitin Gadkari recommitted to the trilateral ar-

rangement and development of Chabahar during his re-

cent visit to Iran, regional connectivity needs more ad-

ministrative will than just ribbon-cutting ceremonies

and grandly announced plans that run aground when

the government’s focus shifts elsewhere.

Castles in the air?
India needs to carry more weight in seeing

through connectivity plans with Afghanistan

T
he recent visit of Narendra
Modi to Israel, the �rst ever
visit by an Indian Prime Minis-

ter, and the blunt display of convic-
tion and boldness in doing so, is a
clear indication of how Mr. Modi,
and the BJP-led regime in New
Delhi, plan to radically alter the
‘ideology’ of the Indian state.
‘Change’ has undoubtedly been the
underlying mantra of the Modi gov-
ernment. But have the changes
brought about by the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) government over
the past three years been cosmetic
or has there been a fundamental
‘paradigm shift’ even if one were to
argue that the Modi government’s
economic and governance suc-
cesses are limited? 

In his landmark book, The Struc-
ture of Scienti�c Revolutions,
Thomas Kuhn makes a distinction
between cosmetic changes in
status quo and paradigm shifts: the
latter are revolutionary and funda-
mental. Has Mr. Modi managed to
shift the paradigm of our polity,
and how we view and engage with
it? 

New brand of politics
One thing is becoming clearer by
the day: the BJP’s contemporary
political articulations and policy
formulation cannot be understood
if we don’t view them as a paradigm
shift driven by powerful ideological
forces. It’s not business as usual or
a mere extension of old politics, it’s
an altogether new brand of politics.
As Kuhn would put it, we are wit-
nessing a “proliferation of compet-
ing articulations, the willingness to
try anything, (…) and the recourse
to debate over fundamentals”. We
may end up missing the bigger pic-
ture and fail to understand its im-
plications if we continue to view
the policies of the current regime
using the usual analytical tools of

politics. 
Some of us are refusing to see

this paradigm shift and some oth-
ers are unwilling to acknowledge
what they see. But most of us seem
to be interrogating Mr. Modi and his
new brand of politics while still
deeply embedded in the secular-
liberal seductions of the Nehruvian
world view. Even the earlier BJP
government under Atal Bihari Va-
jpayee operated broadly from a
Nehruvian paradigm: whenever
questioned, the defence put up by
the then NDA leadership was that it
was merely building on the
Nehruvian paradigm — and it was
for the most part. If during the Va-
jpayee years it was ‘business as
usual’, or what Kuhn calls the ‘nor-
mal science’ period, wherein the
BJP was still busy aligning its
policies within the Nehruvian
paradigm, the tendency to ‘�t in’ is
now a thing of the past. There is
today an unapologetic shift from
the Nehruvian paradigm to a
Hindutva 2.0 paradigm.

Moreover, it would also be inac-
curate to view Mr. Modi’s Hindutva
politics as merely subversive of the
Nehruvian world view. Subversion
is reactionary: Hindutva 2.0 is a
fundamentally divergent Weltan-
schauung. Its policies may be
�awed and ine�ective, but it never-
theless re�ects a new paradigm.

Contours of the new paradigm 
The new Hindutva paradigm has
major implications for India’s do-
mestic politics, con�ict resolution
practices, foreign policy, and social
dynamics. The liberal, and left-
leaning, Nehruvian intelligentsia

traditionally enjoyed the pride of
place in the pecking order of India’s
socio-political hierarchy. Endowed
with state patronage, it formed the
creme de la creme of modern In-
dia’s class structure, controlling
political debates, determining the
boundaries of public morality and
whose commentary on the state of
the nation was revered. Not so in
the Hindutva paradigm of today.
The liberal intelligentsia is on the
defensive, and the Hindutva intelli-
gentsia is on the rise, with some
from the former group having con-
veniently jumped ship.

The role of minorities in our na-
tional imagination is also undergo-
ing critical changes. When the
Hindutva ideologues claim that
there will be no more ‘minority ap-
peasement’, what they really seem
to be implying is that ‘minorities
have to either fall in line or be
treated as second-class citizens’.
And frankly, there is no di�erence
between the two.

For Hindutva 2.0, domestic con-
�ict resolution is a favourite staging
ground to showcase aggressive na-
tion-building practices, devoid of
sensitive political rapprochement
and accommodation, and with a
high dose of aggressive rhetoric
and military tactics. This is not only
contrary to the broadly accommod-
ative and politically-sensitive
Nehruvian style of con�ict resolu-
tion but also to the Vajpayee-era
policies. 

