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T
he most notable aspect of the Supreme
Court ruling prohibiting caste-based dis-
crimination in the treatment of prisoners

is that it required a judgment from the highest
court to end colonial practices and systems in
prisons. While the Court has dealt elaborately
with speci�c rules in the jail manuals of various
States and the way in which caste-based hierar-
chy plays a role in allocation of duties, classi�ca-
tion of prisoners, and the treatment of certain so-
cial groups as “habitual o�enders”, it is quite
remarkable that prison authorities and State go-
vernments had done so little about these aspects
since independence. It is as if the prison system
has been out of the reach of the core philosophy
of the Constitution: the ushering in of an equal
society, the ending of all forms of discrimination,
the prohibition of untouchability in any form,
and the abolition of forced labour and exploita-
tion. Responding to journalist Sukanya Shantha’s
writ petition, the Court has analysed the contro-
versial rules and practices in jails in the backdrop
of these constitutional objectives. It has ruled
such provisions unconstitutional, and directed
the revision of prison manuals within three
months. Tracing the history of such rules and
practices, the Court has noted, with much justi�-
cation: “In line with their overall approach, the
colonial administrators linked caste with prison
administration of labour, food, and treatment of
prisoners.”

Not only were menial work and supposedly
polluting occupations allocated to prisoners from
communities placed lower in the caste hierarchy,
some were expected to carry out their “heredi-
tary trades” within prisons, the Court found. On
the other hand, the caste privileges of a few
placed higher were preserved. Few can disagree
with the observation that “the notion that an oc-
cupation is considered as ‘degrading or menial’ is
an aspect of the caste system and untouchabili-
ty.” The provision that food must be cooked by
prisoners from a “suitable caste” and rules that
referred to those from the “scavenger class” be-
ing assigned tasks such as manual scavenging,
sweeping, and cleaning violated the constitution-
al prohibition against untouchability. Distribu-
tion of labour cannot be solely based on birth.
Such rules violate the right to dignity and the
right against forced labour and exploitation. The
Court has also favoured doing away with vague
de�nitions of ‘habitual o�enders’, as they seem
to ascribe criminal tendencies to whole tribes,
even though the idea of notifying ‘criminal tribes’
has long been given up. It is time for State govern-
ments to respond to the verdict and revisit their
laws and regulations related to prison administra-
tion and put an end to systemic discrimination in
an institution that may treat any form of resis-
tance as indiscipline.

Caste in jail 

Time for State governments to end
systemic discrimination in prisons 

I
ndia’s southwest monsoon has ended on an
optimistic note, with 8% more rain than anti-
cipated. Reassuringly, the rainfall forecast by

the India Meteorological Department (IMD), par-
ticularly since July, was accurate. Monsoon
clouds continue to prevail over the country but
given the centrality of rainfall to the Indian eco-
nomy, focus has already shifted to the ‘other
monsoon’, the northeast monsoon. It is named
so because of the direction in which the winds ex-
it from the land mass into the sea. Following the
withdrawal of the southwest monsoon in mid-Oc-
tober, the northeast monsoon is characterised by
a reversal of winds that brings rain to parts of
coastal Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and
parts of southern Karnataka. For Tamil Nadu, the
northeast monsoon is the main source of rainfall.
The northeast monsoon brings in only about 11%
of India’s annual rainfall.

The IMD has forecast that this year’s post-
monsoon rainfall is likely to be ‘above normal’ or
about 12% over the historical average. Because of
its limited spread and quantity, the northeast
monsoon does not get as much attention as the
southwest monsoon. However, it signi�cantly af-
fects the productivity of rice and maize in Tamil
Nadu and Andhra Pradesh. Records show that in
years of de�ciency, there was a considerable de-
crease in agricultural production in the region.
The northeast monsoon rainfall, averaged over
the �ve subdivisions where it is predominant, has
a variation of almost 25%, exceeding that of the
southwest monsoon rainfall (10%). This tran-
slates into years of massive deluge followed by
dry spells. In 2015, Chennai experienced a deluge
during the northeast monsoon, resulting in sig-
ni�cant loss of life and property. In 2019, the city
faced severe water shortage. If this year’s forecast
holds, it will be the second consecutive year of a
normal northeast monsoon. Expectations are
high that a La Nina, or cooling of the equatorial
central Paci�c, will support this. However, most
global models have struggled to forecast the tim-
ing of La Nina this year. Thanks to improved fore-
cast systems, the northeast monsoon is less ne-
glected than before. Nevertheless, more focus is
needed on modelling its impact regarding urban
�ooding. Climate change uncertainty makes such
prognosis essential, and disaster management
agencies in States must develop credible strate-
gies to incorporate these bu�ers into budgets.

The other monsoon 

Better modelling of the impact of
northeast monsoon is essential 

O
n July 30, two villages, Mundakkai and
Chooralmala, in the Wayanad district
of Kerala, were hit by landslides. On
October 4, while noting that the

disaster ranked among the deadliest in India,
Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan said that 231
people had died and 41 remained missing. The
catastrophic event has once again exposed our
helplessness in the face of nature’s fury. At the
same time, it has raised questions about our
approach to disaster management not only in the
area of Wayanad that was a�ected this time and
that has su�ered a few deadly landslides over the
last four decades, but for the State as a whole.

No longer relatively disaster-free
With the sea to its west and the Western Ghats to
its east, Kerala used to be considered a relatively
disaster-free zone. Its development activities have
taken place on this premise. Settlements are
distributed throughout the State, from the
coastline to the steep hill slopes. Kerala is
perhaps the only State where human settlements
have sprung up along the coastal line. Though the
forest boundary is frozen, there are
encroachments by the people and for
development projects. Along with settlements,
roads and other infrastructure have been built
with complete disregard for natural drainage and
slope stability. The average population density of
the parts of the Western Ghats in Kerala is well
above the all-India average.

