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India recorded 774 COVID­19 cases in the 24
hours to 8 a.m. on Saturday, the Union Health
Ministry said. The number of active cases stands
at 4,187. Two deaths, one each from Tamil Nadu
and Gujarat, were reported in the 24 hours, the
Ministry’s data show. “The number of daily cases
was in double digits till December 5 but it began
to rise again amid cold weather conditions and
after the emergence of a new COVID­19 variant,
JN.1,” an offi�cial source said. “The currently
available data suggest that the JN.1 variant is
neither leading to an exponential rise in the new
cases nor a surge in hospitalisation and
mortality,” the source said. PTI

India records a single­day 
rise of 774 COVID­19 cases 

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh on Saturday said
that Lord Macaulay, a British politician
commonly regarded as the ‘Father of English
Education in India’, was sent to “throttle India’s
traditional system of education and to mentally
enslave the people of the country”. Mr. Singh
added that the revival of gurukuls was necessary
to counter the eff�ects of the Macaulayist system
of education on Indian minds. The Union
Minister shared his views in Haridwar, where he
lay the foundation stone of Baba Ramdev’s
Patanjali Gurukulam avam Acharyakulam, a
school which purportedly runs on the ancient
Indian education system, and will be built at an
estimated cost of ₹�250 crore. 

‘Macaulay sent to end India’s
traditional education system’

The Mumbai Police have formed a special team
to investigate e­mails which threatened that
bomb blasts will be carried out at multiple places
in the city, an offi�cial said on Saturday. The team
is trying to trace the sender of the e­mails based
on the IP address from where they originated, an
offi�cial of the Colaba police station said. The
mails were sent from a single ID and the sender
had not been identifi�ed yet, he added. A case
under Indian Penal Code Sections 505 (1) (b)
(circulating rumour with intent to cause, or
which is likely to cause, fear or alarm to the
public) and 506 (2) (criminal intimidation), and
other relevant provisions has been registered.

Mumbai police form special
team to probe threat e­mails

Three offi�cials of Madhya Pradesh’s Women and
Child Department were suspended and two were
issued show­cause notices after a children’s
home was found running illegally on the
outskirts of Bhopal. After an inspection of Anchal
Children’s Home in Bhopal’s Tarasewaniya village
on January 4, the National Commission for
Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR) found that the
centre was being run illegally as a ChildLine
centre. At least 27 girls were said to be missing
from the centre but Chief Minister Mohan Yadav
later said that all the girls were safe. An FIR has
also been fi�led against the children’s home and
its manager, identifi�ed as Anil Mathew.

Three offi�cials suspended in
Bhopal children’s home case

SUDOKU
�

Solution to yesterday’s Sudoku

Union  Commerce,  Food
and  Consumer  Aff�airs  Mi­
nister Piyush Goyal said on
Saturday  that  the  Centre
will  soon  bring  Quality
Control  Orders  (QCO)  for
nearly 2,500 items.

Addressing  a  meeting
on the 77th foundation day
of  the  Bureau  of  Indian
Standards  (BIS), he point­
ed out that there had been
only 14 QCOs for  106 pro­
ducts  till 2014 but  this  in­
creased  to  156  QCOs  for
672  products  by  2024.
Around  90%  of  the  QCOs
came in the past few years
of  the  Narendra  Modi  go­
vernment, he said. “QCOs
are  being  processed  in
nearly  2,500  more  items
which refl�ects our commit­
ment  towards  quality  by
providing  high  standards
goods  and  services,”  he
said. 

Prime Minister’s vision
Recalling  that  nine  years
ago,  the  Prime  Minister
had put forth the vision of
‘zero defect, zero eff�ect’ to
ensure the making of high­
quality  products  that  are
sustainable,  eco­friendly
and have zero climate im­
pact,  Mr.  Goyal  said  that
this vision is being adopted
and it has made consumers
quality conscious.

“Quality is king. But bet­
ter quality is probably the
emperor,”  the  Minister
said, adding that quality is
cost­eff�ective which in turn
helps  the  industry  and

consumers.  “Quality  is  a
common factor and it is ne­
cessary.  Good  quality  is
non­negotiable  and  the
awareness  generated  by
BIS  wherein  consumers,
industry, exporters or  im­
porters, all understand its
benefi�ts,” he added.

The  Union  Minister
urged  the  young  genera­
tion to become the ambas­
sadors of quality and said
the  youngsters  can  pro­
mote  e­learning,  and  can
upgrade  performance  as­
sessment, review, and ana­
lysis of knowledge for ho­
listic  development
(PARAKH) initiatives in col­
leges and universities.

He said that after study­
ing the gap analysis, a com­
prehensive  network  of
state­of­the­art  modern
labs was set up to facilitate
BIS and  industry. “BIS re­
cently agreed to invest ₹�40
crore to set up 21  labs  for
cotton testing,” he said and
asked the industry to come
forward  with  areas  for
which testing is required. 

Govt. to announce
quality norms for
2,500 items soon

Piyush Goyal said that 90% of

the present QCOs came during

Modi’s regime. 

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

A
imed  at  ensuring
robust quality con­
trol  for  pharma

and  biopharmaceutical
products,  the  Union
Health  Ministry  on  Satur­
day  notifi�ed  revised  rules
under  Schedule  M  of  the
Drugs  and  Cosmetics
Rules, 1945.

Schedule  M  prescribes
the  Good  Manufacturing
Practices  (GMP)  for  phar­
maceutical  products  and
the revised Schedule M has
been  notifi�ed  as  rules  to
ensure  that  GMP  is  ad­
hered to and requirements
of  premises,  plant,  and
equipment  for  pharma­
ceutical products are met.

The GMP is the manda­
tory  standard  that  builds
and  brings  quality  into  a
product by way of control
of materials, methods, ma­
chines, processes, person­
nel,  facility/environment
and  so  on.  GMP  was  fi�rst
incorporated  in  Schedule
M of  the  Drugs  and  Cos­
metics Rules, 1945 in 1988
and  was  last  amended  in
June 2005.

With  the  amendment,
the words ‘Good Manufac­
turing  Practices’  (GMP)
have  been  replaced  with
‘Good Manufacturing Prac­
tices and Requirements of

Premises, Plant and Equip­
ment  for  Pharmaceutical
Products’.

Global benchmark
“To  keep  pace  with  fast­
changing  manufacturing
and quality domain, there
was  a  necessity  to  revisit
and  revise  the  principles
and concept of GMP men­
tioned in current Schedule
M.  This  would  bring  our
GMP recommendations on
a par  with  global  stan­
dards,  especially  to  those
of the World Health Organ­
ization (WHO), and ensure
production of globally ac­
ceptable  quality  of  drug,”
said a senior Health Minis­
try offi�cial.

The changes introduced
in the revised Schedule M
include the introduction of
a pharmaceutical  quality

system  (PQS),  quality  risk
management  (QRM),  pro­
duct quality review (PQR),
qualifi�cation  and  valida­
tion  of  equipment,  and  a
computerised storage sys­
tem for all drug products.

The  notifi�cation,  dated
December 28, 2023, states
that  manufacturers  must
assume  responsibility  for
the quality of pharmaceut­
ical products to ensure that
they are fi�t for their intend­
ed use, comply with the re­
quirements of the licence,
and do not place patients
at  risk  due  to  inadequate
safety, quality, or effi�cacy.

It  adds  that  companies
must  market  a  fi�nished
product only after getting
“satisfactory  results”  on
tests of the ingredients and
retain a suffi�cient quantity
of the samples of interme­

diate and fi�nal products to
allow  repeated  testing  or
verifi�cation of a batch.

Speaking about the revi­
sion,  Sudarshan  Jain,  se­
cretary­general  of  the  In­
dian  Pharmaceutical
Alliance  (IPA),  said:  “The
revision of Schedule M by
the  government  is  a  posi­
tive step and an important
milestone  for  the  Indian
pharmaceutical  sector.
This  will  elevate  and  up­
date the quality standards
of  medicines,  reinforcing
the  reputation  of  our  in­
dustry  and  improving  pa­
tient  outcomes.  We  wel­
come  this  initiative  in
helping  India’s  journey  to
become  a  global  bench­
mark in quality.”

Earlier  in  August,  the
Ministry  had  set  a  six­
month  deadline  for  small
manufacturers  and  a  12­
month  deadline  for  large
units  to  get  their  World
Health Organization­Good
Manufacturing  Practices
(WHO­GMP) certifi�cation.

The revised rules are to
be implemented based on
company turnovers where
the medium and small ma­
nufacturers  include  those
with an annual turnover of
less  than  ₹�250  crore and
large  manufacturers  in­
clude those with an annual
turnover  of  over  ₹�250
crore.

Centre notifi�es revised
rules for quality control
of pharma products

GMP was fi�rst incorporated in Schedule M in 1988 and was last

amended in June 2005. GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

The revised Schedule M prescribes the Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP) and requirements

of premises, plant, and equipment for the production of pharmaceutical products

Bindu Shajan Perappadan
NEW DELHI

India recorded as many as
10,659 cases of human traf­
fi�cking  between  2018  and
2022.  The  data  tabled  by
the  Union  Home  Ministry
in  response  to  a  question
from Manish Tewari in the
Lok Sabha on December 5
reveal  that  an  average  of
2,000 cases were recorded
every year, with 2022 regis­
tering the highest of 2,250.

In  response  to  another
question on the same day
by Omprakash Bhupalsinh,
aka Pawan Rajenimbalkar,
the  Ministry  revealed  de­
tails of the number of per­
sons  arrested,  chargesh­
eeted,  convicted  and
acquitted  for  human  traf­
fi�cking  between  2018  and

2022.  In  these  fi�ve  years,
26,840 persons — an aver­
age  of  5,000  persons  a
year — were arrested.

The number of persons
chargesheeted  stands  at
19,821,  with  an  average  of
3,500­4,000  persons  a
year. The number of those

convicted,  however,  re­
mains  low  —  1,031  in  fi�ve
years,  just 4.8% of  the ar­
rests. 

The number of accused
who  have  been  acquitted
in  the fi�ve years stands at
4,936.

Kaushik Gupta, an advo­

cate practising  in  the Cal­
cutta High Court and mem­
ber  of  the  anti­traffi�cking
consortium Tafteesh,  said
that despite the high num­
ber  of  persons  chargesh­
eeted,  the  low  conviction
rate indicated poor investi­
gation.  “These  chargesh­
eets  do  not  stand  before
the  court  during  the  trial
and  thus  the  acquittal  is
high  and  convictions  are
low,” he said. Victims turn­
ing hostile during the trial
process is another reason,
he said.

Maharastra  registered
the highest number of cas­
es — 1,392 — in the past fi�ve
years, followed by Telanga­
na (1,301) and Andhra Pra­
desh (987).

“When it comes to traf­
fi�cking,  some  are  source

States and others destina­
tions. Andhra Pradesh and
Telangana  have  become
both  source  and  destina­
tion,”  noted  Rammohan,
secretary of HELP, a non­
governmental organisation
based in Andhra Pradesh.

The States such as West
Bengal and Assam are con­
sidered  source  States,
while  Maharashtra  and
Karnataka  are  destination
States. The Ministry, in its
reply, has also pointed out
the steps taken to combat
traffi�cking.  These  include
upgrading  the  infrastruc­
ture of district anti­human
traffi�cking  units  and
strengthening  intelligence
and  surveillance  mechan­
isms to identify gangs and
gather  information  about
their modus operandi.

Over 10,000 cases of traffi�cking recorded in 5
years, but convictions remain at a dismal low
Shiv Sahay Singh
KOLKATA

The convictions between 2018 and 2022 stand at only 4.8% of the

the 26,849 arrests. GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

The  Supreme  Court  has
pointed  to  the  digital  di­
vide in India while using its
extraordinary constitution­
al powers to revive a young
man’s  dream  to  join  the
police force.

Vashist Narayan Kumar,
the youth in question, had
missed the error in his date
of birth made by an Inter­
net cafe operator who had
helped him fi�ll up his on­
line application form for a
police  constable  job  in
Bihar.

The  State  government
cancelled  his  application
because  the  form  showed
his birth date as December
8, 1997, instead of Decem­
ber  18. A  Supreme  Court
Bench  of  Justices  J.K.  Ma­
heshwari  and  K.V.  Viswa­
nathan,  however,  refused
to let the State get the bet­
ter  of  Mr.  Kumar  because
of a “trivial error” in his ap­
plication form.

Justice Viswanathan, us­
ing the court’s unique pow­
ers under Article 142 of the
Constitution  to  do  com­
plete  justice,  directed  the
Bihar government to issue
Mr.  Kumar  his  appoint­
ment letter.

“The State was not justi­
fi�ed in making a mountain
out  of  this  molehill.  Per­
haps the rarefi�ed atmosph­
ere of the cybercafe got the
better of the appellant (Ku­
mar). He omitted to notice
the error and even failed to
avail  the  corrective  me­
chanism off�ered. In the in­
stant case, we cannot turn
a Nelson’s  eye  to  the
ground realities that exist­
ed… Though technology is
a great enabler, there is at
the same time, a digital di­
vide,” Justice Viswanathan
noted in the judgment.

The  error  was  not  so
grave  as  to  constitute
wrong or misleading infor­
mation, he observed.

SC ‘corrects’
digital error to
revive man’s
khaki dream

Krishnadas Rajagopal
NEW DELHI

For many girls studying in
residential  schools  in  Od­
isha’s  tribal  regions,  the
back­to­school  routine  af­
ter  an  extended  winter
break comes with a twist:
they are likely to undergo
medical check­ups, which
not only assess their gener­
al  health  but  also  include
undisclosed screenings, re­
fl�ecting  an  unwritten  but
established protocol.