The new paradigm is also evid-
ent in Mr. Modi’s foreign and secur-
ity policies. There is an increase in
aggression and grandstanding, at
the cost of sustained diplomatic

outreach, vis-à-vis China and
Pakistan, two of India’s most cru-
cial neighbours. The eventual out-
come of this aggression is already
becoming evident. Display of
strength and power is deeply in-
grained in Hindutva’s political cul-
ture and the new dispensation has
only made it starker than ever. 

The impact of this paradigm shift
on socio-political structures could
throw up phenomena we are either
uncomfortable with or not used to.
Not that the existing paradigm was
wholly noble. Consider, for in-
stance, why we are so appalled
today by the lynching of Muslims by
self-styled protectors of the Hindu
religion, and not so much by abject
poverty around us or the continued
prevalence of the dehumanising
caste system. Part of this disgust is
because poverty and caste are part
of our existing socio-political
paradigm and we have come to ac-
cept and live with them, and even
justify them. The Hindutva bri-
gade’s tirade against India’s
Muslims is not something we are
used to, and hence the pushback.
But once the resistance relents, it
would start becoming acceptable,
and sadly so.

Take another example: success-
ive Congress governments or even
the Vajpayee government almost
never tried to put pressure on the
higher education system and intel-
lectual edi�ce of the country, both
of which have been dominated by
left-liberals. Instead, they were co-
opted into the system. The new re-
gime in New Delhi not only does
not co-opt them, but is proactively
sidelining and silencing them, lead-
ing to sti� resistance and resultant
turmoil. 

Yet another example is the Modi
government’s Kashmir policy. In
the past, governments were not
only desirous of political reconcili-
ation in Kashmir but were also tol-
erant of the Kashmiri dissidents.
Today’s BJP government is doing
exactly the opposite even to the ex-
tent of sending NIA sleuths after
some of those very out�ts which
New Delhi’s agencies had been
courting, appeasing and promot-
ing in the past. The violent re-

sponse from Kashmir is a natural
one. Paradigm shifts are typically
followed by periods of turmoil,
confusion and unease. And that is
exactly what we are witnessing
today. 

What next? 
While intellectual traditions might
be able to absorb such structural
changes with more receptivity and
even learn from them, the impact
of paradigm shifts on socio-polit-
ical structures can be far more
severe depending on the nature
and direction of such shifts. Given
that the organising principle of
Hindutva 2.0 is majoritarian com-
munalism, the likely result of the
ongoing paradigm shift in Indian
politics will be lot more chaos. We
are already witnessing attempts at
using persuasion of all kinds, in-
cluding the use of force, to advance
the Hindutva agenda. 

Given the polarising nature of
such a paradigm shift, there are
bound to be ideological struggles,
street battles, regional divisions,
and attempts at revisiting the fun-
damentals of the Indian Union,
among others. Worse still, if the re-
gime and its ideological mentors ef-
fect this paradigm shift without
caring for pluralistic accommoda-
tion, religious sensitivity, regional
di�erences and civil rights, it could
lead to civil war-like situations,
mounting dissent and violence. 

Those resisting this ideological
transformation of the Indian state
must remember that paradigm
shifts are driven by powerful
ideational constructs and the only
way to resist or moderate such
shifts is to generate powerful
counter-narratives. In contempor-
ary India, it is precisely such
powerful ideational alternatives
that are sorely missing: some have
lost their way out of the erstwhile
paradigm, some have given up res-
isting, and several others seemed
to have jumped ship. Nitish Kumar
won’t be the last one to do so.

Happymon Jacob is Associate Professor,
Disarmament Studies, School of
International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru
University

When the paradigm shifts
The Modi government has managed to change business as usual in politics, in the absence of a counter-narrative

happymon jacob
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T
he line between work and
jobs is often manipulated.
The Delhi High Court is hear-

ing the issue on August 10 in re-
sponse to a Delhi-based union’s pe-
tition which refutes the claims of
Uber and Ola — as not being em-
ployers of drivers but only pro-
viders of work. 