The natural advantage of being relatively
disaster-free seems to be waning. In the last few
decades, the intensity and frequency of disasters
have increased. Kerala has three distinct
geographic zones, and all three are facing
disasters, especially �oods and landslides. Coastal
erosion, a regular phenomenon, has a�ected
more than 250 kilometres of the total coastal
length of 590 km in the State. Besides, sea surge
has a�ected di�erent parts of the coast. The
lowlands and midlands su�er from �oods. Parts
of the lowlands surrounding the Vembanad lake
get inundated during every monsoon. The World

Meteorological Organization described the Kerala
�oods of 2018 as the ‘�oods of the century’ and
attributed the disaster to climate change.
Landslides in the Western Ghats are also
becoming regular during every monsoon.

Landslide inventory map needed
Wayanad, located to the east of the Western
Ghats bordering the Mysore plateau, is
characterised by deep gorges and ravines. Like
the river Sharavati, the Chaliyar also originates in
the eastern side of the Western Ghats. Both these
rivers cut across the mountain range and
debouch into the Arabian Sea, in spite of the
easterly tilt of the Wayanad-Mysore plateaus. This
can be attributed to the existence of tectonic
factors. A spatial correlation exists between
tremors and landslides. Incidences of
fractures/cracks have been reported from
Wayanad and Idukki post landslides. Tremors
were felt in parts of Wayanad after the July
landslide as well. Recurring incidences of
landslides and the huge human and economic
losses call for scienti�c re-appraisal of the
causative factors, which are now being simpli�ed
and con�ned to parameters such as slope, soil
thickness, rainfall intensity and duration, and
land use change. The ongoing debates show that
there is a gap in understanding the incidence of
landslides in this region.

Global research in this �eld calls for a nuanced
approach. We need a landslide inventory map of
each region/area. To �nalise zones susceptible to
landslides, we can prepare a landslide
susceptibility map factoring in the geological set
up (lithology, structure and tectonics, rock
composition, physico-mechanical properties),
slope, soil characteristics, hydrologic parameters,
drainage and in�ltration, vegetation cover,
human activities such as mining and quarrying,
slope alteration, and agricultural activities. Once
such maps surrounding population centres are
ready, monitoring the triggering mechanism
(rainfall or tremors in the case of Kerala) would
ensure that timely warnings of landslides are
provided, and lives saved. The State and trained
local self-help groups can do this together.

Due to rapid warming of the Arabian Sea,
there is an increased risk of extreme weather and
climate events, such as �oods, heat waves, and
cyclones. The heat content of the Indian Ocean
has risen rapidly since the 2000s. There has been
an anomalous increase of 1.2°C in summer sea
surface temperatures over the last 100 years in
the generally cool western Indian Ocean (Arabian
Sea). This has created an environment conducive
for cyclogenesis (development or strengthening
of cyclonic circulation in the atmosphere) in the
Arabian Sea. The impact of these changes is being
felt on Kerala. In 2017, Cyclone Ockhi hit the
State. It was the most severe cyclonic storm to
a�ect Kerala in recent memory.

On the whole, the ‘safe operating space’, a
term coined by Johan Rockstrom and the group at
the Stockholm Resilience Centre in the case of
global environmental change, is shrinking in
Kerala. The occurrence of staggered events of
�oods and landslides, and simultaneous
landslides on either side of the hill ranges, as in
Wayanad and Vilangad (Kozhikode district) this
time, and at Puthumala (Wayanad district) and
Kavalappara (Malappuram district) in 2019, also
warrant elucidation.

A paradigm shift
Under these circumstances, there is a need for a
paradigm shift in disaster management practices,
which are mostly reactive, top-down, and revolve
around rescue, relief, and rehabilitation. Globally,
this has given way to a more proactive and
comprehensive approach of addressing all
aspects of a disaster cycle, such as preparedness,
resilience, risk reduction, mitigation,
reconstruction, recovery, response, and relief.
The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk
Reduction provides guidelines for disaster risk
reduction. It recognises the primary role of the
State in disaster risk reduction but says that the
State should share this responsibility with other
stakeholders including local governments, the
private sector, and communities. We need to
understand the risk of disaster, strengthen
disaster risk governance to manage the risk of
disaster; invest in disaster risk reduction for
resilience; and enhance disaster preparedness for
e�ective response to ‘build back better’.

First, Kerala needs to work out disaster risk
zones based on multiple criteria covering both
physical and social components within a social
ecological frame with the help of subject experts
and generate a permanent database. As
landslides and �oods follow watershed
boundaries, the disaster risk zones must be
translated according to the watersheds/river
basins. Second, Kerala needs the people’s
participation in preparing disaster risk maps.
Given its experience in the People’s Plan
Campaign, it is important for Kerala to introduce
a community-based disaster risk management in
which at-risk communities are actively engaged in
identifying, analysing, planning, implementing,
monitoring, and evaluating disaster risk
reduction initiatives. This would provide
opportunities for strengthening communication,
discussion, and learning within the community
and between the community and the local and
Central government. It would also ensure a
bottom-up approach, help reduce tension and
potential con�icts and pave the way to integrate
disaster risk management in local level
development. A quadruple helix model involving
community and social organisations,
academia/research institutes, the government,
and business and industry may be useful.

Kerala urgently needs to identify risk zones 

Srikumar
Chattopadhyay

Scientist (retired),
Centre for Earth
Science Studies,
Thiruvananthapuram
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O
n February 10, 2024, Abdul was hoping to
�nd food for his family amid the
devastation in northern Gaza. “I wanted

to surprise my mum with some salt or �our,” he
recounted later to my colleagues. But as the
15-year-old scoured abandoned homes, he was
grievously injured during an Israeli airstrike. His
leg shattered, Abdul crawled for more than an
hour through the chaos, missiles falling around
him. Alone and terri�ed, his cries for help went
unanswered until someone �nally carried his
fragile wounded body to the nearest functioning
hospital. Even there, his su�ering did not end.
With hospitals overwhelmed with casualties and
critical supplies lacking, doctors were forced to
perform surgery on Abdul without anaesthesia.