Having  reviewed  the
troubling history of sexual
abuse  against  girls  in  the
State’s residential schools,
a government­run  re­
search  institute  recom­
mended in 2018 that regu­
lar health check­ups, with
pregnancy  tests  for  girls,
be conducted immediately
after the vacation. This was

despite  the  fact  that  its
own study revealed that a
signifi�cant number of cases
of  sexual  abuse  occurred
during  the  school  terms,
although  there  were  also
some cases of abuse occur­
ring  in  their  home  com­
munities. At least 13 head­
masters and four teachers
were accused in the 29 cas­
es reviewed in the study.

“Many  girls  who  study
in  residential  schools  are
fi�rst­generation  learners.
Steps  should  be  taken  to
ensure  their  safety  on
school campuses and out­

side.  Sexual  abuse  is  a
curse which will adversely
impact the eff�ort to main­
stream  tribals,”  said  Anil
Pradhan,  convener  of  the
Odisha Right To Education
Forum. 

Bleak statistics
State Scheduled Tribe De­
velopment Minister Jagan­
nath  Saraka  laid  out  the
bleak  offi�cial  statistics  on
the  fl�oor  of  the  Assembly
in September 2023. Reply­
ing to a query, he said that
over  the  past  fi�ve  years,
there were 22 cases of sex­
ual assault in the 188 resi­
dential high schools exclu­
sively  for  tribal girls, with
34 people being named as
accused.  Twelve  girl  stu­
dents  had  given  birth.
There are 62,385 girls stu­
dying in these schools.

As part of a study, titled

‘Impact of preventive inter­
vention  on  incidence  of
sexual abuse in residential
schools  of  Odisha’,  con­
ducted by the government­
run  Scheduled  Caste  and
Scheduled Tribe Research
and  Training  Institute  in
2018,  researchers  exa­
mined several cases of re­
ported sexual abuse in resi­
dential  schools.  In  the
majority of these cases, the
allegations  were  found  to
be true. 

“There were some cases
where  the  boarder  girls
were  sexually  abused  by
the teaching or non­teach­
ing  staff�  of  the  school.  In
some  other  cases,  girls
were abused by outsiders,
even relatives, during vaca­
tions.  Enquiry  reports  re­
veal that boarder girls are
often  used  as  domestic
help  by  the  school  staff�

who  reside  inside  the
school campus. As per the
report, the headmasters or
those in charge are mostly
involved  in  such  exploita­
tion and sexual abuse cas­
es,”  the  study  had  disco­
vered. 

Keeping these instances
of  sexual  abuse  in  mind,
the  State  government  in
2013  issued  school  hostel
management guidelines.

In  his  reply  in  the  As­
sembly,  the  Minister  had
said  that  the  government
was  taking  all  possible
steps  including  provision
of  toll­free  telephones  for
lodging complaints, the in­
stallation of closed circuit
television cameras, putting
up  of  complaint  boxes,
maintaining in­and­out re­
gisters,  institution  of  sex­
ual  harassment  commit­
tees, and health check­ups.

Sexual abuse in Odisha’s boarding schools for
tribes demotivate fi�rst­generation learners 
Satyasundar Barik
BHUBANESWAR

Headmasters,
teachers,  other  staff�
accused  of  sexual
abuse  in  signifi�cant
number  of  cases,
studies  show
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Eleven persons were killed on Saturday in Russian shelling in

Ukraine’s partially occupied Donetsk province. Five children were

among the dead and eight persons were wounded in the attack on

the Pokrovsk district, he said. Ukraine said it attacked the Saki

airbase in the west of the Russian­occupied Crimean peninsula. AP

Russian shelling kills 11 in Donetsk,
Ukraine strikes a Crimean air base

MOSCOW

AFP
X

Thousands attended a funeral for a Pakistani Sunni Muslim cleric

gunned down in broad daylight near Islamabad. Masoodur Rehman

Usmani was part of the Sunni Ulema Council, which emerged after

Pakistan outlawed the Sipah­e­Sahaba extremist group, which has

been accused of killing thousands of Shiites in recent decades. AP

Funeral held for Pakistani cleric
gunned down in broad daylight

ISLAMABAD

AP
X

The confi�rmed death toll from the New Year's Day earthquake in

Japan reached 110 as a search for survivors entered a sixth day. The

7.6­strong earthquake struck the west coast, destroying

infrastructure and snapping power links to 22,000 homes. Rain

hampered rescue as over 30,000 evacuees awaited aid. REUTERS

Japan earthquake toll exceeds 100,
hundreds of people still missing

WAJIMA

REUTERS
X

A bombing attack in southern Iran claimed by the Islamic State

group has killed 91 people raising an earlier toll after two victims

had died of wounds. The two blasts in Kerman on Wednesday hit

crowds at a memorial ceremony of a top general killed in a U.S.

drone strike in Iraq in January 2020. AFP

With 2 more casualties, death toll
from IS bombings in Iran up to 91

TEHRAN

GETTY IMAGES

Federal  offi�cials  on  Satur­
day ordered the immediate
grounding of Boeing 737­9
Max jetliners after an Alas­
ka Airlines plane suff�ered a
blowout  that  left a gaping
hole in the side of the fusel­
age.  The  required  inspec­
tions will take around four
to eight hours per aircraft
and will aff�ect about 171 air­
planes worldwide.

An Alaska Airlines jetlin­
er blew out a window and a
portion  of  its  fuselage
shortly after take­off� three
miles above Oregon late on
Friday,  creating  a  gaping
hole that forced the pilots
to  make  an  emergency
landing  as  its  174  passen­
gers and six crew members
donned oxygen masks.

No  one  was  seriously
hurt  as  the  depressurised
plane  returned  safely  to
Portland International Air­
port about 20 minutes af­
ter it had departed, but the
airline  grounded  its  65
Boeing  737­9  Max  aircraft

until  they  can  be  inspect­
ed. The National Transpor­
tation Safety Board said Sa­
turday  it  will  also
investigate.

Two Max 8 jets crashed
in  2018  and  2019,  killing
346 people and leading to
a near two­year worldwide
grounding of all Max 8 and
Max 9 planes. The planes
returned to service only af­
ter  Boeing  made  changes
to an automated fl�ight con­
trol  system  implicated  in
the crashes.

FAA grounds Boeing
737­9 Max jetliners as
plane suff�ers blowout

The part of the aircraft after a

window and a portion of the

sidewall popped off�. REUTERS

Associated Press

A Myanmar  rebel  alliance
has gained control of a key
town  along  the  country’s
volatile  northern  border
with China after weeks of
fi�erce  fi�ghting  with  junta
troops, the alliance and the
junta said.

The Three Brotherhood
Alliance,  as  the  group  is
known,  said  on  Friday  it
had  taken  over  Laukkai
town after the military’s re­
gional headquarters locat­

ed there surrendered.
The fall of Laukkai is the

rebels’  latest  victory  in  a
sweeping off�ensive that be­
gan in October and has be­
come the most signifi�cant
threat  to  Myanmar’s  mili­
tary  government  since  it

seized  power  in  a  2021
coup.

“All  Kokang  (Laukkai)
region has become a land
with no Myanmar Military
Council anymore,” the re­
bels said in a statement.

Junta  spokesman  Zaw
Min  Tun  told  local  media
Popular News on Saturday
that the military had decid­
ed to surrender after “great
consideration.”

The  alliance  comprises
three  groups  with  exten­
sive fi�ghting experience —

the Myanmar National De­
mocratic  Alliance  Army
(MNDAA),  the  Ta’ang  Na­
tional Liberation Army and
the Arakan Army.

Confl�ict brews
Armed  confl�ict  between
the  military  and  rebel
groups has surged in Myan­
mar’s north since late Oc­
tober.  Neighbouring  Chi­
na,  which  has  facilitated
dialogue between the two
sides,  has  called  for  a
ceasefi�re.

Myanmar rebel group takes control 
of a key town near Chinese border 
Reuters Rebels take over

Laukkai town after
the military forces
located there
surrendered

Lebanon’s  Iranian­backed
Hezbollah  group  said  on
Saturday it had fi�red rock­
ets at Israel and its arch­foe
said it had struck a “terro­
rist  cell”  in  retaliation,  as
top U.S. and EU diplomats
visited  the  region  to  seek
ways to halt spillover from
the war.

Shortly  after  rocket  si­
rens sounded across north­
ern Israel, the Israeli mili­
tary  said  that
“approximately 40 launch­
es  from  Lebanon  toward
the area of Meron in north­
ern Israel were identifi�ed”.
There  were  no  reports  of
casualties or damage.

U.S.  Secretary  of  State
Antony  Blinken  and  the
European  Union’s  senior
diplomat  Josep  Borrell
were both in the region on
separate  diplomatic  mis­
sions  to  stop  the  three­
month­old Gaza war spill­
ing over into Lebanon, the
Israeli­occupied  West

Bank,  and  Red  Sea  ship­
ping lanes.

Hezbollah said it had hit
a key  Israeli  observation
post  with  62  rockets  as  a
“preliminary response” to
the  killing  of  Hamas’s  de­
puty  chief  Saleh  al­Arouri
on Tuesday.

Tensions  have  been  es­
pecially  high  since  Arouri
was killed by a drone in the
southern  suburbs  of  Bei­
rut,  a  stronghold  of  Ha­
mas’s  Lebanese  ally  Hez­
bollah, in an attack widely
attributed to Israel.

Israel’s  military  said  it
had responded to the rock­
et  attacks  with  an  un­
manned  aerial  vehicle
(UAV) strike on “the terro­
rist cell responsible for the
launches  toward  the  area
of Metula”.

Israel, Hezbollah
exchange fi�re across
Lebanon border 
Reuters
JERUSALEM/BEIRUT

Antony Blinken and
Josep Borrell visit
the region on
separate missions to
prevent war spillover

North  Korea’s  military
fi�red  over  60  artillery
rounds  near  Yeonpyeong
Island on Saturday, Seoul’s
military  said,  a  day  after
both  sides  staged  live­fi�re
drills in the same area near
their  contested  maritime
border.

“North  Korean  forces
conducted  artillery  fi�re
with over 60 rounds from
the  northwest  area  of  Ye­
onpyeong Island today bet­
ween approximately 16:00
and  17:00  (0700  to  0800
GMT),” Seoul’s Joint Chiefs
of Staff� said in a statement.

On Friday, North Korea
fi�red  more  than  200
rounds  of  artillery  shells
near  Yeonpyeong  and
Baengnyeong, two sparse­
ly populated islands situat­
ed  just  south of a defacto

maritime  border  between
the two sides.

Residents of the two is­
lands  were  ordered  to
evacuate to shelters.

Both on Friday and Sa­
turday,  North  Korea’s
shells  landed  in  a  buff�er
zone created under a 2018
tension­reducing  deal,
which fell apart in Novem­

ber  after  the  North
launched a spy satellite.

Seoul’s  military  issued
“a strong warning” on Sa­
turday,  and  urged  North
Korea to immediately stop
such actions.

“In  response,  our  mili­
tary  will  take  appropriate
measures to safeguard our
nation,” it said.

N. Korea fi�res fresh salvo
towards S. Korean island
Agence France­Presse
SEOUL

South Korean marines disembark from a ferry at Yeonpyeong island

near the border with North Korea on Saturday. AFP

B
angladesh  will  go
to the polls on Sun­
day in which Prime

Minister  Sheikh  Hasina  is
expected  to  win  a  fourth
straight  term  in  the  ab­
sence of the main Opposi­
tion  BNP  which  on  Satur­
day  began  a  48­hour
nationwide  strike  against
the  “illegal  government”
amidst sporadic violence.

The  election  commis­
sion said it has nearly com­
pleted  the  preparedness
for voting in all constituen­
cies  and  also  ensured  se­
curity arrangements. Ban­
gladesh has a 300­member
Parliament. A total of 119.6
million  registered  voters

are eligible to vote at Sun­
day’s  polls  in  more  than
42,000  polling  stations.
More  than  1,500  candi­
dates from 27 political par­
ties  are  contesting  in  the
election besides 436 inde­

pendent candidates.
Chief Election Commis­

sioner  Kazi  Habibul  Awal
warned  that  if  there  are
any  irregularities  in  the
polls,  the  election  will  be
called off� altogether. He al­

so said the elections lacked
completeness  since  a  ma­
jor  Opposition  party  was
not participating but his of­
fi�ce  has  taken  all  steps  to
continue the constitutional
continuity.

Ms. Hasina’s ruling Awa­
mi  League  is  expected  to
win  for  a  straight  fourth
time  as  the  BNP  led  by
former  Premier  Khaleda
Zia, 78, who is under house
arrest as a convict of graft
charges,  boycotted  the
polls.

Ahead of  the elections,
Ms.  Hasina’s  government
arrested tens of thousands
of rival politicians and sup­
porters,  a  move  which
rights  groups  have  con­
demned  as  an  attempt  to
paralyse the Opposition.

Bangladesh goes to the polls
with Hasina poised for win

Poll bugle: Transgender candidate Anwara Islam Rani campaigning

in Rangpur ahead of the general election on Sunday. AFP

Apart from boycotting election, Opposition BNP has also called for a 48­hour strike; in the run­up

to the polls, the Awami League­led government had arrested tens of thousands of rival politicians

Press Trust of India
DHAKA

The Bangladesh police on
Saturday  arrested  seven
Opposition party members
blamed for an alleged pre­
election arson attack on a
packed  commuter  train
that  killed  four  persons
and injured another eight.

Friday night’s blaze en­
gulfed  the  intercity  Bena­
pole  Express  in  central
Dhaka,  with  hundreds
scrambling to pull passen­
gers  from  burning
carriages.

It was the latest in a se­
ries  of  fi�res  to  hit  railway
services since late last year,
blamed  by  police  on
“deadly  acts  of  sabotage”
by  the  opposition  Bangla­
desh  Nationalist  Party
(BNP)  ahead  of  Sunday’s
national election. 