In an Indian orbit
This is the �rst Indian public articu-
lation of a question on the so-called
gig economy that has been raised
in courts worldwide. The union
says drivers are put under control
and supervision amounting to em-
ployment, but neither do they en-
joy �exible work nor receive bene-
�ts. As informal sector workers
who know how to maintain con-
tinuity in income, falling incentives
have upset their calculations of
spending, saving, and repaying
debt. The same algorithms that
give drivers a written history of
work and earnings also allow com-

panies to be faceless but still in con-
trol. 

Uber and Ola drivers are some of
the �rst informal sector workers to
be immersed in new-age tech.
Their work is organised around
data, timestamps and geo-refer-
ences, making it traceable and
trackable. Algorithms that run
platforms also systematise parts of
work unlike in previous non-tech
work. Work has readable history,
incomes veri�ed in bank state-
ments, with regularity — paid
mostly without delays, without
asking. Processes and protocols
were never a part of their previous
work as lorry drivers, chau�eurs or
drivers based at traditional stands.
In contrast, most of us in “jobs” are
accustomed to having legibility in
our work lives.

The High Court can create pre-
cedence for the regulation of tech-
based work for a large young popu-
lation which needs work but is un-
derskilled for the formal job
market. The sheer number of
drivers who join these platforms
indicates the sizeable digital work-
force being created. Identical plat-
form ideas are being funded in dif-
ferent cities as separate entities,
because investors �nd the digitisa-
tion of local services even at city
level worthwhile.

Unlike those of us in “jobs” with
protected salaries, these drivers
manage earnings to spend, save
and resolve debt. Legal contracts
that safeguard future income (pre-
venting untimely dismissal) and fu-
ture savings (provident funds) have
not been available to them. Unlike
in America where the platform
model originates and is called the
‘death of the job’, this new form of
work has more continuities with
older forms of the informal sector
than discontinuities. 

Platform drivers have experi-
enced what organised work feels
like — not formal jobs, but work
that is accounted for, seamless,
and organised. Rides come con-
tinuously. Payments come in regu-
lar intervals, partly in hand
through cash, partly in banks, ex-
panding savings from the near to

the mid-term. Primary research by
this writer �nds drivers made more
stable �nancial decisions because
of this organisation of platforms.

Left vulnerable
Yet, platforms have thrown this o�
balance by severely changing the
rules of the game for drivers. Agil-
ity, which is key to this business
model, allows companies to exper-
iment but makes drivers vulner-
able. Shrinking, negligible incent-
ives have reduced their incomes.
Some cannot repay car loans. Com-
panies restrict drivers’ access to
their work data. They also say that
their earnings don’t always add up.
Companies are unabashedly con-
straining the very o�erings that got
drivers to join their platforms in
the �rst place.

As informal sector workers,
drivers have learnt how to main-
tain continuous work and income
despite �exible work. The rules of
the informal labour market come
from trusted networks that are ta-
cit to those outside it. Drivers may
not be uncomfortable with weekly,
daily �uctuations in income on
platforms because they were
within a known range. But the
game has no rules now. 

How do we weigh the bene�ts of
legal formality when they come

without a living wage? Who gets to
decide this trade-o�: the state or
the worker? A countrywide skilling
and job crisis leaves these in-
formal, semi-skilled workers with
limited work options — driving,
with low barriers of entry, is vital
here. Regulation should be re-
sponsive to drivers’ interests.
Drivers can decide the quantity
and duration of their work on plat-
forms and this is valuable for them.
Their terms of earning need regu-
lations for transparency. 

It will be crucial to see whether
the Delhi court judgment can cre-
ate precedence for the regulation
of technology and work for work-
ers without security nets. It will
take a city court, immersed in the
realities of its economy, its labour
patterns, its experiences of vulner-
ability and security, to determine
these questions. For a city such as
Delhi where so much work and em-
ployment is in the non-manufac-
turing sector, how should we think
of security for workers? Do we not
need to think through regulations
that contain the algorithms that are
set to determine the smartening of
our cities and digitising India?