After receiving emergency surgery in Gaza,
Abdul was one of the very few Palestinian
patients who was allowed to be evacuated from
the war zone for medical reasons: �rst to Egypt,
and then to a reconstructive surgery hospital of
MSF (Médecins Sans Frontières/Doctors Without
Borders) in Amman, Jordan. Seven months later,
he is learning to walk again with crutches.

Unfortunately, Abdul’s story is just one among
thousands. More than 10 children per day on
average lost one or both legs during the �rst three
months of Israel’s assault on Gaza, according to
Save the Children. As devastating and distressing
as Abdul’s story is, it is one of the very few stories
with a hopeful ending: he is alive and getting
access to treatment.

The grim reality in Gaza
Israel’s blockade, which has su�ocated Gaza for
16 years, has turned into an outright nightmare
during the past 12 months. Since October 2023,
more than 41,000 people have been killed, and

according to the World Health Organization, an
estimated 12,000 are in desperate need of
medical evacuation. Yet, only 41% of medical
evacuation requests have been approved by
Israel. This is not just a logistical challenge; it is a
denial of the basic human right to healthcare. For
those lucky enough to be evacuated, as Abdul
was, survival often means months of painful
recovery — a luxury many still trapped in Gaza
cannot a�ord. Thousands of displaced people are
unable to access medical care due to destroyed
health facilities, restricted movement, and the
extremely dangerous conditions on the ground.

We have borne witness to the devastation this
violence has wrought on Gaza’s health
infrastructure. Of Gaza’s 36 hospitals, 17 are now
out of service. Over 500 attacks have targeted
healthcare facilities, crippling the capacity to
provide essential care. Our teams have watched
patients die on hospital �oors as overwhelmed
sta� struggle to cope with the �ood of the
wounded. Essential supplies, such as oxygen
concentrators for anaesthesia, vital surgical
equipment, and generators, have been delayed or
blocked by Israeli authorities repeatedly. Without
these vital resources, life-saving surgeries have
become nearly impossible, leading to thousands
of otherwise preventable deaths.

Psychological wounds
The war’s toll extends beyond physical injuries —
it has in�icted deep psychological wounds on
Gaza’s population. Children like Abdul and
Karam, a 17-year-old who su�ered severe burns in
an airstrike that killed 13 members of his family,
are physically and emotionally scarred.
According to UNICEF, over one million children
in Gaza now need urgent mental health and

psychosocial support. Even as aid and healthcare
workers tirelessly support these children, the
trauma of living through constant bombardment,
witnessing death, destruction, and enduring
displacement will a�ect them for decades to
come, if they are fortunate enough to survive the
brutality of the aggressions.

Violation of international humanitarian law
The ongoing violence and the Israeli blockade
represent a gross violation of international
humanitarian law, its principles completely
disregarded and violated. An immediate and
sustained cease�re is the only viable solution to
meet Gaza’s overwhelming medical and
humanitarian needs. Without this, more lives will
be lost, and this war will leave yet another
indelible stain on our collective conscience.

All parties need to guarantee safe passage for
humanitarian assistance inside Gaza, which
requires the opening of essential land borders,
including the Rafah crossing. Equally crucially,
there should be immediate medical evacuation of
those whose lives depend on it, along with their
caregivers. Safe, voluntary, and digni�ed return
to Gaza for all patients and their caregivers must
be ensured.

Abdul’s story is not just a statistic— it is a
harrowing reminder of the real human cost of
this war. No child should have to crawl through
the rubble for survival, yet thousands of
Palestinian children face this unimaginable
horror. The su�ering in Gaza needs to end.
Governments must act now to secure a cease�re,
ensuring displaced populations have access to the
healthcare they desperately need to survive and
rebuild their lives. This is not just a humanitarian
issue. It is a global moral imperative.

In Gaza, it is a battle for survival 

Farhat Mantoo

Executive Director at
Médecins Sans
Frontières
(MSF)/Doctors
Without Borders,
South Asia

Essential
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oxygen
concentrators,
surgical
equipment, and
generators, have
been delayed or
blocked by
Israeli
authorities
repeatedly

A wake-up call
It is shocking that
caste-based discrimination
was institutionalised for so
long within places meant
for rehabilitation (“Caste
bias, segregation in prisons
violate dignity: SC”, October
4). The Supreme Court’s
order sets a precedent for
eliminating systemic
discrimination. This ruling
not only upholds
constitutional values, but
also highlights the
importance of reforming our
prison systems to ensure

be able to gain practical
business exposure and
bridge the gap between
academic learning and
industry requirements
(“Internships to bridge job
market-skills gap; pilot
project takes o�”, Oct. 4). 
Bal Govind
Noida

As the philosopher
Epictetus once said, “If you
are ever tempted to look for
outside approval, realise
that you have compromised
your integrity. If you need a
witness, be your own”.
A. Subbain 

Thanjavur 

Internship scheme
India Inc. has been
complaining for years about
the non-employability of
our graduates due to the
poor quality of education.
Now, young graduates will

obsession with ranking is
harming India's
universities”, Oct. 4). We
should not have a problem
with the system of ranking,
but with bodies that tweak
rules or provide misguided
rankings. The parameters
for ranking should include
the share of students who
got placed, the quality of
research, the qualifications
of the faculty, the quality of
physical amenities such as
the hostel and canteen, etc. 
Prafulla Kumar Rai
Azamgarh

a solution and condemning
Israel, the U.S. is adding fuel
to the fire. Meanwhile, the
United Nations is nowhere
to be found. 
V. Ganapathy Subramanian

Nagercoil

The ranking race
While it is true that an
obsession with anything is
harmful, ranking does help
students know the true
picture of a university or
institution, provided that
the rank has been given by
a credible institution (“An

humane treatment for all
prisoners, regardless of
caste or background. 
Avni

Kurukshetra

Irresponsible remarks
It is highly irresponsible for
the U.S. President to make
such comments (“Biden
says ‘discussing’ possible
Israeli strikes on Iran oil
facilities”, Oct. 4). It is
because of the U.S.’s firm
support that Israel is
pounding Gaza and now
Lebanon. Instead of finding
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I
t was 2:35 a.m. on September 27 when the
control room of the Thrissur rural police
station received an alert from the central
control room of the local State Bank of In-

dia (SBI) branch. There had been a break-in at the
bank’s ATM kiosk at Mapranam in Irinjalakuda
town, approximately 21 kilometres from Thrissur
city, Kerala. A team jumped into the police four-
wheeler, its blue light �ashing, and reached the
spot within 10 minutes. They examined the CCTV
footage, and initiated a vehicle check across
roads in the district.