Opposition
members
held for train
fi�re in Dhaka

Agence France­Presse
DHAKA
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SCIENCE

Scientists have discovered promising treatment
strategies for a gut condition that commonly
affl�icts malnourished children in developing
countries, according to a new study involving
mice and data from 115 children in Zambia. By
identifying key signatures of environmental
enteric dysfunction (EED), their study suggests
that a high protein diet, supplementation of a
coenzyme, or a bile acid sequestrant (or a
combination thereof ) could reverse the
disorder’s damaging eff�ects on the intestines.

Target for a gut condition in
malnourished children found

A team of researchers has designed a ‘living
contrast’ agent for MRI of the brain, allowing
them to detect episodes of mild traumatic brain
injury more eff�ectively in a large animal model.
Their imaging agent is based on micropatches
that capture immune cells that tend to infi�ltrate
the brain after traumatic brain injury, and could
provide a powerful diagnostic tool for clinical
monitoring and therapeutic research. Nearly
60­90% of mild traumatic brain injury cases
currently go undiagnosed.

A contrast agent advances
MRI diagnosis of brain injury

By examining the eff�ects of a SARS­CoV­2 vaccine
in large animals, scientists have developed a
pipeline to isolate and study long­lived plasma
cells that produce antibodies. Their technique
provides a means to detect these rare cells and
could inform studies of the immune system.
Long­lived plasma cells originate in germinal
centres and usually take up residence in the bone
marrow. There, they secrete antibodies and help
protect against pathogens over long periods. 

Isolation technique to study
long­lived plasma cells 

SNAPSHOTS
�

Did marine snails switch
from laying eggs to
giving birth?

By studying an
evolutionarily recent
transition from egg­laying
to live­bearing in a marine
snail, collaborative
research by three global
institutions has shed new
light on the genetic
changes that allow
organisms to make the
switch. The egg did come
fi�rst. Egg­laying arose deep
in evolutionary time, long
before animals even made
their way onto land. The
seaside marine
snail Littorina saxatilis is
the most misidentifi�ed
creature in the world.
Although live­bearing is
the only trait that

distinguishes L. saxatilis
from its egg­laying
relatives, L. saxatilis did
not seem to form a single
evolutionary group. “We
were able to identify 50
genomic regions that
together seem to
determine whether
individuals lay eggs or give
birth to live young,”
Sean Stankowski from the
Institute of Science and
Technology Austria (ISTA)
says in a release. Overall,
the results suggest that
live­bearing evolved
gradually through the
accumulation of many
mutations that arose over
the last 100,000 years.

Question Corner

Genetic changes

Readers may send their questions /
answers to
questioncorner@thehindu.co.in

The  oldest  evidence  of
photosynthetic  structures
reported to date has been
identifi�ed  inside  a  collec­
tion of 1.75­billion­year­old
microfossils,  a  paper  pu­
blished  in  the  journal Na­
ture reveals. The discovery
helps to shed  light on the
evolution  of  oxygenic
photosynthesis.

Oxygenic  photosynthe­
sis, in which sunlight cata­
lyses the conversion of wa­
ter and carbon dioxide into

glucose and oxygen, is un­
ique to cyanobacteria and
related  organelles  within
eukaryotes. Cyanobacteria
had  an  important  role  in
the  evolution  of  early  life
and were active during the
Great  Oxidation  Event
around  2.4  billion  years
ago, but the timings of the
origins of oxygenic photo­
synthesis are debated ow­
ing to limited evidence.

Catherine  Demoulin
from  the  University  of
Liège, Liège, Belgium and
others  present  direct  evi­

dence  of  fossilised  photo­
synthetic  structures  from
Navifusa majensis. The mi­
crostructures  are  thyla­
koids;  membrane­bound
structures found inside the
chloroplasts of plants and
some modern cyanobacte­
ria. The authors identifi�ed
them  in  fossils  from  two
diff�erent locations, but the
oldest,  which  come  from
the McDermott Formation
in Australia, are 1.75 billion
years old.

N. majensis is presumed
to  be  a  cyanobacterium.

The  discovery  of  thyla­
koids in a specimen of this
age  suggests  that  photo­
synthesis  may  have
evolved at some point be­
fore 1.75 billion years ago.
It does not, however, solve
the  mystery  of  whether
photosynthesis evolved be­
fore or after the Great Oxi­
dation  Event.  Similar  ul­
trastructural  analyses  of
older  microfossils  could
help  to  answer  this  ques­
tion,  the authors  say, and
help to determine whether
the evolution of thylakoids

contributed  to  the  rise  in
oxygen levels at the time of
the Great Oxidation Event.

Thylakoids represent di­
rect  ultrastructural  evi­
dence for oxygenic photo­
synthesis  metabolism.
Thylakoid membranes are
dense, mostly galactolipid,
protein­containing bilayers
in  which  photosynthesis
occurs  in  photosynthetic
organisms. “The discovery
of preserved thylakoids in
N. majensis  from both the
Shaler Supergroup and Ta­
wallah Group provides di­

rect evidence for oxygenic
photosynthesis,  for a cya­
nobacterial affi�nity and for
metabolically  active  vege­
tative cell rather than a cyst
(akinete)  stage  for  these
specimens,” they note.

“We predict that similar
ultrastructural analyses of
well­preserved  microfos­
sils might expand the geo­
logical  record of oxygenic
photosynthesisers,  and  of
early,  weakly  oxygenated
ecosystems in which com­
plex cells developed,” they
write.

Study reveals the oldest evidence of photosynthesis 
The Hindu Bureau

W
astewater
surveil­
lance is an
excellent

tool  to  monitor  the  pre­
sence of specifi�c pathogens
well before they can be de­
tected  through  laboratory
testing. It has been routine­
ly  used  for  decades  for
tracking the polio virus in
almost every country. Wa­
ter­borne  viruses  can  be
best  studied  through  test­
ing sewage samples. If was­
tewater  surveillance  pro­
vides accurate information
about the presence of polio
virus excreted by humans,
in the case of other patho­
gens,  for  instance  SARS­
CoV­2  virus,  it  helps  pro­
vide  information  on  new
variants  and  virus  load
which serves as a proxy for
the extent of virus spread
in the community. The big­
gest advantage of wastewa­
ter surveillance is that it is
cost­eff�ective and can inde­
pendently confi�rm the pre­
sence of pathogens before
laboratory  testing  throws
up a warning signal.

For  instance,  wastewa­
ter surveillance carried out
by the Tata Institute for Ge­
netics and Society (TIGS) in
Bengaluru was able to de­
tect  a  silent  wave  of
the XBB.1.16 Omicron var­
iant in the city last year. 

With  the  usefulness  of
wastewater  surveillance
during the pandemic esta­
blished, researchers in de­
veloped  countries  have
used  it  for  tracking  other
diseases  such  as  monkey­
pox,  infl�uenza  and  chole­
ra. In a paper published in
November last year in the
journal  Science  Transla­
tional  Medicine,  research­
ers in the U.S. have suggest­
ed  that  wastewater

surveillance  be  expanded
to  track  dengue,  malaria,
Zika and typhoid.

“The  U.S.  and  Europe
don’t  have  much  dengue
and are unlikely to test fev­
ers  for dengue or malaria
unless  they  know  it  is
around  (which  may  hap­
pen  from  environmental
surveillance).  In  India,
these are endemic diseas­
es,  so  the  questions  that
can be addressed by envi­
ronmental  surveillance
need careful consideration
since clinical cases are like­
ly  to  be  tested  for  known
causes,”  says  Dr.  Gagan­
deep Kang, former Profes­
sor at CMC Vellore.

In a paper published in
the journal Trends in Para­
sitology,  Dr.  Farah  Ish­
tiaq  from  the  Bengaluru­
based Tata Institute for Ge­
netics  and  Society,  which
has been using wastewater
surveillance to study SARS­

CoV­2  burden  in  Bengalu­
ru,  says  that  employing
wastewater  surveillance
for  vector­borne  patho­
gens  should  take  into  ac­
count  the  geographical
context, pathogen biology,
and the availability of sew­
age networks.

There have been recent
outbreaks  of  malaria  and
dengue  in  the  U.S.,  and
Portugal.  However,
the  U.S.  and  European
countries rarely report ma­
laria and dengue. The de­
veloped  countries  also
have excellent sewage net­
works, which makes it easy
to  track  these  pathogens.
Finally, transmission is sea­
sonal, if at all. 

But  in  India,  malaria
and  dengue  are  endemic
and  pathogen  transmis­
sion  takes  place  almost
throughout  the year. “Im­
portantly,  besides  people
shedding  the  pathogens

through  stools,  there  are
several  mammals,  includ­
ing  nonhuman  primates,
that  serve  as  reservoir
hosts of malaria and den­
gue. So in a tropical coun­
try like India, it is diffi�cult
to say  that all  the malaria
and  dengue  microbes  de­
tected  in  wastewater  are
excreted only by humans,”
Dr. Ishtiaq says.

In  the  case  of  dengue,
virus shedding by humans
is  low. This makes  it diffi�­
cult to detect dengue viral
RNA in wastewater at levels
similar  to  SARS­CoV­2
RNA.  “Using  wastewater
surveillance to detect ma­
laria or dengue pathogens
and fi�nd the actual burden
of the disease in the com­
munity  in  a  setting  like
ours  is  a  challenge,”
says Dr. Ishtiaq. 

“For  vector­borne  dis­
eases, wastewater  surveil­
lance is not enough. Where

we are  trying  to solve  the
problem  through  vector
surveillance, mosquito sur­
veillance should not be si­
delined  and  wastewater
surveillance  be  seen  as  a
solution.”  Unlike  water­
borne  pathogens  such  as
rotavirus  and  hepatitis
which are passed through
human  excreta,  vector­
borne  diseases  that  have
other  reservoir  hosts  will
be  a  challenge  to  study
through  wastewater  sur­
veillance, she adds. 

“There is a huge push to
identify priority pathogens
for  wastewater  surveil­
lance,  which  is  welcome
for  water­borne  diseases,
infl�uenza, etc. But if asked
to  prioritise  dengue  and
malaria I will think hard as
I know that the signal I will
get will not exclusively be
from  humans,”  Dr.  Ish­
tiaq  stresses.  One  of  the
key  criteria  for  the  selec­
tion of priority pathogens
of  wastewater­based  sur­
veillance is that pathogens
are stable in the wastewa­
ter  and  are  consistently
shed in the faecal material
or urine.

In August 2022, besides
the SARS­CoV­2 virus, Ban­
gladesh launched a proof­
of­concept wastewater sur­
veillance  programme  to
track  and  monitor  three
other vaccine­preventable
pathogens  including  Sal­
monella typhi, Vibrio chole­
rae,  and  rotavirus  in  the
communities.

“When selecting priori­
ty  pathogens  of  wastewa­
ter surveillance, it is essen­
tial  to  consider  the
limitations and challenges
that  arise  from  diff�erent
sanitation  systems  and
host­parasite  geography
before  drawing  conclu­
sions from wastewater sur­
veillance data,” she writes.

Should India study wastewater
to track malaria, dengue? 

R. Prasad

Choosing priority pathogens for wastewater surveillance should be based not just on feasibility of the detection but also on

the geographical context of the disease, pathogen biology, and availability of sewage network 

Great  emphasis  is  laid  on
the concept of biodiversity
in  our  times.  The  impor­
tance of preserving biodi­
versity has been accepted
in  the  policy  frameworks
of most Governments. It is
therefore  ironic  that  the
food eaten by the people of
the world has become ex­
tremely  low  in  diversity.
Rice, wheat, maize, and su­
gar  provide  over  50%  of
the  total  calorie  intake  of
all of us.

The  fresh  produce  sec­
tions of our supermarkets
also refl�ect this trend and
carry  a  monotonously  li­
mited  selection  of
vegetables.

This  reduction  in  “die­
tary  diversity”  infl�uences
the  quality  of  our  diets.
Eating food from many dif­
ferent  food  groups  im­
proves  nutrition.  But  the
practice of monoculture –
growing one crop or veget­
able on large tracts of land
– only  reduces  “agricultu­
ral biodiversity”. One alter­
native,  to  transport  food
groups  from  distant  re­
gions, raises costs and car­
ries a heavy environmental
penalty.

Wide variety
Farmers  with  small  hold­
ings, Shepherds on pasto­
ral lands and tribal popula­
tions  that  practice
agroforestry  are  major
contributors to nutritional
variety  in  our  country.
When we  talk of  local va­
rieties, we usually refer to
vegetables and crops pro­
vided  on  a  small  scale  by

these people. The choice,
varying from region to re­
gion, can be quite extraor­
dinary. In South India, we
have  leafy greens that are
rich  in  iron  and  calcium,
such  as  the  Green  Ama­
ranth (Tamil, kuppi keerai;
Hindi,  junglee  chaulayi)
and Leucas  (Tamil,  thum­
bai; Sanskrit, Drona push­
pi). Starchy tubers, such as

east Indian arrowroot (Ta­
mil, kuva or ararut­kizhar­
gu;  Hindi,  tikhur)  whose
powdered  tubers  (also
called  Travancore  starch)
are nutritious and particu­
larly  good  for  sensitive
stomachs.

More commonly availa­
ble, and a vitamin C power­
house, is the Indian goose­
berry  (Tamil, nelli; Hindi,

amla). In Central India, we
have  the  madhuca  or  In­
dian butter tree (Tamil, il­
lupai;  Hindi,  mahua)
whose  fl�owers  are  edible,
and the seeds have oil. The
khejri, the state tree of Ra­
jasthan  (Tamil,  parambai)
has pods that make the tas­
ty sighri bhaaji, while also
warding off� desertifi�cation.
All of us probably have a fa­
vourite  ‘wild’  vegetable,
fruit, berry, or root that is
rarely found.