Aditi Surie is Senior Associate, Academics
and Research, Indian Institute for Human
Settlements, Bengaluru

Working on the app-based model
We need regulation of technology and work for workers without security nets

aditi surie
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Ahmed Patel’s win
Congress veteran Ahmed
Patel’s election to the Rajya
Sabha can be described
aptly as a victory of the
presence of mind of the
Congress’s think tank over
the arrogance of the BJP
leadership whose vaulting
ambition to win seems to be
crossing all lines. 
In �nding merit in the
complaint of the Congress
party and then deciding to
invalidate the two ‘open’
votes, the Election
Commission of India has
also asserted its
independence. On his part,
BJP president Amit Shah
needs to be a lot more
cautious. Perhaps he needs
to position himself at a
distant spot when there is
voting (“Ahmed Patel makes
it to Rajya Sabha”, August
9).
P. Vijayachandran,

Thiruvananthapuram

■ Ahmed Patel’s return to
his Rajya Sabha seat from
Gujarat, defying the odds,
and by a whisker, should be

seen more as a rebu� to
both Amit Shah and
Shankersinh Vaghela. Their
scripts did not work this
time, thanks to the two
Congress MLAs. The
Election Commission acted
promptly. For Mr. Shah —
known for mastering his
own brand of political
craftsmanship, that has led
to his party capturing
power in several States even
without the people’s
mandate — the defeat of his
candidate, an ex-
Congressman in his own
home State, is a setback.
The case also shows that the
Congress has so far failed to
energise itself and present
itself as a formidable
challenger to the BJP. Can
Rahul Gandhi deliver the
goods? 
S.K. Choudhury,

Bengaluru

■ As most of India retired
for the night on Tuesday, a
nail-biting �nish to an ugly
political race played out. It
was a race that involved
defection, the use of money

and even muscle power to
overpower people’s
representatives. Thank god
the crude game plan of the
BJP was overcome by an
Election Commission that
showed it has some spine.
Jennifer Duraisingam,

London

One-sided analysis
It is a matter of concern and
disappointment for long-
time readers of The Hindu to
read political commentaries
that are unmistakably and
unapologetically one-sided.
The article, “The mood of
the moment” (August 9), is
aligned with this disturbing
trend and appears more as a
�ery political speech
targeting the Modi
government than an
objective analysis of current
political trends.
Nitish Kumar may be
painted as a renegade to the
‘secular cause’, but the fact
is that he was always
uncomfortable in the
company of the corrupt
Lalu Prasad clan. 
Couldn’t Lalu Prasad have

averted the collapse of the
grand alliance by asking his
son and former Deputy
Chief Minister to resign, as
demanded by Mr. Kumar?
To dismiss Mr. Modi’s
undented popularity with
the people as merely a
paradox and as a
consequence of a cleverly
orchestrated nationalistic
propaganda, the article
exhibits a strange timidity to
look for deeper causes such
as the Prime Minister’s
corruption-free governance
at the Centre.
Instead of sharing a
common vision for India,
what brings the Opposition
together is a shared hatred
for one individual. 
V.N. Mukundarajan,

Thiruvananthapuram

Worth pursuing
It is a welcome
development that the Uttar
Pradesh Shia Central Waqf
Board has proposed an
amicable solution to
Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri
Masjid dispute (“Shia board
for mosque at reasonable

distance’,” August 9). After
decades of dispute, it is
gratifying that the board has
taken the initiative to show
goodwill and promote
brotherhood. The idea must
be taken forward so that we
can prove once again that
India can never be shaken
and is a shining example of
being a mosaic of cultures.
Striving for national unity in
a spirit of brotherhood with
all will also keep fanatics
and terrorist groups at bay. 
J.P. Reddy,

Nalgonda, Telangana

Two ‘types’ of notes?
After the shock of
demonetisation, still a
mysterious exercise, comes
another jolt — a “scam” in
the printing of new ₹500
currency notes. Though,
technically, notice needs to

be served to raise an issue in
Zero Hour, the Opposition
seems to have raised a
pertinent issue. A
denomination said to be in
two di�erent variations is a
matter of utmost
importance and the Finance
Minister cannot brush the
matter aside. 
The public has a right to
know what the stand of the
government is. The
common man, already
burdened by
demonetisation, will only
be disheartened further if
the Opposition’s allegation
is proved true (“One
denomination, two
dimensions: uproar in RS”,
August 9).
K.R. Srinivasan,

Secunderabad
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corrections & clarifications: 

A reader pointed out that the report, “National competition on
letters to the Mahatma” (August 9, 2017), did not give the address
to which the competition entries should be sent. The entries
should be sent to the Chief Postmaster General of the respective
postal circle.
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DATA POINT