Exactly an hour after the �rst break-in, a se-
cond SBI ATM kiosk at Naikkanal, about 20 km
from Mapranam, in Thrissur East, was broken in-
to. A third break-in occurred at Kolazhy village,
around 6 km from Naikkanal, within the Viyyur
police station limits, at 4:20 a.m. Both these fell
within the Thrissur city police limits.

Police say they received the alert about the
�rst robbery 25 minutes after it occurred, the se-
cond robbery only 50 minutes after, and the
third 20 minutes after. It was later revealed that
over ₹33 lakh was stolen from the �rst ATM, over
₹25 lakh from the second, and ₹9 lakh from the
third. Midhun K.P., Station House O�cer at Viyy-
ur, who was left in charge that night, rushed to
the ATM kiosks at Naikkanal and Kolazhy to in-
spect the crime scenes.

By around 5:30 a.m., the police had identi�ed
the presence of a white mid-size SUV without a
number plate at all three crime scenes, thanks to
the CCTV footage. The initial investigation began
based on this lead. R. Ilango, District Police Chief
(Thrissur City), passed on this information to his
counterparts in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka,
which proved crucial.

Further examination revealed that the ATM
cameras had been spray-painted before the
break-in happened. Smoke at the crime scenes
suggested the robbers had used a gas cutter.

Ilango says the police began to suspect the ‘gas
cutter gang’, known for similar operations in Me-
wat, Haryana. “They had also carried out a simi-
lar operation in Kannur in 2021, when three
ATMs were robbed in a span of about 45 minutes.
Their modus operandi involved using container
trucks to escape with the loot,” says Ilango, who
had been the Superintendent of Police in Kannur
at the time.

Evidence later showed that the container had
passed through the Panniyankara toll plaza in Pa-

lakkad district, Kerala, about 70 km from Thris-
sur, before entering Tamil Nadu. Meanwhile, Ta-
mil Nadu police revealed that similar ATM
break-ins had occurred in Krishnagiri district,
just a week earlier.

As the day broke on September 27, the police
had gathered information about the potential
gangs involved, their modus operandi, and their
likely escape route. Ilango notes, “They speci�-
cally target SBI ATMs because those are never
short on cash.” Police intelligence also revealed
that these gangs often struck deals with drivers
of commercial container trucks to conceal the
vehicles used in burglaries. These trucks would
be returning empty to the northern parts of the
country after unloading consignments.

Over the border from Kerala to TN

S. Rajesh Kannan, Superintendent of Police, Na-
makkal district, says he received a call from the
Thrissur police at 5:40 a.m. “I forwarded the in-
formation to our senior o�cers. I also put it on

our district WhatsApp group, saying that the
gang may come on the Komarapalayam and Palli-
palayam road (National Highways connecting Ko-
chi and Salem),” he says. Vehicle check points
were activated on the national highways and
State highways. The police were looking out for a
mid-size white car, but also for a container truck.

One of the many police barricades had been
erected at a bakery near the Komarapalayam
Junction, in Namakkal, about 220 km from Thris-
sur. Deputy Superintendent of Police P.M.
Imayavaramban, who was involved in the opera-
tion, says, “The driver slowed down, but when
we stopped the vehicle and asked him to open
the container, he accelerated and hit the barri-
cade.” A chase ensued, with the vehicle heading
towards the neighbouring district of Salem. “We
alerted the Sankari police in Salem,” he adds.

Sankari Deputy Superintendent of Police
(DSP) S. Raja explains that they got a call at 8:30
a.m. “Soon our personnel assembled before the
Sankari (Vaikundam) toll plaza and placed barri-
cades to stop the vehicle. But 500 meters before
the toll plaza, the truck turned right, again to-
wards the Komarapalayam Road,” he says. The
truck did this thrice, taking U-turns each time, he
adds. The armed police, on 10 bikes and four
two-wheelers, chased after it. 

On the last lap, the police decided to meet the
container truck head-on, and at Pachampalayam
near K.R.P. School, the police stopped the patrol
vehicle in the middle of the road and also asked a
trucker to block the road with them. The contain-
er truck driver swerved over the median, enter-
ing the ICL factory road and the Sankari-Pallipa-
layam State Highway. “The public and parents of
students also started to chase the vehicle along
with the police,” says K. Murugesan, Namakkal
District Crime Record Bureau (DCRB) DSP and
the investigation o�cer for this case.

People on the road get involved

P. Sivaraj, a Tamil Nadu State Transport Corpora-
tion driver, describes the event like a cinema
chase. He had driven his bike to Sankari to visit a
relative. “I thought the container truck had hit
some vehicles and was escaping from the police.
So, I immediately chased the truck on my bike,
along with the police,” he says. The police had
blocked the road at the Veppadai four-road junc-
tion in Namakkal district, he says.

The driver turned the vehicle into an Indian
Oil petrol bunk, about 300 meters from the Vep-
padai police station, at around 9:05 a.m. “There,
the truck stopped. I went near the vehicle, but
the driver suddenly moved the truck, and it hit
my bike. Thankfully I jumped and saved my life,”
Sivaraj says.

A. Prakasam, 38, runs a grocery shop at Vep-
padai that overlooks the petrol bunk. He says he
heard loud noises and came out to �nd the police
chasing the vehicle. “Fortunately, there were on-
ly a few vehicles at the bunk. Usually, it is very bu-
sy. After hitting two bikes and a car, the truck
went towards Sankari. All this happened in a cou-
ple of minutes,” he says. The other bike rider fell
on the road but got up just in time, or he would
have been under the wheels of the truck, he says.