Jhum cultivation
The  indigenous  people  of
Northeast India practiced a
form of agriculture, called
Jhum,  in  which  about  20
diff�erent food crops would
be  grown  on  the  same
piece of land. This form of
cultivation is a total antith­
esis of modern agricultural
practices but off�ers plenty
of  diversity  in  their  diets.
Sadly, this form of cultiva­

tion  is  losing  ground.  Re­
searchers  at  the  Central
Agricultural  University  at
Pasighat in Arunachal Pra­
desh  have  documented
that  the  area  under  Jhum
cultivation, in the West Ga­
ro  district  alone,  had
shrunk  from  1,328  sq.  km
in the year 2000 to 112 sq
.km.  In  2015.  Areca  nut,
black  pepper  and  rubber
became  the  preferred
crops on this land (Pandey
et al, Food Security, 2022).

The  consumer  and  his
tastes infl�uence the availa­
bility  of  a  wide  variety  of
wild varieties. 

Adding  wood  apples
(velam  pazham)  and  Ja­
muns (nagai) will only en­
hance the nutritive quality
of your diet while helping
small growers.
(The article was written  in
collaboration  with  Sushil
Chandani,  who  works  in
molecular modelling)

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

Dining on wild foodstuff�s 

Diverse harvest: Northeast India’s Jhum agriculture grew 20

diff�erent food crops on the same piece of land. RITU RAJ KONWAR
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The story so far: 

A
spate of attacks on cargo ships in the Red
Sea since November by the Houthi
militia of Yemen has turned the quickest

marine route linking Asia with Europe through
the Suez Canal unsafe. It has forced freighters to
take a longer transit around the Cape of Good
Hope in Africa’s southern tip, making shipments
both dearer and longer to deliver. It has
compounded the woes of global trade as it
emerges from the aftermath of the pandemic,
feels the heat of the Russia­Ukraine war and
grapples with a global economic slowdown. 

What is the impact on Indian trade fl�owing
through the Red Sea?
After the attacks, major cargo shipping lines
decided they would not operate on this route.
Even small feeder vessels have of late stopped
plying in these waters. Almost 90% of western
hemisphere cargo, both inbound or shipped
from India, that used to go through the Red Sea
is now getting re­routed through the Cape of
Good Hope, according to the Federation of
Indian Export Organisations’ Director­General
Ajay Sahai. Whether exporting to Europe, the
U.S. east coast and even to countries in North
Africa, the longer route is being used. The

remaining 10% of
Indian import or
export cargo is either
not moving or using a
transit facility. 

The impact of this
move varies on the
type of buyer­seller
contract. If it is FOB
(free on board), the
freight burden is on
the buyer, and in CIF
(cost, insurance and

freight) or C&F (cost and freight) contracts, the
freight has to be borne by the exporter. In cases
of FOB, and where the buyers have comfortable
inventory, they are asking the Indian exporter to
hold back consignment. Likewise, exporters
who have to bear the freight are requesting their
buyers to allow them to hold the consignment
given the increase in freight costs, which
includes peak season surcharge and contingency
surcharge. However, if there is zero inventory,
the buyer would insist on shipment of the goods,
according to Mr. Sahai. “Roughly 20­25%
consignments are being held up. Container
Corporation of India is saying about 25% of its
containers are being held back by Indian
exporters. Everybody is hoping the situation will
normalise shortly, but looking into recent
developments we are still keeping our fi�ngers
crossed,” adds Mr. Sahai. While all consignments
are likely to be impacted by the increase in
freight cost — by up to six­fold in some cases —
and the longer voyage time, the pinch would be
felt most by low­value, high­volume cargo as
well as perishables. 

How does the crisis impact India’s imports?
Besides the extra time taken on account of the
longer route, the developments could make
imports costlier and call for better inventory
management. While the impact on some critical
imports are being assessed, both import and
export cycles have elongated, says Mr. Sahai.
Also, the crisis could result in fi�nal products
turning dearer. For instance, the Red Sea crisis
could come in the way of any plans to reduce
pump prices of petrol and diesel. Gross imports
of crude oil and petroleum products as a share
of India’s gross imports in value terms was 25.8%
in 2022­23, and 22.6% in the fi�rst half of the
current fi�scal. In fact, India’s import
dependence (based on consumption) in the
April­September 2023 period was 87.6%,
according to the government’s Petroleum
Planning and Analysis Cell. Citing the turbulent
situation, Petroleum Minister Hardeep Singh
Puri said there was no plan to slash fuel prices.

Separately, in a note on the impact of the
crisis on oil tankers, analytics fi�rm Vortexa’s
senior freight analyst Ioannis Papadimitriou
observes that though freight rates for impacted
routes have increased, this has not been
refl�ected in the overall tanker market, implying
that there is as yet no en masse re­routing taking
place. Additional war risk premiums in the Red
Sea have been partially contributing to the
freight­rate increases for the relevant routes, but
this surcharge is signifi�cantly lower than the
costs linked to re­routing via the Cape of Good
Hope. Because of the current pricing dynamics,
the tankers that are diverting are predominantly
the ones chartered from companies announcing
diversions as well as the ones operated by U.S.
and Israel­linked entities.

What has been the response?
The UN has said “no cause or grievance” could
justify Houthi attacks against freedom of
navigation in the Red Sea. The U.S. wants more
support for the multi­national ‘Operation
Prosperity Guardian’ it is spearheading to keep
the sea lanes open and free of threats. India is
closely watching the situation, and the
Commerce Secretary is said to have held
discussions with offi�cials and trade bodies.

How has Red Sea
trouble impacted
India?
Why are cargo ships taking a longer

route around the Cape of Good Hope?

Will imports and exports be aff�ected? 

N. Ravi Kumar

While  all
consignments  are
likely  to  be
impacted  by  the
increase  in  freight
cost,  the  pinch
would  be  felt  most
by  low  value,  high
volume  cargo  as
well  as  perishables

The story so far:

T
he Islamic State terror group claimed
responsibility for Wednesday’s bomb
attacks at a memorial event in
Kerman for Qassem Soleimani, the

Iranian General who was killed by the U.S. in
January 2020. Soleimani, commander of the
Quds Force, an elite wing of Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), was a sworn
enemy of the Islamic State when he was alive.
The Kerman bombing, in which at least 84
people were killed and over 200 injured, was
the third major attack claimed by the Islamic
State (IS) in the Islamic Republic of Iran, which
shows the growing threat of terrorism Tehran is
facing. The attack comes at a time when fears of
a regional war, involving Israel and Iran, are on
the rise in West Asia.

Why does the IS target Iran?
The IS, which is a Sunni Salafi�­Jihadist outfi�t,
sees Iran, a Shia theocracy, as an ideological
rival and battlefi�eld enemy. The IS is notorious
for its sectarian violence against the Shias, who
they call the Rafi�dha (rejectionists — a
derogatory term used by Sunni extremists to
refer to the Shias. They say the Shia community
has rejected the fi�rst three [Sunni] Caliphs of
Islam, Abu Bakr, Umar and Uthman). For the IS,
Shias are not real Muslims — they are apostates
who follow shirk (idolatry). In the IS­controlled
territories of Iraq and Syria (from 2014 to 2018),
Shias faced systemic persecution and violence.
Even after the IS lost the territories and shifted
the focus of their operations to the lawless lands
of eastern Afghanistan, they continued to attack
Afghanistan’s Hazara Shia minority.

The IS also sees Iran as a formidable rival in
the battlefi�eld as Iran­backed militias played a
key role in defeating the jihadists in parts of

Syria and predominantly in Iraq. In March 2017,
the Wilayat Diyala, the Iraq­based unit of the IS,
had released its fi�rst propaganda video in Farsi,
titled ‘Persia between yesterday and today’,
urging Iranian Sunnis to declare allegiance to
the ‘Caliphate’ and rise against — and topple —
the Iranian regime. Since then, the IS has
carried out high­decibel propaganda in Persian.
The IS wanted to expand their sphere of
operations from Afghanistan to “other nearby
lands”, primarily Iran. In three months after the
video was released, the IS carried out a
coordinated attack on Iran’s Parliament and the
mausoleum of Ayatollah Khomeini, killing at
least 17 people. It was a declaration of war by the
Islamic State on the Islamic Republic.

How does Iran look at the IS?
Iran sees in the IS a bid to revive the deadly
confl�ict of the early years of Islam between the
Sunnis and the Shias. With their anti­Shia
propaganda and violence, the IS wants to whip
up sectarian passions among hardline Sunnis
and trigger a wider war, targeting both Shia
communities in Sunni majority countries as well
as Iran. It also saw the IS as an immediate
security threat. Unsurprisingly, Iran was the fi�rst
country that rushed aid to Baghdad when the IS
started gaining territories in Iraq. In June 2014,
immediately after the IS captured Mosul, Iraq’s
second largest city, and surrounding areas, Iran
despatched IRGC units to protect Baghdad and
the holy Shia cities of Najaf and Karbala. By
December 2014, well before the Western­backed
counter­attack against the IS began, Iran had
started carrying out air strikes on IS areas in
Iraq. Iran’s state organs frequently called the IS a
“terrorist organisation” or Taqfi�ris (those who
excommunicate fellow Muslims and mostly use
violence against them).

In the medium term, Iran formed a strategy of
fi�ghting the IS through Shia mobilisation units. It
recruited, trained and dispatched militias to
Syria where the regime of Bashar al­Assad was
fi�ghting a civil war against a host of rebels and
jihadists, including al­Qaeda and the IS. In Iraq,
the Shia militias fought alongside the Iraqi army
and the Kurdish Peshmerga militias, under
American air cover, against the IS. They played a
critical role in defeating the IS’s physical
structures and liberating Iraqi cities from the
jihadists. The man behind these anti­IS
operations was Major General Qassem
Soleimani.

Who was Qassem Soleimani?
Soleimani, who was a soldier during the 1980­88
Iran­Iraq war, became commander of the Quds
Force, the foreign operational wing of the IRGC,
in 1998. Always a defender of the Islamic
Revolution, Soleimani was instrumental in
shaping Iran’s forward defence doctrine, which

sought to build regional strength through a
network of Shia militia groups across West Asia.
Iran helped create Hezbollah, a Lebanese Shia
movement, in the 1980s and it continued to
nurture good ties with Iraqi Shia organisations
throughout the regime of Saddam Hussein. In
recent years, Iran built stronger ties with
Yemen’s Shia rebels Houthis, as well as Hamas
and the Islamic Jihad, Palestinian Sunni militant
groups that are fi�ghting Israel’s occupation of
Palestinian territories.

Soleimani, as the head of the IRGC’s foreign
operations wing, left a deep imprint on Iran’s
ties with these groups over the years. This
relationship came handy for him to stitch
together an anti­IS coalition when Iraq and Syria
fell into chaos in the 2010s. The U.S. helped the
Shia coalition fi�ght the IS in Iraq, but it also
accused Soleimani of supporting terrorism,
given his close ties with foreign Shia militias.
Inside Iran, he enjoyed cult status. Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, the Supreme Leader of Iran as well
as the commander of Iran’s armed forces, once
called him “the living martyr of revolution”. On
January 3, 2020, a U.S. air strike in Baghdad,
ordered by President Donald Trump,
assassinated Soleimani, the primary enemy of
the IS. And on the fourth anniversary of his
assassination, the IS attacked a memorial event
that took place near his qabar in Kerman.

What does the attack mean for Iran?
The Islamic Republic has had no dearth of
external security challenges. But internally, Iran
had remained a fortress for years, barring some
separatist challenges. The Kerman bombings,
the worst terror attack in the republic’s history,
point to Iran’s growing security vulnerabilities as
well as the IS’s expanding capabilities. The
attack also comes at a time when Iran was under
increasing regional pressure with the Israel­Gaza
war widening beyond Gaza’s borders. While all
Arab countries restrained themselves to
diplomacy to address Israel’s indiscriminate
bombing of Gaza, which has killed at least
22,000 people in 90 days, Iran­backed groups
have attacked Israel and the U.S. positions in
solidarity with Palestinians. Hezbollah has been
engaging Israeli troops on Lebanon’s southern
border in a limited way, while Shia militias in
Iraq have repeatedly targeted U.S. forces
deployed in Iraq and Syria. Yemen’s Houthis
have attacked at least 25 commercial vessels in
and around the Bab el­Mandeb Strait turning the
Red Sea into a battlefi�eld. Israel and the U.S.
have retaliated against these attacks — an IRGC
adviser was killed in Syria on December 25 and a
top Hamas leader was killed in Lebanon on
January 2, both believed to be executed by
Israel. On January 4, the U.S. carried out an air
strike in Baghdad to kill a Shia militia
commander. As the crisis was widening across
the region, mounting pressure on Iran, the IS
found an opportunity to strike its old enemy. For
Iran, the challenge is to tackle both the
traditional external security threats and a
relatively new yet growing internal security
threat at the same time.

Why did the Islamic State attack Iran?

The
Kerman
bombings
point  to
Iran’s
growing
security
vulnerabil­
ities  as  well
as  the  IS’s
expanding
capabilities

What are the roots of the IS’s rivalry against Iran? Why did the IS target a memorial event of slain

Iranian General Qassem Soleimani? Why has IS declared war on Iran? What is the Islamic

Republic’s medium and long­term strategy to take on the IS?

Stanly Johny

Sunk in grief: Relatives mourn the victims of the bombings on January 5, in

Kerman, Iran. GETTY IMAGES

The story so far: 

T
ruck drivers announced a month­long
strike on January 1 to protest against
stricter punishment for hit­and­run
cases under the new law, the

Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), 2023. As drivers
of trucks, buses, and oil tankers staged
demonstrations and blocked roads at several
places across States, including Rajasthan,
Maharashtra, Punjab, Haryana, Madhya
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Himachal Pradesh,
Jammu and Kashmir, Andhra Pradesh and
Karnataka, it led to fears of fuel shortage. On the
second day of the strike, the Ministry of Home
Aff�airs (MHA) held a meeting with one of the
transporters’ bodies, the All­India Motor
Transport Congress (AIMTC), to defuse the
situation.