Senior Congress leaders have taken a serious view of the ab-
sence of a number of M.Ps. in the Lok Sabha yesterday [August
8, New Delhi] when an Opposition amendment seeking to de-
clare that the safeguards provided in the Constitution for
Scheduled Castes and Tribes were not being fully implemen-
ted was carried. While Mr. Ram Subhag Singh, Minister for
Parliamentary Affairs, has written to all Cabinet Ministers and
other Ministers pointing out that it was unfortunate that a
number of members should have been absent at the time of
voting, the Congress Parliamentary Party executive also dis-
cussed the matter to-day [August 9]. The executive noted with
some satisfaction that ultimately when the Government and
Opposition forces regrouped themselves immediately after the
reopening of the doors of the House lobbies, the Congress
Party succeeded in rejecting the substantive motion incorpor-
ating the amendment. (The motion was rejected by 115 votes to
107). At to-day’s [August 9] meeting of the Parliamentary Party
Executive, which discussed yesterday’s [August 8] happen-
ings, members were of the view that it was not due to any of
the members deliberately staying from the House but because
they did not expect a trial of strength at that time. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO AUGUST 10, 1967

Party MPs’ absence in Lok Sabha
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FROM ARCHIVES

A deputation consisting of Messrs. Surendranath Banerjeee, B.
Chakrabarty, C.R. Das, the Hon’ble Dr. Nilratan Sircar, the
Hon’ble Mr. Surendranath Roy and the Hon’ble Mr. Fazhul
Huq, waited upon His Excellency Lord Ronaldshay, yesterday
[August 9, Calcutta], in connection with the prohibition of the
town hall meeting. His Excellency the Governor received the
members very cordially and discussed the matter with them
for an hour and a half. It is understood that the members of
the deputation assured the Governor that they would do their
best to conduct the proceedings of the meeting in a respons-
ible manner. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO AUGUST 10, 1917

Bengal prohibition order.

Let’s face it, we have al-
ways been a little intoler-
ant of the “other”. Any-
one who doesn’t conform
to what we think is the
“right” way to eat/look/
think is guaranteed a di�-
cult time. So it is that a
painter is forced to live
and die in exile; a writer
has to declare himself
“dead” in literary terms
before a court grants him
a fresh lease of life; cricket
pitches are dug up to keep
a team out; a face

smeared with tar for daring to speak up and so forth.

The explicit reality
When Jharkhand writer Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar �nds him-
self being pilloried by people who may not have actually read
what he has written, he is not alone, but it will be a lonely
battle. To those saying he has slighted Adivasi culture in a story
included in a collection of erotic stories, they must turn to his
�ction tuned to reality. One of the most powerful stories in his
The Adivasi Will Not Dance (2015) is the eponymously titled
one, the last in the collection. A group of Santhal dancers with
their “tamak and tumdak” are gathered to perform for the visit-
ing President of India. When the troupe master Mangal Murmu
refuses, he is harassed, gagged and feels “helpless and so fool-
ish”. All he wanted to do was protest against his people being
used as “toys”. As Murmu rages: “Someone presses our ‘ON’
button... and we Santhals start beating rhythms on our ta-
mak... while someone snatches away our dancing grounds. Tell
me, am I wrong?” 

Today, Shekhar, who won the Sahitya Akademi Yuva Puras-
hkar in 2015 for The Mysterious Ailment of Rupi Baskey, must be
feeling a little “helpless and foolish” for the manner in which
self-appointed Adivasi groups have lashed out against him for
“objectifying Santhal women”, his writing branded as pure
“porn”. Yes, he writes about sex, explicitly, but it’s a distressing
read — about girls selling their bodies, for ₹50 and two bread
pakoras (November is the Month of Migrations), for instance.
Then again, isn’t that a re�ection of reality? Just turn to the
newspapers; haven’t we read about girls from Jharkhand being
rescued from the brothel or from a house where they had been
abused? 

In 2015, award-winning Tamil writer Perumal Murugan de-
clared himself literary “dead” after conservative caste groups
harassed him and sought a ban against his novel Maadhor-
ubaagan (One Part Woman), written in 2010, saying it was
prurient. A year later, the Madras High Court rejected the de-
mand for banning the book, advising those who were hurt by it
to stay away from it. Murugan’s One Part Woman is about a
couple’s e�orts to conceive a child and the taunts they face
from the community; and why they pin their hopes on an age-
old temple festival when rules on sex are relaxed for one night.
In his Treatise on Tolerance, French philosopher Voltaire ar-
gued that while “tolerance has never provoked a civil war; in-
tolerance has covered the Earth in carnage.” We are unfortu-
nately seeing a lot of it around us. 