At Sanniyasipatti, people hurled stones at the
truck in a frantic e�ort to stop it. Finally, when
the truck’s windscreen shattered, the driver
stopped, say police. “We surrounded the truck,
securing four people in the cabin. The driver,
who was the �fth, said two more people were in-
side the container. We thought they might have

guns and if we opened the container in the pre-
sence of the public, it would be a safety risk. So,
we asked the driver to move the vehicle to the
Veppadai police station.” The chase had lasted an
hour. But there was more.

On their way to the police station, near Thop-
pukadu in Paatharai panchayat, the inspector ac-
companying the driver allegedly heard noises
from within, and so asked him to open the con-
tainer door. The police say one person jumped
from the vehicle with a bag, while the driver at-
tacked the inspector. The two men allegedly ran
towards the �eld �anking the road. However, the
other person inside the container was caught.

When two members of the police force chased
after them, one of the men used a sharp hook to
attack one of them, police say. To protect his
teammate, the inspector allegedly �red two
rounds from his service revolver, injuring the sus-
pect, who was later identi�ed as 37-year-old Ju-
manuddin from Andhrola village, in Palwal dis-
trict of Haryana.

The inspector claims he warned the man who
had the bag, but he tried to get away, and two
more rounds were �red. The two were taken to
the Government Hospital, Pallipalayam, in a priv-
ate ambulance. Jumanuddin, the driver, was de-
clared dead on arrival and Mohammad Azru alias
Azar Ali, 30, from Bisru village in Nuh district,
went through an operation to amputate his leg.

The spot where the killing took place at Thop-
pukadu, about a kilometre from Veppadai police
station, is surrounded by lands populated with
bushes and trees. There is a dry water channel
that saw some of the action.

Director General of Police Shankar Jiwal, who
is in the Tamil Nadu police head o�ce, says, “We
are asking SBI to give us details of similar cases
since the modus operandi is clear.” He says this is
not the only gang operating in this way, and they
have put together a special team for the investiga-
tion. “We are also writing to DGPs of di�erent
States seeking details of cases of similar nature re-
ported in their States in the last one year.” 

Prep before the incident

The police say the investigation revealed the two
gang members arrived in Chennai by truck to of-
�oad some goods in the city. Three others came
by car and two took a �ight. They assembled in
Chennai about 15 days ago and moved in the
truck and the car up to Palakkad. Later they load-
ed the car into the truck using a ramp.

An o�cer says, “There was a hole under the
body of the truck so that they could jump out and
escape easily. If there had been a gap in our
chase, they may have escaped easily.” 

The gang operates between 2 a.m. and 5 a.m.
“The gang targeted a particular model of ATM
called Presto, which are vulnerable to heists,”
said Namakkal SP, Rajesh Kannan.

Police o�cers said these criminals hail from
Palwal and Mewat districts in Haryana. “One of
the accused men, Akram, had allegedly been in-
volved in seven break-in cases — four in Telanga-
na, where ₹74 lakh was stolen; and three in Telan-
gana, where ₹30 lakh was taken,” Kannan says.

Meanwhile in Haryana

While the police forces in Tamil Nadu and Kerala
congratulate each other on the cooperation, in
Haryana’s Palwal district, a video of the incident
went viral. Five of the men were from the district,
while two were from Bisru village.

In Andhrola village, where Jumanuddin’s body
was brought, anger churned. “My brother has
been driving commercial vehicles for a decade
but never has anyone raised any complaints
against him,” says Mohammad Mubaraq, adding
that he had done the Chennai route in the past,
and would do long distance trips at least thrice a
month. He says that there were no previous cri-
minal cases against him and that in all probabili-
ty, the gang who robbed the ATMs had rented his
vehicle for transportation. 

“When a vehicle is booked, how will the driver
know about what is being transported and who
had rented it,” says Arzida, Jumanuddin’s preg-
nant wife. The family accuses the police o�cers
in Chennai of conducting an ‘encounter’. Muba-
raq says he will �le a case against the wrongful
murder of his innocent brother. “He has �ve chil-
dren and was the sole breadwinner of his family,”
he says.

In Lacknakar village, Sayeda, 65, Mubaraq’s
mother, says he had met Jumanuddin at one of
Palwal’s driving schools. “He had hired him as
the second driver for ₹12,000-₹13,000. Apart
from that I know nothing else,” Sayeda says.

In Mallai village, Abdul Suban, 70, father of 23-
year-old Showkeen, who has been arrested, ex-
pressed disdain. “He has never been up to anyth-
ing productive in his life. After what he has done,
I want to disown him,” says the father, who works
as a truck driver. 

Shabeer, 26, a resident of Ghadavali village
and one of the accused, had a similar case of at-
tempted robbery of an ATM in Panipat and was
out on bail, says his 75-year-old single mother,
Jaibhuni. He had been working as a dairy farmer
in his uncle’s business and had left home telling
his family he was going to check rental spaces in
the capital to set up dairy stores. The family
learnt days later that he was one of the six arrest-
ed for robbing ATMs in the south, in Kerala.

With inputs from M.P. Praveen in Kerala, Sabari M. in Salem,

and Alisha Dutta in Haryana

sivaraman.rajasekaran@thehindu.co.in

Forensic experts collect evidence from a container truck at Veppadai in Tamil Nadu’s Namakkal district. The truck was allegedly used by the robbers who targeted ATMs in Kerala. E. LAKSHMI NARAYANAN 

The pre-dawn
heists in Kerala 
Seven men from Haryana allegedly broke into three ATMs in Kerala’s Thrissur area and stole ₹67 lakh. They

were chased across the border into Tamil Nadu, where the driver was killed and the rest taken into custody.