What is the hit­and­run clause?
Section 106 (1) of the BNS says, “Whoever causes
death of any person by doing any rash or

negligent act not amounting to culpable
homicide, shall be punished with imprisonment
of either description for a term which may
extend to fi�ve years, and shall also be liable to
fi�ne.” And Section 106 (2) states, “Whoever
causes death of any person by rash and
negligent driving of vehicle not amounting to
culpable homicide, and escapes without
reporting it to a police offi�cer or a Magistrate
soon after the incident, shall be punished with
imprisonment of either description of a term
which may extend to ten years, and shall also be
liable to fi�ne.” 

Currently, under Section 304A of the Indian
Penal Code (IPC), which will be replaced by the
Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, the punishment for
causing death by negligence is two years
imprisonment and fi�ne, or both. The BNS also
does not provide the relief provided under
Section 134 in the Motor Vehicles Act, 1988
which lays down the duty of a driver in case of
an accident and requires him to secure medical
attention for the injured person unless “it is not
practicable to do so on account of mob fury or
any other reason beyond his control.”

How did the govt. respond to the strike?
On January 2, the MHA held a meeting with the
AIMTC, following which Home Secretary Ajay
Bhalla appealed to drivers to return to work
assuring them that the new law had not been
implemented yet, and any decision to invoke
Section 106 (2) of the BNS would be taken after
consulting the AIMTC. While this helped
dampen the protest, truck drivers have
distanced themselves from the AIMTC which
they say is a transporter’s body and doesn’t
represent them. Truck driver’s associations in
several States, including the All Punjab Truck
Operator’s Union (APTOU), continue to hold
demonstrations through roadblocks, and have
threatened to further intensify their protest in
the coming days if the government fails to
withdraw the penalties.

Truckers have said the changes in the new law
have been brought without any consultations

with them. They say that the jail term and fi�ne
are too steep for drivers who earn only ₹�10,000
to ₹�15,000 per month and that the new law fails
to provide a detailed accident investigation
protocol in the country, in the absence of which
drivers of heavy vehicles will continue to be
deemed guilty even before an investigation is
conducted. President of APTOU, Happy Sandhu,
says there is a need for better enforcement of
traffi�c violations such as overloading of trucks
and a check on movement of tractor­trolleys on
roads which is prohibited, and implementing
the permissible working hours laid down under
the Motor Transport Workers’ Act, 1961 which
caps it at eight hours. He has also called for the
need for driving training and provision for
insurance for them.

What do road accidents data say about
hit­and­run cases?
A total number of 4,61,312 road accidents were
reported across the country in the calendar year
2022, claiming 1,68,491 lives. Of these, 56%
accidents and 60.5% of fatalities occurred on
National and State Highways. 

Trucks accounted for 9% of total accident
deaths and buses 3.5%. Hit­and­run cases were
18.1% of total accident deaths. Truck drivers are
a vulnerable category of road users and easy
targets for the police who tend to deem drivers
of heavier vehicles guilty, says Chairman of
Institute of Road Traffi�c Education, Rohit Baluja.
Therefore, there is a need for police training in
not just implementing the IPC (now BNS), but
also in how to establish rash and negligent
driving with the help of driving regulations such
as the Motor Vehicles Act, 1988, and Motor
Vehicles (Driving) Regulations 2017.

He also underlined the need for better use of
forensic evidence for violations such as speeding
by capturing tyre marks, which is absent. There
are many factors beyond the control of drivers
of heavy vehicles, such as assigning the left­most
lane on roads for buses and trucks which are
also used by cyclists and even pedestrians where
there are no footpaths. 

And fi�nally, there is the issue of driver fatigue
which should be addressed by regulating their
working hours as well as ensuring that their
truck cabins are ergonomic so that they are
comfortable and in better control of the vehicle
they are driving, Dr. Baluja says.

Why have truck drivers called for a strike?

Truckers  say
the  changes
in  the  new
law  have
been
brought
without
consultations
with  them

What are the sections on hit­and­run in Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita that have irked the sector? What

are drivers and transporters demanding? What has been the government’s stand on the protests?

Are hit­and­run cases causing many fatalities?

Jagriti Chandra

In full force: Truck drivers protest during a nationwide strike against the

Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita in Lucknow on January 2. SANDEEP SAXENA
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A
house of entertainment is
the unlikeliest of places for
an extremist organisation to
be born. But then, the

two­storey Rang Ghar — one of Asia’s
oldest amphitheatres with a roof
shaped like an inverted boat — has
been more than a heritage structure
designed as a high seat for members of
the Ahom royalty to watch cultural
programmes on an adjoining fi�eld. It
has been a symbol of Assamese pride
since King Pramatta Singha had it built
in present­day Sivasagar in 1744. And
of peace.

Peace was perhaps far from the
minds of six young men who
converged at the Rang Ghar on April 7,
1979, to form the United Liberation
Front of Asom (ULFA). Their goal:
establish a “sovereign socialist Assam”
through an armed struggle. The six
were Bhimkanta Buragohain, Rajiv
Rajkonwar, alias Arabinda Rajkhowa,
Golap Baruah, alias Anup Chetia,
Samiran Gogoi, alias, Pradip Gogoi,
Bhadreshwar Gohain, and Paresh
Baruah.

They had a reason to be agitated. A
storm had been brewing in Assam
since 1978 over reports that “illegal
immigrants” were being enlisted on
the State’s electoral rolls. It crossed the
tipping point in April 1979 when the
Election Commission published the
draft electoral rolls for a byelection to
the Mangaldoi Lok Sabha constituency.
The perceived large­scale enrolment of
non­citizens led to an agitation that
began in June 1979 and ended with the
signing of the Assam Accord in August
1985.

While organisations such as the All
Assam Students’ Union spearheaded
the six­year agitation for the
“detection, disenfranchisement, and
deportation” of foreigners, ULFA
quietly recruited people with a
revolutionary zeal to train them for the
fi�ght to rid Assam of “Indian
occupational forces”. The outfi�t
divided its members into the political
and military wings with Rajkhowa
heading the former as its chairman
and Paresh Baruah becoming the

‘commander­in­chief’ of the latter.
Pradip Gogoi became the
vice­chairman and Chetia the general
secretary.

Reign of terror
ULFA established contacts with the
National Socialist Council of Nagaland,
which later split into the Isak­Muivah
and the Khaplang factions, in 1986.
Through the NSCN, it reached out to
the Kachin Independence Army of
Myanmar for training and arms. 

Apart from Myanmar, ULFA began
setting up camps in Bangladesh in
1989, the year it formed the
Indo­Burma Revolutionary Front with
other extremist groups of the
Northeast and neighbouring countries
for coordinated operations. Initially
used as safe havens and training
centres, the ULFA camps in
Bangladesh became crucial for the
shipment of arms. 

The third country ULFA targeted for
carrying out hit­and­run operations
was Bhutan. By the early 1990s, the
outfi�t set up at least 13 camps in
southern Bhutan, some shared with
the National Democratic Front of
Boroland (NDFB) and the Kamtapur
Liberation Organisation.

As Assam started recovering slowly
from the impact of the anti­foreigner
agitation, ULFA struck in May 1990 by
killing Surendra Paul, a tea planter and
brother of the U.K.­based industrialist
Swraj Paul. This triggered a panic and
more than 20 tea estate managers fl�ed
the State on a chartered fl�ight. A string
of subversive activities made the
Centre dismiss the Prafulla Kumar
Mahanta government and impose
President’s Rule on November 28,
1990. ULFA was banned, the Armed
Forces (Special Powers) Act was
imposed in the State, and Operation
Bajrang, an Army off�ensive, was
launched. 

Counter­insurgency operations led
to the arrest of 1,221 ULFA members in
the early 1990s but the outfi�t
continued to carry out strikes, a few of
them jointly by the now­disbanded
NDFB. The reign of terror intensifi�ed
after a group of ULFA members
surrendered in 1992. They became

SULFA, or the Surrendered ULFA, who
won plum projects and were later
(1998­2001) allegedly used by the State
forces to help identify and execute
ULFA hardliners and members in what
came to be known as guptahoitya or
“secret killings”. Despite setbacks,
ULFA continued to be an irritant for
the government.

By the turn of the millennium, ULFA
began losing public support,
particularly after 13 people, including
children, were killed in the August
2004 school bombing in eastern
Assam’s Dhemaji. Nevertheless, the
government kept the talks option
open.

ULFA spurned music maestro
Bhupen Hazarika’s off�er to broker
peace but it agreed in 2005 to
mediation by an 11­member forum of
prominent citizens called the People’s
Consultative Group. The initiative
fi�zzled out.

By then, ULFA was a depleted
organisation. It suff�ered a major
setback when Bhutan ejected the
outfi�t’s camps in December 2003,
leading to the death or arrest of some
top leaders while others fl�ed to an
accommodative Bangladesh. The
return of the Sheikh Hasina­led Awami
League to power saw Rajkhowa and
other ULFA leaders being fl�ushed out

of Bangladesh during 2009­10.
Arrested and subsequently released,
these ULFA leaders signed a ceasefi�re
agreement with the Centre in
September 2011. Paresh Baruah,
opposed to the talks, “expelled”
Rajkhowa from ULFA in 2012. The
latter headed the pro­talks group while
the former renamed its hardline
faction as ULFA (Independent).

On December 29, 2023, the
pro­talks group signed a peace accord
that Assam Chief Minister Himanta
Biswa Sarma termed “historic” for
ensuring “more safeguards” for the
indigenous communities than the
Assam Accord and the National
Register of Citizens, updated in August
2019.

Chasing peace
The Chief Minister said ULFA accord
ended 90% of the extremism in Assam
with only Paresh Baruah’s ULFA (I)
staying out of the peace process.
Baruah, operating from the
Myanmar­China border, has refused to
come to the negotiation table unless
the government discusses the issue of
Assam’s sovereignty.

Confl�ict specialists believe there
cannot be lasting peace unless the
ULFA(I), albeit weakened, gives peace
a chance. That the outfi�t continues to
appeal to a section of people in Assam
is evident from young men and
women joining it now and then. The
outfi�t has also been carrying out
low­intensity blasts.

Bhupen Hazarika, who lyrically
documented social and political
upheavals in Assam, sang Saraipungor
kopou sorai (Doves of Saraipung, a
jungle in eastern Assam where ULFA
had its headquarters in 1991) to refl�ect
the general soft corner for the outfi�t.
More than a decade later, as the
mindset changed, he sang Suryoday
jodi lakhya amaar, suryastor piney
dhaboman kiyo (Why are we racing
toward sunset if sunrise is what we
seek?).

The ‘sunrise’ was an allusion to the
rising sun, the symbol of ULFA. With
Baruah and his band of 200 fi�ghters
playing hard to get, the sun is unlikely
to set on ULFA anytime soon. 

Autumn of the militants 
ULFA

The pro­talks faction of the militant group has signed a peace accord with the Union government which Assam Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma has termed ‘historic’,
but peace is still afar with another faction vowing to continue the ‘armed struggle’ 
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trained them for the fi�ght to rid

Assam of ‘Indian occupational

forces’

�

By the turn of the millennium,

ULFA began losing public

support, particularly after 13

people, including children,

were killed in the August 2004

school bombing in eastern

Assam’s Dhemaji. Nevertheless,

the government kept the talks

option open

I
n  2021,  a  Zionist
walked into the Knes­
set and vowed to kick

Arabs  out  of  the  country.
When  the  Arab  members
in Parliament objected, he
termed  them  “anti­Zion­
ists,  terror  supporters,
enemies”,  who  were  only
“here  by  mistake”.  “It’s  a
mistake”, he said, “that [Is­
rael’s fi�rst Prime Minister]
Ben­Gurion  didn’t  fi�nish
the  job  and  didn’t  throw
you out in 1948”. The “job”
in question: the Nakba, the
violent  displacement  of
hundreds of  thousands of
Palestinians. 

Bezalel  Smotrich  is
bearded, blue­eyed and in
bellicose  form  even  now.
Last  week,  Mr.  Smotrich,
who  is  currently  the  Fi­
nance  Minister  in  Benja­
min  Netanyahu’s  Cabinet,
“encouraged” Palestinians
to  leave  Gaza,  which  has
been  under  Israeli  attack
since October 7, and in the
same breath, called his fel­
low  settler  Israelis  to  “re­
turn” to the enclave. A year
before,  he  had  said  there
was no such thing as Pales­
tinian people.

An ultra­nationalist acti­
vist  and  leader  of  the  far­
right Religious Zionist Par­
ty, he is often described as
the “overlord” of the West
Bank. “I may also be a far­
right person, homophobe,
racist, fascist, but my word
is my bond,” he said in an
interview last year. A list of
words  and  bonds,  in  no
particular  order:  Every

Arab  is  a  “terrorist”;  ho­
mosexuality  is  akin  to
“bestiality”; the Bible, not
capitalism,  holds  answers
to Israel’s prosperity. 

Like father like son 
Mr. Smotrich was born  in
1980 in the settler town of
Haspin  in  the  West  Bank.
In an interview, he traced
his  ancestry  to  Ukrainian
roots  and  claimed  his
grandfather  “was  a  true
Palestinian”.  One  of  Mr.
Smotrich’s  grandmothers
survived  the  Holocaust,
the other was born to a fa­
mily of Zionist leaders. 

Rabbi Haim was a leader
of  the  Jewish  supremacist
Tekumah party, the core of
what later became the Na­
tional  Union  party  (a  ver­
sion was later rebranded to
RZP). He guided his son to
an Orthodox religious edu­
cation in yeshiva, a school­
ing where he learned rab­
binic and Torah traditions.
Mr. Smotrich served in the
Israeli Defence Force (IDF)
and  later  obtained  a  law
degree from the Ono Aca­
demic College. 