Rage of the morality police
For writers who ‘o�end’ the faceless
mob, it is always a lonely battle
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SINGLE FILE

These days when everybody is
marching for something or the other,
scientists don’t want to be left be-
hind. A global movement called
March for Science was held in differ-
ent places in the world in April this
year and the Indian version was held
in some cities on Wednesday. But do
the concerns that drove the global
marches for science also matter in
the Indian case?

The call for this march in Indian
cities had many problematic asser-
tions. The march was justified by
pointing out that science in India is
“facing the danger of being eclipsed
by a rising wave of unscientific be-
liefs and religious bigotry” along with
reduction of funding to premier sci-
entific institutions. They added that
non-scientific ideas are being pro-
moted and suggested that “promot-
ing [a] scientific bent of mind can
certainly help improve the social
health of our country where incid-
ents of witch hunting, honour killing
and mob lynching are reported
regularly.”

The march organisers made four
suggestions: allocate a certain per-
centage of the GDP for science and
education, “stop propagation of un-
scientific, obscurantist ideas and reli-
gious intolerance”, insist that educa-
tion should only impart “ideas that
are supported by scientific evid-
ence”, and finally, “enact policies
based on evidence-based science”.

Problems with the narrative
This statement as well as the ra-
tionale for the March for Science
shows how naïve ideas of science
continue to be propagated as truth. It
also illustrates the power of the sci-
entific community in India that they
can continue to utter such sweeping
statements about science without
worrying about their consequences.
Moreover, such recycling of ideas of
science and its relation to society is
unfair to hundreds of thoughtful
scientists.

What is worrying about such calls
is that they echo the national narrat-
ive on science right from Independ-
ence. Science in India has constantly
legitimised itself by creating a false
opposition with beliefs, superstition
and religion. The fact that this same

narrative continues even today just
shows how these ideas are being
used as a decoy so that the real ques-
tions that the public may ask about
Indian science do not get asked. This
invocation of superstition, witches,
mob action or even caste atrocities
seems to suspiciously arise whenever
the scientific community wants to
demand more funds from the gov-
ernment. There is a striking parallel
between the language and narrative
of the religious right and those who
hold fundamentalist ideas about sci-
ence. The claim that there is a “rising
wave of unscientific beliefs” is more
rhetorical than evidence-based and
deploys the strategy of fear-monger-
ing to make a point. To claim that a
“scientific bent of mind” can get rid
of honour and mob lynching is to be-
tray a very poor sense of the nature
of social reality and social action.

The suggestions that this group
made are actually unscientific. To
claim that 10% of the GDP should be
allocated for education is an un-
scientific claim and one made
without factoring either the fiscal
policies on education or the chal-

lenges that confront education in In-
dia today. They also want to stop the
propagation of unscientific ideas, but
what are ‘unscientific ideas’? The lo-
gical fallacy of using extreme ex-
amples to push for their agenda is yet
another strategy of the fundamental-
ists. 

A blinkered viewpoint
Like the right wing, these scientists
too do not give the norms which will
define what is scientific; all that we
have now is that whatever scientists
say or do is scientific — analogous to
the claim by the right wing that
whatever they say or do about their
religion is that religion. Their ignor-
ance, or perhaps their disinterest,
about the rich debates on what con-
stitutes scientific evidence betrays
only an unscientific use of the term
‘scientific evidence’. Their third sug-
gestion that education should only
be about ideas that are supported by
scientific evidence is patently ab-
surd. True education should be as
much about the capacity to critically
reflect on science as on everything
else we are taught. Imagine the

world of education if we followed
this condition: we could not teach
art, music, literature, languages and
quite a significant portion of social
science, to list a few. We cannot
teach history because it is not ‘sci-
entific’ and so we will never learn
how to understand the history of sci-
ence. We cannot teach sociology
since many theories of sociology will
not pass the test of scientific theor-
ies, so we cannot really understand
how scientific knowledge is created
socially. Their final suggestion that
policies should be based on “evid-
ence-based science” aggravates all
these mistakes.

What these scientists do not seem
to realise is that the point of conten-
tion is precisely what they take for
granted: science, scientific method
and scientific temper. What is com-
mon between such claims about sci-
ence and the right wing fundament-
alists is that both these camps do not
draw upon available material which
offers a challenge to their naïve be-
liefs. Both these camps speak as if
what they say is the literal truth. Both
of them try to force everybody else
into their own beliefs and states of ig-
norance, many times by using radical
oppositions and images (such as
lynching).