The capture shows the communication and cooperation between the two States and within districts as well,

�nds R. Sivaraman 

He has
never been
up to
anything
productive
in his life.
After what
he has done,
I want to
disown him

ABDUL SUBAN
Father of
Showkeen,
one of the accused

Police personnel brought the accused persons to the Kumarapalayam judicial

magistrate court, in Namakkal district. E. LAKSHMI NARAYANAN 

They had also carried out a similar operation
in Kannur in 2021, when three ATMs were
robbed in a span of about 45 minutes. Their
modus operandi involved using container
trucks to escape with the loot

ILANGO
District Police Chief (Thrissur City)



I
n the last three or four years, many
people in India have shifted from
bank deposits to mutual funds.
This did show up as a rise in the
assets under management (AUM)

with the mutual funds but not as a fall in
the level of bank deposits. This is because
the deposits merely shift from the
accounts of the bank customers to the
bank accounts of the mutual funds, and
then from there to other bank accounts.
This process goes on.

The aggregate bank deposits stay on;
these cannot fall even if there is a lower
demand in this context! This has become
a familiar narrative. While the above
narrative can be useful as a starting point,
it is not the complete story. And, given the
incompleteness, the story can even get
misleading. It is important then to
complete the story.

This is where we come to some very
interesting economics and data. Though
in the case under consideration, the level
of the deposits does not fall, that level of
deposits is on a time path of deposits, and
the time path can get relatively flat. In
other words, there can be a decline in the
rate of growth of deposits.

And, the rate of growth of
inflation-adjusted deposits can decline
even more, if the inflation rate gets higher
than it was previously. But how can all this
possibly happen?

PREFERENCE SHIFT

Due to a shift in asset preferences, there is
an excess of deposits relative to the

demand. Next, observe that bank
deposits are, by definition, a part of the
money in circulation. It follows now
that we have excess money in the
economy! This is what economists
would call excess endogenous money. It
arises from within the economy; it has
not been issued or induced by the
central bank.

However, like an increase in
exogenous money, the endogenously
created excess money too can be
inflationary, if there is no intervention.
It is, however, reasonable to expect that
the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) would
intervene.

How? In the normal course, the RBI
keeps on increasing the reserve money
(or base money) every now and then to
meet the needs of the economy in which
the nominal GDP is rising. But given the
excess money in circulation within the
economy, the RBI can deal with the
situation by decreasing the rate of
growth of reserve money from outside
to deal with the situation.

Given the relationship between the
reserve money issued by the RBI, and
the money in circulation with the
public, the slower expansion of reserve
money by the RBI can, in turn, slow
down the rate of growth of money in
circulation in the economy. And, since
money in circulation includes bank

deposits, the rate of growth of deposits
too can get slowed down on the supply
side.

We can return to the main argument
now. While the existing bank deposits in
the economy cannot fall even though
there is a preference shift away from
deposits, the additional bank deposits
on the supply side can be less than what
these would have been otherwise. This
helps in adjusting to a relatively lower
demand for bank deposits, which is the
starting point of the analysis here.

If the RBI adequately decreases the
rate of growth of reserve money, and
nothing else changes, then the story of
adjustment more or less ends there.
However, if the RBI does not adequately
decrease the rate of growth of reserve
money, then obviously there will be
some excess money in circulation. And,
this can actually lead to higher inflation
rate to some extent.

INFLATION FACTOR

The higher inflation rate can, in turn,
tilt the time path of real deposits
downwards. This change in the path of
real deposits is the second part of the
adjustment to the shift in preferences
from banks to mutual funds. 

The first part of the adjustment,
which we saw earlier, is the downward
tilt in the path of nominal deposits. It
will help to elaborate on how higher
inflation can come about. Higher
inflation can, under the circumstances
considered here, happen in two possible
ways.

First, the excess money in circulation
can sustain cost-push inflation due to
the higher food prices in the economy.

Second, the excess money can cause
higher demand-pull inflation; think of
“too much money chasing too few

goods”. The rate of growth of reserve
money has come down from more than
10 per cent to nearly 5 per cent in the
last four years.

Even so, the average inflation rate in
the last 4-5 years has been more than 1
percentage higher than in the previous
few years. All this is still not the
complete story. There has been yet
another very important development.
Currency as a percentage of deposits
has fallen from 17 per cent to 15.1 per
cent from October 2022 to September
2024.

Relatedly, the money multiplier has
risen from 5.2 to 5.6. So, the money
supply and bank deposits would, ceteris
paribus, rise. But all other things did not
remain equal! There was a shift from
banks to mutual funds — the main story
here. So, there were two counteracting
forces — a rise in the path of deposits
due to the reduced demand for
currency, and a fall in the path of
deposits due to a shift from banks to
mutual funds. The result is that overall
the time path of deposits has actually
not shifted substantially and
consistently.

The RBI is not responsible for this; it
has merely responded to the economic
conditions. To conclude, due to a shift
in preferences from bank deposits to
mutual funds, the level of bank deposits
does not fall but the path of bank
deposits can adjust downwards in
nominal terms and possibly a little more
in real terms. This adjustment
mechanism has been very much at work
but it has been, in practice, countered by
some other changes like the demand for
currency in the economy.

The writer is an independent economist and former
visiting professor, Ashoka University

From deposits to
mutual funds:
The big picture

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

The first part of the
adjustment mechanism is
the downward tilt in the
path of nominal deposits.
The second part is the
shift in preferences from
banks to mutual funds

MONEY MATTERS. A shift in asset preferences does not lead to
overall decline in bank deposits. But their rate of growth can change
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F
or the 90-member Haryana Assembly which
goes to polls on Saturday, a bipolar contest
has emerged between the incumbent BJP

and the Congress. Regional parties and alliances —
including former Deputy Chief Minister in the BJP
government Dushyant Chautala’s Jannanayak
Janata Party (JJP) which has tied up with
Chandrashekhar Azad’s Azad Samaj Party (Kanshi
Ram); the Indian National Lok Dal (INLD) which has
a tie up with the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP); besides
the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), the Communist Party
of India (Marxist) — have not really made much
headway in this election; it is entirely split between
the BJP and the Congress.

The BJP is defending its 10-year rule with
a fresh face in Nayab Singh Saini as the
Chief Minister, a manoeuvre attempted
before the Lok Sabha elections to dilute the
rumblings of anti-incumbency associated
with former CM Manohar Lal Khattar. Saini
carries no baggage and symbolises the BJP’s
strategy to consolidate the OBC vote which
comprises roughly one-third of the
electorate in the State. However, it worked
only partially in the Lok Sabha elections
where, after the sweep of all the 10
parliamentary seats in the 2019 elections,
the BJP came down to five seats in this
year’s general elections. 