Mr. Smotrich grew up in
the  nationalist  religious

settlement  of  Beit  El.  The
settlement, perched atop a
hill outside the Palestinian
city  of  Ramallah,  is
deemed illegal under inter­
national  law;  within  the
settler community, it rests
as an  ideological sentinel.
Moti  Yogev,  a  former  Na­
tional  Union  party  mem­
ber and Mr. Smotrich’s col­
league,  told  the  Times of
Israel that from this social
milieu  and  his  parents,
particularly  his  father,  Ju­
nior Smotrich inherited his
politics. 

Mr. Smotrich fi�rst tried,
unsuccessfully,  for  the
Knesset in 2009, for the re­
ligious  hardline  National
Union party. He was elect­
ed to the Knesset in 2015. 

He  rebranded  the  Na­
tional Union­Tkuma to the
RZP in 2021; ran the 2022
elections  with  the  Otzma
Yehudit Party  led by Ben­
Gvir  (the  ideological  suc­
cessor  of  the  racist  Kach
party).  The  bloc  won  14
seats  and  became  mem­
bers  of  Mr.  Netanyahu’s
coalition. 

Mr. Smotrich draws sup­
port from the settler com­
munity  movement.  A

former  political  colleague
of Mr. Smotrich said in a re­
port:  “He’s  very  cunning,
he’s conniving, he’s decep­
tive, but he’s very good at
politics.” 

Mr.  Smotrich  has  sup­
ported Mr. Netanyahu’s bid
to  pass  the  contentious
judicial reform Bill (which
puts guardrails on judicial
activism)  but  insists  that
Mr. Netanyahu still be tried
for his corruption charges.
His party has accused Mr.
Netanyahu’s  Likud  of  at­
tempting  to  "trample,  hu­
miliate  and  belittle”  their
ideology. 

The conservative leader
has packaged the fi�rst two
consistently,  most  cohe­
rently  in  a  text  called  the
‘Decisive  Plan’,  published
in 2017 as a vision of the Is­
rael­Palestinian  confl�ict.
For  Palestinian  people,
there were three possibili­
ties:  they  leave  the  occu­
pied  territories,  continue
to live as second­class citi­
zens, and if they choose to
resist, “the Israel Defence
Forces  will  know  what  to
do”. 

Mr.  Smotrich  recently
suggested  Israel  should
switch  its  war  tactic  with
Hamas,  less  dialogue  and
more “fi�re and brimstone”.
In the Bible, the phrase re­
presents God’s wrath. Pu­
blishing  plans  that  sound
like  the  Endgame  and
speaking  of  unfi�nished
jobs, Mr. Smotrich resem­
bles  a  man  on  a  mission:
unleash more fi�re and vio­
lence  on  the  occupied
lands. 

A settler on a mission 
Bezalel Smotrich

Israel’s Finance Minister, leader of the far­right Religious Zionist Party, wants Palestinians to be

‘encouraged’ to leave Gaza and fellow Jewish settlers to return to the enclave 

Saumya Kalia

L
ast week, the Repu­
blican Party’s oblo­
quy of the culture in

America’s  colleges  over­
lapped  with  an  old  aca­
demic off�ence, and at  the
centre  of  it  was  social
scientist Claudine Gay.

Ms.  Gay,  who  studies
race and politics, has been
with  Harvard  University
for  17  years.  In  July  2023,
she assumed charge as the
university’s  new  and  fi�rst
Black  president.  Her  te­
nure also began right after
the  U.S.  Supreme  Court
struck down affi�rmative ac­
tion  in  higher  education,
leaving her to negotiate the
admission of a diverse stu­
dent body while following
the law.

Ms. Gay is the daughter
of Haitian immigrants. She
fi�nished  schooling  at  the
Phillips  Exeter  Academy,
followed by a year at Prin­
ceton  University,  then
Stanford University, and fi�­
nally Harvard University —
all elite institutions.

Trouble  began  to  brew
when  the  House  Commit­
tee  on  Education  and  La­
bour  invited  her  and  her
counterparts at the Univer­
sity  of  Pennsylvania
(UPenn) and the Massachu­
setts Institute of Technolo­
gy for a hearing on Capitol
Hill  on  December  5.  The
committee was chaired by
Republican  Party  repre­
sentative  Virginia  Foxx,
who lambasted these insti­
tutes’  failure,  as  she  al­
leged,  to  stem  anti­Semi­

tism on their campuses in
response to Israel’s war on
Hamas. But Ms. Gay simply
asserted  the  university
campus is a safe space for
non­violent discourse and
whose administration acts
“when speech crosses into
conduct”.  Only  four  days
later, UPenn president Eli­
zabeth Magill resigned un­
der  pressure  —  mounting
from the war’s early days —
from the institute’s alumni
and  donors.  Conservative
activists then turned their
attention to Ms. Gay.

On  December  10,  acti­
vists  Christopher  Brunet
and  Christopher  Rufo  pu­
blished allegations that Ms.
Gay  had  plagiarised  parts
of her Ph.D. thesis, which
she had submitted at Har­
vard  University  in  1998.
Soon after, a conservative
publication reported fi�nd­
ing  plagiarised  content  in
four  of  Ms.  Gay’s  papers
published  between  1993
and 2017.

Ms. Gay did not respond
to the allegations. Many of
her  peers  also  supported
her  decision  not  to  take
responsibility  at  fi�rst.  She
later  asked  the  journals

that  published  these  pap­
ers  to  incorporate correc­
tions,  but  this  was  poorly
received. For example, his­
torian David Bell wrote Ms.
Gay was responding as if to
“an embarrassing number
of  typographical  errors”
rather than plagiarism.

Others were also derid­
ed  for  attempting  to  cast
plagiarism  in euphemistic
terms such as “duplicative
language”.

As the Right demanded
that Harvard oust Ms. Gay,
the scandal began to echo
l’aff�aire  Tessier­Lavigne.
Last year, Stanford Univer­
sity’s then president Marc
Tessier­Lavigne  tendered
his  resignation  after  inde­
pendent researchers found
evidence  of  research  mis­
conduct  in  scientifi�c  pap­
ers  in which he had been
listed as a co­author.

Mr. Tessier­Lavigne’s de­
parture was less politically
fraught  but  the  idea  that
even university presidents
were not beyond reproach
vis­à­vis  misconduct  lin­
gered.  And  plagiarism  is
the  sort  of  misconduct
whose wrongness depends
as  much  on  the  heft  and

amount  of  text  copied
without attribution as  the
person who did so.

This is why, while many
scholars  deemed  the  fi�rst
allegations  by  Mr.  Brunet
and  Mr.  Rufo  to  be  mild,
the  fact  that  it  was  Har­
vard’s president being held
responsible  caught  aca­
demics between condemn­
ing her for setting a bad ex­
ample  and  shielding  her
from  the  hateful,  racist
rhetoric  being  directed  at
her.

Gay  fi�nally  resigned  as
university president on Ja­
nuary  2.  The New York
Times published an article
by her the next day. “The
campaign  against  me  …
was  merely  a  single  skir­
mish  in  a  broader  war  to
unravel public faith in pil­
lars  of  American  society,”
she wrote.

The  Right  organised  a
deplorable  witch­hunt
against  Ms.  Gay.  Yet  her
response to the allegations
sought  to  downplay  them
despite  the  repetitive  na­
ture of the alleged off�ence.
Thus  ended  her  brief  but
eventful  term  as  Harvard
University president.

Ms.  Gay  still  holds  her
ground  in  characterising
the larger forces at play as
endangering America’s in­
stitutions,  but  that  her
peers  tried  to defend pla­
giarism  to  defend  her  —
and that Ms. Gay may have
been  spared  her  resigna­
tion if she had directly ad­
dressed  the  allegations
from the start — has left a
sour aftertaste.

Forced exit
Claudine Gay

Harvard University’s fi�rst Black president, who was attacked by Republicans for allegedly failing to

stem anti­Semitism on the campus, resigned after plagiarism allegations surfaced

Vasudevan Mukunth
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It is slightly paradoxical for
me, a pupil of Justin Rosen-
berg, to write about the
future of political science.

In his 2016 research article
International Relations in the
Prison of Political Science,
Rosenberg had exhorted the stu-
dents of International Relations
to break free from the ‘prison’
i.e., the designation of IR as a
sub-field of political science. He
wrote, ‘‘for IR should be re-
grounded in its own disciplinary
problematique: the conse-
quences of (societal) multiplici-
ty.’’

Rosenberg’s call beckoned
to only a few prisoners (myself
included). The message barely
reached India, or for that mat-
ter South Asia. In the United
States, I am yet to hear of a
department of ‘International
Relations’ breaking free from
the jail of Political Science. Be
that as it may, I will try to focus
my discussion on the state of
Political Science in India, a
country that I know best.

From within the social sci-
ences, India has had the distinc-
tion of producing stellar econo-
mists (two of whom, Amartya
Sen and Abhijit Banerjee, have
also won the Nobel award), his-
torians and sociologists. No
such name comes to mind
whilst one thinks of political sci-
ence. The question is baffling. It
has no readymade answers.

The first Department of
Political Science was established
at the University of Lucknow,
(Uttar Pradesh) in 1922. The first
issue of the still continuing Indi-
an Journal of Political Science
(IJPS) came out in 1939. 

Despite all this, political sci-
ence, intellectually speaking, re-
mains in an impoverished state.
The only political science schol-
ar who had received a modicum
of international repute was the
legendary professor of Delhi
University, Randhir Singh. 

His book Reason, Revolu-
tion and Political Theory (1967)
was touted as the best Marxist
take down of the conservative

political theorist Michael Oak-
eshott. His last book Crisis of
Socialism: Notes in Defense of a
Commitment (2006) running
over 1,000 pages was considered
to be a landmark achievement
by most political scientists/the-
orists on the Left. 

His death in 2016 garnered
an obituary in the
London-based
newspaper
Guardian. After
independence, for-
eign affairs and
international rela-
tions came under
the tutelage of Pri-
me Minister Jawa-
harlal Nehru. Big
institutions such
as the Indian Cou-
ncil of World Af-
fairs (ICWA) and
the Indian School
of International
Studies (which was
later merged with
the Jawaharlal Ne-
hru University) were established
by the government. 

These attempts were dir-
ected to know the world
through an Indian lens. Nehru’s
participation in the Bandung
Conference, his convening of
the Asian Relations Conference
in New Delhi, the inauguration
of the Non-Aligned Movement,
India’s diplomatic involvement
in the Korean War and the deci-
sion to chart an ‘independent,
post-imperial foreign policy’ led
to an unintended, yet conse-
quential, focus on international
relations and area studies.

Political Science, on the
other hand, did not have any
immediate national purpose to
serve. The burning questions of
caste and other forms of social
stratification were taken care by
sociologists. 

Political scientists also lost
ground to legal scholars on mat-
ters such as human rights, con-
stitutional laws, federalism, and
state-civil society. Legal lumi-
naries such as Prof. Upendra
Baxi and Durga Das Basu be-

came the household names on
such matters.

The post-Emergency subal-
tern studies movement in histo-
ry further caused a lot of young
and bright scholars to gravitate
away from political science.

The one area where politi-
cal scientists tasted both inter-

national and
national success
was the study of
secularism. 

In the after-
math of the Babri
Mosque demoli-
tion, Prof. Rajeev
Bhargava’s book
Secularism and Its
Critics,  (OUP,
1998) became the
‘go-to’ reference
to understand
Indian secularism.
Later on, Achin
Vanaik’s book The
Furies of Indian
Communalism
and its  sequel

Hindutva Rising (Verso and
Tulika, India 2017) marked a
huge (left-wing) advance on sec-
ularism studies.

Another major problem
plaguing Indian political science
is a lack of theory and method.
IR in India commands a Tal-
mudist like adherence of Real-
ism and Neo-realism. 

Political Science lacks such
a theoretical spine and therefore
fails to stand erect. My own ex-
perience of studying political
science in one the most premier
institutions of India, St. Xavier’s
College, Calcutta revealed that
the course was a medley of sub-
jects ranging from IR, Theory,
federalism and Comparative
Politics without a theoretical
anchorage. Everything was
taught to me, yet all seemed to
be lost because the syllabi
lacked an overarching theoreti-
cal coherence. The benefit of
hindsight reveals the miasma. 

Out of 60 students, only two
of us have pursued a career in
political science. On the ques-
tion of method: there was no

module on research methodolo-
gy at the undergraduate level.

Political Science, like other
social sciences, has now become
a ticket for a cushy career in the
civil services. All the major cities
of India have seen a mushroom-
ing of private and money
mooching civil services exami-
nation preparation centers. 

Students with a masters or
a doctoral degree in political sci-
ence are attracted towards these
abattoirs of knowledge for quick
and easy money.

Since 2014, big business has
also focused on the funding of
mostly right-wing foreign poli-
cy thinks tanks. 

The Observer Research
Foundation (ORF), currently
India’s biggest and richest for-
eign policy think-tank, had its
roots in Dhirubhai Ambani’s
(father of India’s richest man
Mukesh Ambani) attempt to
control the media space
through his newspaper The
Observer. With annual financial
inflows over Rs. 35 crore, ORF
has become an epistemic behe-
moth that pales all university IR
departments, not to speak of
political science, into insignifi-
cance. 

Far from a critical evalua-
tion of the polity, such centres
set-up annual jamborees, such
as the Raisina Dialogue, touting
India’s ostensible rise. India’s
constant slippage on the Global
Hunger Index (107th out of 121),
and the Press Freedom Index
(160th out of 180) are hardly
debated or discussed. ORF’s
constant fixation with ‘geo-eco-
nomic’ and ‘geo-political’ aims
to depoliticize debate reflects
the actual state of affairs within
India. It seems that the English
lexicon has no other suffix com-
pared to ‘geo’ when it comes to
political sanitization of debate.    

With the current assaults
on India’s polity, it must be the
duty of young and aspiring
political scientists to take up the
gauntlet. If this does not hap-
pen, both the discipline and the
people of India, are doomed.     