In the case of this ‘national’ view
of science, everything they claim can
easily be disproved by referring to
the extensive work in the fields of
history, philosophy and sociology of
science. The difficulty of giving one
coherent definition of science or of
scientific method, or to have a theory
of causality that can help explain
how scientific temper can get rid of
superstition, caste, religion or even
mob lynching should hopefully make
them more critical of their own be-
liefs about science. Yet nothing
changes the discourse about science
in India. This is truly an example of
Science Sena at work.

A march based on such an ‘un-
scientific’ understanding of science
cannot be a march for science. It
sounds more like a sermon for sci-
ence. The scientists should instead
participate in a public debate on the
nature of science and its practice in
India. This will take the mystery of
scientific knowledge out of gated in-
stitutes and private meeting rooms
into the public domain, which after
all has been funding science for so
long without necessarily seeing the
returns for the cost it has incurred. 

Sundar Sarukkai is Professor of Philosophy
at the National Institute of Advanced Studies,
Bengaluru

Scientists should participate in a public debate on the nature of science and its practice in India

The march in Bengaluru. * V. SREENIVASA MURTHY

The march from yesterday

sundar sarukkai

With the resumption of cross-Line of Control
(LoC) trade on the Uri-Muzaffarabad route
this week, it seems that the Chief Minister of
Jammu and Kashmir, Mehbooba Mufti, has
upheld her promise of supporting this trade,
which is also a part of the ‘Agenda of Alli-
ance’ between the Peoples Democratic Party
and the Bharatiya Janata Party. Trade was
stopped in Uri on July 21 after banned drugs
were seized from a truck while trade on the
Poonch-Rawalakot route has stopped for
over a month now after border tensions. 

It’s about barter trade
Of late, cross-LoC trade has been in focus
after the National Investigation Agency (NIA)
began probing the funding patterns of
traders. Such administrative checks, al-
though essential, do not address the root
cause of trade irregularities. While the res-
ults of the investigations have not been made
public, it is important to realise that this is
barter trade wherein goods are exchanged
against goods without involving any monet-
ary exchange. Therefore, regular accounting
and other practices of inter-
national trade may not be ap-
plicable here.

Now that it has been de-
cided to resume this form of
trade, it is imperative that
steps be taken to strengthen
trade practices and ensure
that it does not fall victim to
speculation and allegations
once again. In this connec-
tion, the recent joint meeting
between officials of both sides was a rare
sight, given the rising tensions between the
two countries. In order to streamline trade,
it was decided that permanent and formal-
ised communication facilities will be set up
between the respective trade officers. Also,
based on the ongoing research that the Bur-
eau of Research on Industry and Economic
Fundamentals (BRIEF) is conducting on
strengthening cross-LoC trade, a number of
steps have been proposed that could lead to
a change in the trading mechanism.

Steps to better trade
First, a joint investigation team from India
and Pakistan should be set up to investigate
cases of narcotic and arms smuggling across
the border. At present, truck drivers end up
being the victims although they may or may
not be involved directly. Such a team should
address the root cause of such instances in a

speedy and transparent manner. 
Second, to keep a check on the traders

and trade practices, a monitoring cell of offi-
cials from State and Central agencies must be
constituted. It should monitor daily trade
practices such as registration of traders, in-
voicing and exchange of goods, trade balan-
cing, etc. to address allegations of hawala
money, under-invoicing, and even misrep-
resentation of goods. Trade data and inform-
ation for each registered trader should be
mandatorily recorded in an electronic
format by the trade facilitation officer and
shared with the cell at regular intervals for
analysis and other checks. 

Third, there is a need to institutionalise
and formalise trading communities. As an
initiative, traders and chambers on both
sides have come up with the idea of a joint
chamber called the Jammu and Kashmir
Joint Chambers of Commerce and Industry,
which will have traders of both sides as well
as the local chambers of Jammu and Kashmir
and the Mirpur Chamber. Support from both
governments will add weight to it. This will
also help create more transparency in trans-
actions and information flow among traders
and chambers in both inter- and intra-LoC. 

Train the trader
Finally, it is important to impart training to
LoC traders. With support from excise and
security agencies, training sessions should
be conducted on the standard operating pro-

cedures of this trade as well as
established accounting prac-
tices such as maintaining bal-
ance sheets. This would help
traders and government agen-
cies monitor trade and ensure
trader accountability.