An important statistic in understanding
the ongoing poll battle in Haryana is that
when the BJP won 10 Lok Sabha seats in the
2019 general elections, it had led in a
staggering 79 Assembly segments out of the
total 90. But just five months later, during
the 2019 assembly polls, this tally came
down and the BJP could secure only 40
seats, six short of the majority mark. It
made up the shortfall by tying up with the
JJP which won 10 seats in the 2019
Assembly polls. This time, in the Lok Sabha
polls, the BJP won five parliamentary seats
and led in 42 Assembly segments.

The situation on the ground is
challenging for the ruling party. There are
three dominant issues in the Haryana
elections — Kisan (farmer), Jawan
(soldier) and pehelwan (wrestlers). The
State was the epicentre of the year-long
farmers’ movement in 2020-21 and another
wave recently when the farmers gathered at
the Shambhu border between Punjab and
Haryana, demanding legalised MSP.
Manohar Lal Khattar described them as
“fake” farmers out to destabilise the BJP, a
remark that has hurt sentiments in
Haryana. The Agniveer scheme is also a
burning topic in a State which has just over
2 per cent of India’s population but
comprises a major chunk of the Army’s
ground force. The scheme is unpopular
among the youth which looks at the Army
as a provider of permanent jobs. Finally,
there is much heartburn in the State against
the BJP’s inaction vis-a-vis its former MP
Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh who, as
president of the Wrestling Federation of
India, was accused by women wrestlers of
sexual harassment. The BJP is feeling the
heat in Haryana — notwithstanding the
infighting in Congress. 

Churn in Haryana 
BJP defends 10-year rule against resurgent Congress 

SATURDAY - OCTOBER 5, 2024

Midair fear
This refers to “Middle Seat blues”
(October 4). The article touches
upon a much neglected and little
discussed behavioural malaise —
women’s fears while seated between
two males on a flight. 
Now there are rules for penalising
erring passengers, but fears prevail.
Such conduct also shows that a
male’s class or financial status has
nothing to do with his sexist attitude.
IndiGo’s move to enhance women's
security is welcome. Airline owners
may consider reserving some seats
for women if required, at an extra
charge. They may consider some
non-financial incentive for

passengers who agree to o�er their
seat to women.
This should not detract our concern
from men going unpunished for their
behaviour.
YG Chouksey
Pune

Youth internship
This refers to the news report ‘PM
Internship Scheme for youth kicks
o�’ (October 4). A nation's growth
hinges on its capacity to create jobs
on a sustained basis. 
The PM Internship Scheme rolled
out by the BJP-led government is
welcome as it aims to create one
crore youth internships in five years. 

The new scheme will enhance the
skills of the youth and make them
employable. ‘Employability’ not only
gives confidence to job-seekers, but
also leads to economic growth. 
S Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai

Non-tari� barriers
Apropos Editorial ‘Green Game’
(October 4), the deferment of
implementation of European Union
Deforestation Regulations (EUDR)
by a year has given temporary relief
to exporters from India, Brazil, China,
Malaysia and Indonesia. 
The provisions of EUDR insist that
the EU importers along with their

supply chain partners must have
proper systems to establish last mile
traceability in ensuring that the listed
export items such as co�ee, cocoa,
soyabean, paper, paperboard,
oilcake, wood, palm oil, leather and
bovine meat should not have led to
deforestation of land after
December 2020. 
The EU acts like a rule maker and
protector of the global environment.
A year ago, it introduced Carbon
Border Adjustment Mechanism
(CBAM) on many vital products such
as iron, steel, cement, fertilizers,
aluminium, and hydrogen and now
comes the EUDR. 
The EU must come out openly with

actions taken in mitigating the
climate challenges within their
territory and its contributions made
to the Climate Mitigation Fund in
helping the poorer countries in
tackling the mitigation crisis. 
Such hard provisions adversely
impact the trade of several countries
including India whose exports to the
EU is valued at $1.3 billion. 
Proving last mile traceability in a
short span of a year would be
practically an impossible task as it
would raise several operational
challenges in micro mapping of
details.
RV Baskaran
Chennai
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T
he last few weeks have been
action-packed for the Malayalam
film industry. The Kerala

government had constituted the Justice
Hema Committee in 2017 to examine
issues of sexual harassment and other
grievances in the Malayalam film
industry. The Hema Committee Report
(Hema Report) released by the Kerala
government last month uncovers
disturbing details about sexual
harassment and other challenges faced
by women in the Malayalam film
industry. The report triggered strong
reactions across the country.

The Hema Report highlighted the
open secret of casting couch in the
industry. This is not unique to the
Malayalam film industry and is prevalent
across the entertainment industry in
India and overseas. 

The Sexual Harassment of Women at
Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and
Redressal) Act, 2013 (POSH Act) was
enacted to prevent sexual abuse of
women at workplaces. POSH Act
provides for the setting up of an Internal
Committee (IC) at every workplace to
investigate matters of sexual
harassment. However, as the Hema
Report uncovered, setting up an IC may

be futile as its members could be
influenced or coerced.

While workplaces in India are
required to have policies in place against
sexual harassment, women seldom use
them to complain for fear of reprisals,
the stigma associated, etc. Those who
finally do gather the courage often end
up weighed down by years of legal
process and career stagnation.

WHAT’S THE SOLUTION?

The one immediate solution is that the
POSH laws are strictly implemented.
The entertainment industry has been a
laggard as producers and production
houses often evade accountability by
claiming that the nature of their
contracts and the absence of a clear-cut
workplace exempts them from POSH
laws.

The term ‘workplace’ is not restricted
to only a traditional workplace such as
an o�ce. On the contrary, film
production sets or units, temporary as
well as permanent, are covered under
the ambit of a workplace. Workplace
also includes any place outside the
movie set such as co�ee shops, bars,
make-up rooms, houses and the virtual
world. If harassment occurs during a
shoot, the principal employer (generally
the producer or co-producers
collectively) is liable to conduct an
enquiry under POSH laws.