The active engagement of ap-
proximately 85,000 individuals
from nearly 200 countries at
the 28th United Nations Cli-

mate Change Conference (COP28) in
Dubai last month serves as testament
to the collective determination to
design sustainable climate solutions
and establish partnerships to invest in
the development of climate-resilient
communities. While COP outcomes
are often gradual, these multilateral
processes play a crucial role in taking
steady steps towards the right direc-
tion. The latest summit, however, was
rife with faulty agreements, postponed
resolutions on challenging issues, and
committed funding that fell short of
the necessary amount required to
address the ongoing global warming
crisis. At COP27, members had agreed
to a Loss and Damage Fund to help the
poorer and low-emitting countries
who need to deal with the impacts of
climate change. The breakthrough
topic also tentatively touched upon
who should contribute to this fund,
albeit vaguely. Potent questions such
as where it would sit, who would have
power over it, and who would have
access to the funding (and who would-
n't) were also left unanswered.

A transitional committee, howev-
er, was created with 14 developing and
10 developed countries, who met regu-
larly in 2023 but found no particular
resolution. The final meeting was a
hastily arranged affair right before the
latest edition of the climate summit,
with the two chairs from South Africa

and Finland presenting the developing
countries with a sloppy offer: to take
the funding from the World Bank for
an interim period. Meanwhile, More
than $792 million was pledged in this
year's convention for loss and damage.
While it is heartening to see several
countries coming forward to fund the
progress of such a reserve, the amount
as a whole is inadequate, to say the
least. Cyclone Idai in Mozambique, for
instance, caused losses of close to $2
billion. Collectively, such disasters cost
billions of dollars per year. Based on
historical data, natural hazard events
in Bangladesh cost more than $10 bil-
lion in just economic losses between
2000 and 2013.

Additionally, a key agenda for the
COP28 agreement was to call for solid
planning and implementation of adap-
tation efforts by 2030. The convention
also wanted to see increased adapta-
tion financing—oddly, however, with-
out mentioning any specific goals on
adaptation finance.

A sliver of success was seen with
the accomplishment of the first Global
Stocktake at the climate change con-
ference, despite geopolitical chal-
lenges. A crucial mechanism for
achieving the goals of the Paris Agree-
ment, the Global Stocktake was an
opportunity to hold large emitters
accountable for climate action. A look
at the stocktake reveals that countries
still have a long way to go to reach the
Paris Agreement goal of containing the
global average temperature to 1.5
degrees Celsius above the pre-indus-
trial levels. To achieve that, greenhouse
gas emissions would need to go down
by a whopping 43 percent by 2030.

Experts argue that more potent
Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) are required for high-emitting
countries and there is a strong need for
them to update their long-term strate-
gies. Their policies and instruments
must align with the same goal of keep-
ing the world temperature at a mini-
mum, and their policies should foster
competition in green technology mar-
kets to speed up the transition from
fossil fuels. 

With which is incorporated 
The Englishman ~ Founded 1821
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Narratives clash

In the intricacies of global dynamics, 2024 unfolds as a
stage for the clash of rival narratives, where estab-
lished ways of thinking find themselves at the mercy

of accumulating contradictions. The echoes of philoso-
pher Thomas Kuhn’s concept of a paradigm shift rever-
berate through the corridors of power, leaving fields
from central banking to technology, industrial policy,
and energy in an uneasy state of flux. As we stand at the
dawn of the year, the battleground seems vast and var-
ied. Political ideologies engage in a fierce tug-of-war,
manifesting in looming elections across democracies
worldwide. The stakes are no longer mere policy dispu-
tes. They are framed as existential decisions, with lead-
ers questioning the legitimacy of outcomes. The spectre
of former US President Donald Trump’s persistent claim
of electoral injustice serves as a stark reminder that the
struggle for narrative supremacy can transcend the bal-
lot box. The seemingly stable bastions of central banks
face their own turmoil. US Federal Reserve chairman
Jerome Powell and European Central Bank chief Chris-
tine Lagarde grapple with uncertainties spawned by an
inflationary overshoot. A hasty response to a temporary
spike in inflation has laid bare the fragile foundations of
monetary policy. Another misstep could thrust central
banks into the perilous realm of politics, with poten-
tially severe consequences. The landscape is further
complicated by the spectre of higher interest rates, cast-
ing doubt on the sustainability of sovereign debt. Politi-
cal leaders find themselves at a crossroads, forced to re-
evaluate commitments on spending and taxation. Yet,
this doesn't herald a retreat into laissez-faire passivity.
Bureaucratic intervention in cross-border trade, finan-
cial sanctions, merger blockades, and enticing busine-
sses with tax breaks become the tools of the trade. The
executive suite becomes a battleground, with compa-
nies navigating a labyrinth of government influence.

Amidst this tumult, the advent of self-teaching sys-
tems powered by generative artificial intelligence adds a
layer of complexity. Clever chat-bots promise produc-
tivity gains but also threaten job security. The race for AI
supremacy intensifies, triggering a scramble for reliable
data, while governments grapple with the daunting task
of crafting regulations to curb the spread of dangerous
misinformation. It’s a precarious balance, and the youn-
ger generation might respond by stepping back from
the online realm. The narratives competing for domin-
ance are not only in conflict with established ideas but
also with each other. The push for electric vehicles
clashes with the quest for reduced dependence on
China, illustrating the intricate web of interconnected
challenges. Surprisingly, innovations once deemed dead
ends, like biofuels, may find renewed relevance in this
shifting landscape. As we navigate this complex tapestry,
it's crucial to acknowledge the potential for unexpected
events to disrupt even the most compelling paradigms.
In the arena of global narratives, 2024 promises a narra-
tive clash of epic proportions. The outcome will shape
not only the immediate future but ripple through
economies, companies, and markets for years to come.
The only certainty in this uncertainty is that the unfore-
seen will play a pivotal role in the unfolding drama.

India warming 

The year gone by stands as a glaring stitch in the
tapestry of climate change, revealing the harsh
reality of India’s warming landscape. The India

Meteorological Department’s (IMD) recent revelation
that the country endured its second-hottest year since
1901 is more than just a statistical data point. It is a vis-
ceral reminder of the palpable impact climate patterns
can have on our daily lives. The numbers tell a story of
relentless ascent ~ a worrying 0.65°C above the long-
term average. The broader narrative emerges as a deeply
concerning trend. Five of the hottest years in Indian his-
tory have unfolded within the last 14 years, underlining
a rapid acceleration in warming and an unsettling shift
in weather patterns. We’re not merely witnessing cli-
mate change. We’re living it. El Niño, that familiar cul-
prit in climate discussions, played a pivotal role in
orchestrating the symphony of scorching temperatures
across India in 2023. The signature heating of a strip of
Pacific Ocean waters led to higher temperatures and
reduced rainfall over the Indian subcontinent. As the
year unfolded, we saw the consequences unfold ~ from
extreme cyclone activity in the north Indian Ocean to
heavy rains, floods, landslides, and a sombre toll of hu-
man lives. December brought a fleeting reprieve with
welcome rains in the southern peninsula, offering a
momentary sigh of relief. However, it was a patch of sil-
ver in a stormy sky, with the north Indian Ocean wit-
nessing above-average cyclone activity, including three
ferocious extremely severe cyclonic storms. Despite the
tumultuous weather, monsoon rainfall across the coun-
try remained below the long-period average. The sober-
ing statistics reveal more than just rising temperatures
and erratic weather patterns. They narrate tales of hard-
ship and loss, with states like Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Mad-
hya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Odisha, Himachal Pradesh,
and Sikkim repeatedly grappling with the consequences
~ be it thunderstorms, lightning, floods, or landslides.
The toll on human lives is stark, with 1,270 people falling
victim to thunderstorms and lightning, 860 to floods,
and 160 to heatwaves.

Looking ahead to January 2024, the forecast is nuan-
ced: colder mornings for much of the country, below-
normal daytime temperatures in central and north-
western regions, and a potential cold wave in central
India. The dichotomy deepens as parts of Peninsular
and Northeast India are predicted to witness above-
normal maximum temperatures. The month may bring
dense fog to parts of Northwest and East India, wrap-
ping them in a chilly embrace. Amidst these intricacies
of weather patterns, a glimmer of hope emerges. Despite
the persistence of “The Boy” till March 2024, a forecast
of higher-than-usual rainfall in January, amounting to
118 per cent in the long-term average, offers solace. This
surge could prove a lifeline for rabi crops in Northwest
India, especially following the region's 35 per cent short-
fall in December. The story of India's 2023 is a stark
reminder that the climate crisis is not a distant future.
It's unfolding on our doorsteps.

Withering Science
Vol. CXXXXXVIII  1 (S)

Political Science, on the other hand, did not have any immediate national purpose to

serve. The burning questions of caste and other forms of social stratification were

taken care of by sociologists. Political scientists also lost ground to legal scholars on

matters such as human rights, constitutional laws, federalism, and state-civil society.

Legal luminaries such as Upendra Baxi and Durga Das Basu became the household

names on such matters

editor@thestatesman.com

SIR, This refers to today’s report,
“Hindenburg case: SC refuses
SIT/CBI probe,” in The States-
man. The Supreme Court has
reposed faith in the market regu-
lator Stock Exchange Board of
India (SEBI) by rejecting the de-
mand for a transfer of the Adani-
Hindenburg case to the Central

Bureau of Investigation (CBI). 
This should be welcomed as

any move otherwise would have
severely undermined SEBI’s
authority and credibility, for no
apparent reason.

The court’s refusal to take
media reports as evidence is un-
derstandable. After all, such ext-
ernal reports should be treated
only as information and not evi-
dence to prove a wrongdoing. 

The regulator has arguably
done what it could do under the
powers it has, and an enquiry of
this nature, where foreign agen-
cies are involved, is indeed a
time-consuming process. In that
sense, too, the decision to ask
Sebi to wrap up the investigation
in an extended deadline of three
months is an appropriate one.

But, it is important the find-
ings of the investigations are put

out in the public domain, once
SEBI concludes its probe. 

Such transparent practices
are needed as the case has so far
played out largely in the public
domain, including in the stock
markets, and it would be instruc-

tive to know on what basis the
regulator arrived at its conclu-
sions. The Adanis themselves
would surely welcome such dis-
closures.

Yours, etc., N Sadhasiva Reddy,
Bengaluru, 4 January.
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The writer is a PhD candidate,
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COP28: The most
promising
disappointment yet

CAMERAS
SIR, Apropos news of truck drivers resisting the newly enacted
legal provisions, they have raised a logical question about hit-
and-run accident cases.

It is often seen that in a majority of the cases, the truckers
are not at fault but rather the two-wheelers, especially in semi-
urban and rural areas, are often driven without knowledge of
traffic rules and seem in a hurry to overtake other vehicles. With
two and even three pillion riders on these two-wheelers,
tragedies often occur.

The government may add a compulsory feature for the
installation of cameras on both the front and rear of all heavy
vehicles along with the DVR. 

This will help in recording any untoward incident and iden-
tifying the actual culprit thereby saving the innocent person.
Many foreign countries have already implemented this feature
for safety purposes in their heavy vehicles. 

Yours, etc., Dr Navneet Seth,
Dhuri (Punjab), 4 January. 
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NOW AND AGAIN

Across

9 Hard one to crack so ran it

past expert (9)

10 See 3 Down

11 Composer showing ignorance?

(5)

12 Universal god is deceived in 

sacred book (9)

13 Plant a big one criminally (7)

14 Clever remark very good 

spread round about (7)

17 Excuse excellent that secures 

freedom (5)

19 Stole pig with rook making 

escape (3)

20 Tory Party provides apartment

across the pond (5)

21 Wizard stops old man being   

harmed (7)

22 Was the joint tenant? (3,4)

24 Colleague in Germany 

happened to have short skirts 

(9)

26 Mountainous region in 

northeast China (5)

28 See 15 Down

29 Page in Old English helping 

process (9)

Down

1 Hour to feed young bear fish 

(4)

2 When in Golf covering 

kilometres is demanding (6)

3/10  Yes-man in the majority in

Congress? (10,5)

4 Copper in vain tortured South 

American native (6)

5 Kooky American avoiding press

and public (2,6)

6 British boxer comes to an 

island (4)

7 Say Bach�s instrument 

managed to capture hearts (8)

8 Breeding centre built at last in 

French south (4)

13 Resolutely oppose woman with

gay man (5)

15/28  Scene and dubious claim 

about us � it creates mood 

(10,5)

16 Runs from bad-tempered elk 

(5)

18 Say Mussorgsky introducing 

himself is shameless (8)

19 Evil family shows animosity 

(3,5)

22 Where Darwin lived and died, 

being drunk (6)

23 Compiler�s two ducks causing 

damage (6)

24 Impact one expects to have? 

(4)

25 Get less following cut (4)

27 Solo from girl on euphonium 

(4)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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NIRUPAM HAZRA

P
olitics, particularly democratic
politics, is an art of persua-
sion. It is an arrangement
where one needs to win the

support of the people to win political
power. Today democracy is largely
seen as universally desirable form of
governance, at least from the per-
spective of the common people, but
it took centuries for such an arrange-
ment to emerge where political power
would revolve around ordinary peo-
ple. When democracy began its jour-
ney, it was met with deep suspicion
and strong resistance. The resistance
inevitably came from those who had
traditionally enjoyed power without
much accountability. Democracy
made the political elites realize that
power and political authority would
no more remain confined among a
privileged few. So, they were expected
to oppose it.

However, there were others,
especially from the educated and
enlightened class, whose interests
were not directly hurt by democracy,
yet they had been apprehensive and
doubtful. The doubts were about how
the demos would exercise their new-
found political power. The common
people at that time were mostly uned-
ucated and lacked, it was believed, the
fine judgment required in matters of
governance. The power to take major
political decisions, so far, was
bestowed upon a handful of people
who were considered to be worthy
and efficient. Democracy opened a
floodgate. Anyone with the support of
the masses could wield power and
take decisions. Democracy, however,
in its early days was not as inclusive as
it is today. Nevertheless, there had
been a sense of anxiety because it was
presumed that democracy would
eventually be captured by rabble-
rousers. A system of mob-rule, as the
name suggests, would be mastered
only by the demagogues. The fears
were not unfounded and democracy,
from the very beginning, explored
ways to tame megalomaniac dema-
gogues and rabble-rousers.