Over the last year, cross-LoC
trade has been affected by a
number of allegations. With a
resumption of trade, the gov-
ernment must uphold its prom-

ise of taking cross-LoC confidence building
measures (CBM) to the ‘next level’ — as men-
tioned in the ‘Agenda of Alliance’. Thus, it is
necessary that the Central and State govern-
ments take the necessary steps towards re-
forming trade and ensuring capacity build-
ing of traders. 

In October, cross-LoC trade will complete
nine years. Irrespective of the negative per-
ception around it, this form of trade contin-
ues to be one of the most successful CBMs
between India and Pakistan. Cross- LoC
trade has also managed to connect the two
divided sides of Jammu and Kashmir,
thereby creating a constituency of peace in
an otherwise tense region. The governments
must ensure that trade continues to flourish. 

Afaq Hussain is Director at the Bureau of Research on
Industry and Economic Fundamentals (BRIEF), New
Delhi. The views expressed are personal

The goods exchange
Cross-LoC trade continues to be a key con�dence building
measure between India and Pakistan 

afaq hussain
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Miracle on 

the Rhine
Economics

Also known as the Miracle
on the Rhine, Wirtschaft-
swunder refers to the
rapid rise of Germany into
one of the world’s leading
economies after its devast-
ation during the Second
World War. Pro-market
economic reforms under
Ludwig Erhard, Germany’s
Economics Minister, were
the major cause behind
the revival. Influenced by
the ideas of economist Wil-
helm Röpke, Erhard first
tackled hyperinflation
through radical currency
reform that introduced the
Deutschmark as the new
German currency. He also
tore down war time price-
controls which had dis-
couraged the production
of several essential goods.
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The ABBA penalty
shootout explained
http://bit.ly/ABBApenalty
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MORE ON 

THE WEB 3

What is the current state of
Venezuela’s economy?
Venezuela, a country with
more oil than Saudi Ara-
bia, currently faces rapidly
declining foreign exchange
reserves, poverty and
hyperinflation — projected
at 720% this year and
2069% next, according to
the International Monetary
Fund. Under President
Nicolás Maduro, Venezuela
has been experiencing an
acute shortage of food,
medicine and other vital
supplies. Venezuela is in
the throes of a political
crisis that is inextricably
linked to its untenable eco-
nomic situation.

What was oil’s role in this?
A quarter of Venezuela’s
GDP and 95% of its export
earnings are from crude
oil, the price of which has
plummeted since 2014
when it was trading at over
$110 per barrel to under
$30 per barrel last year. As
a result Venezuela’s GDP
and U.S. dollar reserves
fell; the country has just
$10.2 billion in reserves. As
money was in short sup-

ply, the government star-
ted printing cash — a factor
contributing to spiralling
inflation. Venezuela has
borrowed at least $55 bil-
lion from allies in recent
times. As the price of oil
fell, more oil was required
to honour the oil-for-finan-
cing deals and Venezuela
has not been able to keep
up with these shipments.
Mr. Maduro has been criti-
cised for prioritising debt
servicing over feeding his
people.

How did the Chávez regime
contribute to this
situation? Hugo Chávez
came to power on the
promise of setting up a
modern socialist republic
and bringing inclusive
growth to Venezuela,
which had low growth,
high inflation and high
levels of poverty. He na-
tionalised over 1,000 com-
panies, funded welfare
programmes and cash
transfers to the poor from
oil revenues, and offered
an economic and political
counter-narrative to what
the U.S. proffered. All this
earned Chávez wide popu-

lar appeal; poverty de-
clined, employment in-
creased as did college
enrolment. However,
Chávez’s rule was marked
by an increasing authorit-
arianism and a gross mis-
management of the coun-
try’s oil. 

How was the economy
mismanaged? Rather than
saving some of the oil rev-
enues, which came pour-
ing in because of booming
oil prices for the decade up
to 2014, or investing the
cash in other industries or
diversifying investments
via a sovereign wealth
fund, the economy was
over-concentrated in oil
while other sectors be-
came uncompetitive and
unproductive; the eco-
nomy became dependent
on imports. A regime of ex-
cessive price controls
meant a misallocation of
resources and a fixed ex-
change rate created oppor-
tunities for corruption
among the regime’s elite.
Many of these problems
have been compounded
since Mr. Maduro took
charge in 2013.

The Maduro muddle
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FAQ

How the Venezuelan dream unravelled
Sriram Lakshman
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