Transition to democracy brought
about fundamental changes - not only
in the process of governance but also
in the political life of the people in
general. It opened a space for dia-
logue - between the ruler and the

ruled and among common people
themselves. Before that ordinary peo-
ple had hardly any say in political
matters, as politics and governance
were considered to be the domain of
the high and mighty. Democracy by
creating a space for dialogue changed
the earlier equation. But what
remained a cause of concern for many
was that the space provided by
democracy was equally available to
both democrats and demagogues.
Similarly, rhetorical power and orato-
ry skill that helped garner popular
support in a democracy were equally
exploited by democrats and dema-
gogues. A demagogue would try to
draw support by whipping up pas-
sion, appealing to popular prejudice
and by acts of manipulation of public
opinion.  Reasoned deliberation and
informed judgment would find them-
selves deserted against the emotive
incantation of demagogues. So, the
question is how to sieve a true demo-
crat out of megalomaniac dema-
gogues.

Democracy has always been vul-
nerable to the devious designs of
demagogues and would-be dictators.

There is no fool-proof mechanism to
keep them permanently away. How-
ever, certain aspects of their conduct
and characteristics may help to spot a
demagogue. One such aspect is the
way they engage with the people or
how they make use of the space for
dialogue offered by democracy. The
ways of reaching to the people are
supposed to vary and it often depends
on individual stylistic preferences of
a leader. However, demagogues, more
often than not, resort to fierce mono-
logues to fire up support, to persuade
people; while democrats are more
amenable to dialogue. Notwithstand-
ing the fact that dialogue and mono-
logue can be used by both democrats
and demagogues, when considered
with other traits, a demagogue, as his-
tory tells us, shares an unusual pen-
chant for monologue. From the past
dictators to the present populist lead-
ers - most of them were great orators
and above all, great monologists.

Dialogue, on the other hand,
means an exchange of thoughts where
the space for disagreement or even
dissent remains open and it under-
girds the very idea of democracy. Dia-

logue does not necessarily need to
take place between people and their
leaders; dialogues among people are
equally important for a democracy.
But a demagogue or an aspiring dicta-
tor finds monologue more effective
and ‘safe’ way to engage with people.
Monologue comes with certain
advantages for one who exercises it.
Monologue gives the speaker com-
plete control over the content. The
speaker moulds the narrative the way
she or he wants - unquestioned and
unchallenged. Monologue - however
direct or unmediated it may appear -is
essentially a one-way traffic. So, the
speaker is not directly or immediately
answerable to anyone for what is said.
Hence, fact and fiction, truth and lies,
reality and imagination can be seam-
lessly stitched together into a singu-
lar convenient narrative.

The preferred crowds for a politi-
cal monologist are also distinct in
their nature - they are either credu-
lously enchanted or effectively
silenced. Through absolute allegiance
or complete silence, a demagogue can
emerge as the supreme leader of the
people, the final arbiter of truth and

the possessor of panacea for all the
problems of the people. So, mono-
logue is the tool through which a
demagogue creates a fantasyland,
unrestrained by questions, criticisms,
disagreements and dissent. But lead-
ers who believe in democratic values
always prefer to engage in dialogue,
even with their fiercest opponents.

Monologue may mint a saviour
out of an unsavoury demagogue; but
it takes a toll on democracy. The hyp-
notizing monologue reveals as much
the oratory skill of a demagogue as it
paralyses the enchanted listeners’
ability to think reasonably. Thus,
demagogues’ desires expressed
through monologues eventually
become the voice of the people - peo-
ple who will always agree with their
leader, people who will not allow
opposing or dissenting voices to rise,
people who will believe only in what
they or their leaders believe to be true.
These monologues are further ampli-
fied when they are served with a dose
of disinformation on social media
platforms. Such platforms, in the garb
of direct communication, allow the
demagogues to effectively bypass any
method of mediated dialogue. Social
media creates virtual islands of citi-
zens separated from each other and
reluctant to engage in any form of
meaningful dialogue. Its impact is felt
in the actual world as well. The mes-
merising magic of monologue at times
becomes so overpowering that we for-
get it can be interrupted or ques-
tioned. Monologue, therefore, as a
mode of communication certainly
augurs badly for democracy, especial-
ly when we see the rise of such dema-
gogues and their band of followers
across the world.

The unwillingness of the dema-
gogues and the incapacity of their fol-
lowers to engage in dialogue are indi-
cations of the attack that democratic
instincts face today. If it goes on
unabated, dialogue will soon become
an improbable option to engage with
leaders and fellow citizens. Then every
disagreement will be met with threats,
trolling, shaming and even physical
violence. So, it is necessary that we
restore the space for dialogue that any
vibrant democracy should have.     

(The writer is Assistant Professor, Department
of Social Work, Bankura University.)

Important to reclaim
space for dialogue

BUDDHADEV NANDI

J
ibanda had a small grocery shop at a
point where the main road bifurcated
into two narrow lanes. The store was
heaped with grocery goods in such a

way that Jibanda was perhaps the only per-
son who could move with acrobatic finesse
to find the goods in different parts of the
shop. Sometimes, he would have to step up
a small ladder to reach articles on the
shelves below the ceiling. What seemed to
me most surprising was that memory was
so strong that he would always pull out the
right container, even though they looked
alike .As it was not an affluent locality, most
of his customers would buy goods in small
quantities to cater to daily needs. Needless
to say, being the only grocer in that crowded
area, Jibanda did brisk business. But there
was a regular problem that he had to face. A
large number of customers had a tendency
to buy goods on credit. Even those who had
no economic stringency would try to buy on
credit with the hope of the shopkeeper for-
getting all about it. It was a grueling task for
Jibanda to maintain his accounts and deal
with such a large number of customers
simultaneously. Sometimes he had to get
entangled in brawls with the customers to
collect dues.  Therefore, he put up a card-
board pasted with a white paper with a mes-
sage written in red ink/ It said ‘Dhar chahiya
lojja deben na’ (Don’t embarrass me by
seeking credit). Though many customers
paid heed, some of them adopted new tac-
tics. After receiving the goods, they would
declare that the money would be paid later
and left the store in haste.  One late morning
a lottery ticket seller took one rupee’s worth
of mustard oil. He left a lottery ticket on the
counter instead of money. Jibanda had
never bought a lottery ticket. He persistent-
ly refused to take it. But the obstinate ticket
seller left the shop and went away. Unlike
today, newspapers that were then the only
source of knowing the results of draws,
would reach our town after noon. So the
sellers could sell their same day tickets the
whole morning. Most of the first prizes of
lotteries in regular draws were Rs one lakh.
More than four decades ago when the price
of gold was below Rs 2,000 for 10 gm, Rs one
lakh was enough to change the fate of an
ordinary middle-class person. After about a
couple of hours, the lottery seller turned up
to Jibanda’s store almost panting. He
informed Jibanda that he had won first prize
in that day’s draw. Jibanda just opened the
cash box, took the ticket out and placed it in
his pocket.    

JUBBULPORE LIGHTS
To The Editor Of The Statesman

SIR, - Perhaps it is the happy lot of the
municipal officials to be owners of motor-
cars and that probably is why they have not
noticed or felt the grievances of the majority
of people in Jubbulpore. The lighting of the
streets, I venture to asserts, is almost the
worst in India, and this coupled with no
restriction on the use of powerful headlights
on motors blinds and makes dangerous the
lot of the majority of the public using horse
transportation. May I suggest that one of the
officials drive out some dark night. Immedi-
ate action would result. It may be well to
draw attention to the number of owners of
private wheel tax who have the right to
demand remedies. It is positively danger-
ous driving at night in Jubbulpore, and it is
hoped that the Municipality will follow the
good example of other cities and frame laws
for dimming the lights of the motor car in
city limits.

TAXPAYER.
Jubbulpore.   

MUSHROOMS 
To The Editor Of The Statesman

SIR, - With reference to the distinctions
pointed out by Mr. J. Halder, in your issue
between edible mushrooms and poisonous
ones, I beg to point out that these marks of
distinction are misleading and not at all reli-
able. For instance; (a) edible mushrooms
(Entoloma microcarpum) growing on the
outer surface of ant-hills and on grassy
walks between cultivated field, grow in clus-
ters and very seldom in solitude; (b) edible
mushrooms (Lepio mastoids) have scales
on the outer surface in regular rings; (c) that
insects have eaten of a fungus is no test of its
edibility, for insect-larvae grow fat on the
deadly poisonous one (Amanita muscaria)
which is often the cause of accidental deaths
in the mofussil during the rainy season. Pro-
longed boiling in water will have no effect
on destroying the poisons of the deadly
kinds, the poison of Amanita muscaria
being destroyed by prolonged boiling with
powerful acids only.

S.R. BOSR.
Carmichael medical college,
Calcutta. 

MANIKTOLLAH 
To The Editor Of The Statesman

SIR, - I endorse every word about the
shortcomings of above municipality and
think it disgraceful that such malodorifer-
ous smells should be allowed to continue. It
is perfectly disgusting to walk anywhere on
the roads. What with night soil carts, bloated
carcasses in carts, old bones in bags in carts,
stinking drains due to the free passage of
water being prevented by low culverts, caus-
ing the water to remain stagnating with an
ever accumulating scum of filth, horse sta-
bles with open, stinking and festering
drains, all the foregoing being first class
breeding places for mosquitoes, it is impos-
sible to live within the Maniktollah munici-
pal limits.

PRO BONO PUBLICO.
Calcutta.     

Winning a Lottery  

100 YEARS AGO

POLITICAL DIARY  KALYANI SHANKAR

What BJP must do in South India
C

an Prime Minister Narendra
Modi's popularity help the
BJP win more seats in south-
ern India? The Party requires

more support in Kerala, Tamil Nadu,
Telangana, and Andhra Pradesh,
where it faces hostility. Kerala is ruled
by Congress or Left-led fronts, while
Tamil Nadu alternates between the
D.M.K. and A.I.A.D.M.K. In Karnataka,
J.D. (S), Congress, and BJP have taken
turns in power.

The primary factors that impact
voters in South India are caste, money
power, ideology, cinema, and liquor.
In Tamil Nadu, influential political fig-
ures such as M. Karunanidhi, MGR,
and Jayalalithaa have had a significant
impact. In united Andhra Pradesh, NT
Rama Rao played a crucial role. But
the BJP lacks prominent leaders in the
southern states.

The BJP is trying to increase its
seats in the upcoming Lok Sabha elec-
tions. Recently, Prime Minister Modi
launched the campaign for the 2024
elections in the southern states of
Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and Lakshad-
weep. The inauguration of several
large projects accompanied this. The
BJP is utilizing its resources and orga-

nizational strength, and around 40
central ministers are assessing the sit-
uation to achieve the party's objec-
tives.

The BJP 29 out of 130 seats in the
southern region in 2019. This was
made up of 25 seats in Karnataka and
four seats in Telangana. However,
they lost Karnataka to the Congress in
last year's Assembly polls. The
AIADMK was an essential ally of the
BJP in the South, but they ended their
alliance three months ago. Since then,
neither party has tried to reconcile.

The southern states have unique
cultural identities. Kerala has a strong
presence of the Communist Party of
India (Marxist), while the Y.S.R.C.P.
currently governs Andhra Pradesh. In
the recent Assembly elections, the
Congress emerged victorious in
Telangana. In contrast, although the
BJP had support in Karnataka, the
Congress defeated it. In Tamil Nadu,
the Dravidian Parties oppose the use
of Hindi and are atheistic. 

The gap between North and
South India is increasing. Prime Min-
ister Modi is attempting to change the
perception that the BJP party is not
aligned with the culture of south

India. The BJP focuses on 84 out of the
130 seats in south India and mainly
concentrates on managing their cam-

paign booths.
Despite following a specific strat-

egy for the South, the BJP must still
convince people in the region that
their needs will be adequately
addressed.

Many people in south India have
a grouse about the the delimitation of
constituencies, as the Centre uses
population as a yardstick. The south-
ern states have managed population
control far better than those in the
north, and such their population as a
share of the total has shrunk. Now
they believe they are being punished
for following the government's
instructions on population control.

One way to address the delimita-
tion issue is to modify the composi-
tion of the Rajya Sabha, inspired by
the U.S. Senate's practice of ensuring
equal representation of all states.
However, this proposal may face
opposition from larger states.

Regional parties like the DMK,
AIADMK, TDP, and TRS hold signifi-
cant positions in regional politics,
where caste plays a vital role. In Tamil
Nadu, specific communities such as
Vanniyars, Thevars, and Gounders
have influential roles. In Karnataka,

Vokkaligas and Lingayats are consid-
ered influential communities. In
Andhra Pradesh, the Reddys and
Kammas have been engaged in a
long-standing rivalry. The Kapus are
trying to establish their political pres-
ence, while the once-dominant Brah-
mins have lost their influence. In Ker-
ala, political alliances are formed
between Communists and anti-Com-
munists. In Telangana, the Reddys
hold senior positions and dominate
all political parties.

Religion is not a significant polit-
ical issue in South India. The BJP's
stance against Christian conversions
or a perceived hostility towards Islam
has not had any impact on the region. 

The BJP needs to adopt each
state's cultural norms and political
strategies to win over its voters. The
party must seek alliances and regain
the support of its former partners.
Therefore, the party must reassess its
election strategy and develop a new
narrative. If it fails to do so, the oppo-
sition coalition I.N.D.I.A., which has
already established a foothold in the
South, will become stronger and pose
a significant threat to the BJP's
prospects in the region. 
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