In 2022, in response to a series of
Public Interest Litigations, the Kerala
High Court observed, in the context of
the movie industry, that the production
unit of each film serves as the workplace
for the individuals involved. Each
production unit must establish an IC if
they employ 10 or more workers. If the
number of workers is less than 10, such
workers are entitled to lodge complaints
with the Local Committee set up in
every district to investigate matters of
sexual harassment under the POSH
laws.

Further, the aggrieved woman can
also file a police complaint where the
alleged misconduct constitutes an
o�ense under criminal laws or the

Information Technology Act, 2000,
ensuring that both civil and criminal
remedies are pursued for justice.

It can be concluded that law will only
be able to protect women, and women
will only feel empowered to speak up,
when the law is implemented at every
workplace and there is speedy
prosecution of those involved in acts of
sexual harassment. 

In most cases, either no action is
taken against the perpetrators, or they
are released on bail in a matter of weeks
or less or allowed a free run until their
anticipatory bail pleas are allowed by
courts, and the complainant is subjected
to vicious online attacks, especially if she
is a prominent figure. 

Bringing transparency to reports such
as the Hema Report and taking swift
action through fast-track courts is the
only way to instil fear in the minds of the
perpetrators. Further, as highlighted in
the Hema Report, the conditions of
work need to improve for women and
basic facilities like changing rooms, rest
rooms and toilets, secure transport
facilities must be provided at every
workplace.

We cannot let go the opportunity that
the brave whistleblowers have presented
to us for a clean-up of the system. 

Vaidyanathan is Managing Partner; Singh is Partner,
BTG Advaya

Looking beyond the Hema Committee report

Ramesh K Vaidyanathan
Mansi Singh

HEMA PANEL. Demand for justice

Implementation of POSH Act through fast-track courts and clarity on ‘workplace’ in the film industry, are ways forward 
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Off the beaten tram track
EYE CULTURE 
KANIKA DATTA 

 

I
n Calcutta, before it became 
Kolkata, the electric tram 
governed the rhythms of my 

childhood home. Living on a main 
road bisected by a tramline, the 
sounds of the day started with the 
clatter of the first tram at first light 
merging with the sound of the 
muezzin’s call from the nearby 
mosque. At the end of the day, it 
was possible to set the clock by the 
time of the last tram of the day 
thundering by to the nearby depot 
at 11.30 pm. Through the day, the 
tinkle of the conductor’s bell and 
the rattle of the carriages formed a 
reassuring background riff. Over 
the years, we never failed to derive 
amusement from the alarm of 
first-time visitors who felt the 
drawing room tremble every time 
a tram went by. 

Yet those who lived near tram 
lines never considered trams noisy 
or intrusive. Through the city, 
especially in the congested north, 
they were as much part of the city’s 
daily culture as its quirky humour 
and work-to-rule principles. Now, 
with the state government 
announcing its decision to 
eliminate tram services, a network 
that has shrunk rapidly since the 
nineties, fleeting images come to 
mind. Of the conductor wielding 
with practised ease a long bamboo 
pole stored in the rear carriage to 
hook back the wheeled loop 

connecting the tram to the electric 
line above, a frequent daily 
occurrence that stalled trams on the 
tracks; or the terrified expression of 
men who mistakenly boarded the 
ladies’ compartment and had to 
endure till the next stop glares that 
would make Attila quake; the 
scuffed wooden fittings of the 
oldest trams with brass plates 
declaring that Calcutta Tramways 
was registered in London; and the 
clipped accent of the commentator 
on a surprisingly well-curated 
tourist tram trip (which the 
government plans to retain). 

Few remember that Calcutta 
Tramways was listed on the London 
Stock exchange till the late sixties, 
after which it was nationalised. It 
was unclear if the service ever 
earned the state government 
revenue; absurdly low fares and the 
increasingly ramshackle 
appearance of the tramcars suggest 
not. Still, the company did retain 
upscale auditors Lovelock & Lewes 
at one time. Pramod Bhasin, once 
chief executive officer of GE Capital, 
had worked in the Calcutta office 
and remembers doing the audit for 
Calcutta Tramways, which involved 
reconciling hundreds of thousands 
of ticket stubs with ledger entries. “I 
think everybody should go through 
something like that at least once in 
his life,” he joked.   

In a distracted way, Calcuttans 
were proud of their trams. Now the 
prospect of an imminent demise 
has mobilised the citizenry to 
protest. Though the objections are 

focused on urban nostalgia with 
histories of the service proliferating 
in the media, the bigger concern 
should be the link between mass 
transport solutions and urban 
pollution. Ironically, a state that was 
considered forward-thinking has 
been dismantling its tram network 
even as more countries are 
embracing trams as a mass 
transport solution to urban 
pollution. Europe, for instance, has 
tramway systems only a little 
younger than Calcutta’s. Unlike 
Calcutta, those cities have regularly 
upgraded them so that the clunky 
monsters of yesteryear have 
metamorphosed into sleek, 
noiseless wagons running on 
double connectors so that the 
dangers of disconnecting from the 
overhead electric line are 
eliminated. The old city of Istanbul, 
for example, adopted trams in the 
nineties as a means of preserving its 
monuments from fuel-spewing 
tourist buses around Sultanahmet 
Square, where the sound of the first 
sleek tram whizzing by at dawn and 
the muezzin’s call provoked much 
nostalgia. China’s urban 
administrations started adding 
trams to their cities from the second 
decade of the 21st century, 
displaying a prescient 
understanding of their potential. In 
India, electric cars and buses and 
capital-intensive metro systems are 
seen as solutions to urban pollution; 
trams, a knowhow that we have 
possessed for a century, are being 
relegated to the museums.  
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S
earching for writings on the wall in this 
edition of state elections in Haryana, 
you’d be struck by what isn’t to be seen 

there. Or what almost isn’t: The face and name 
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Nor even 
promises from him. No Modi ki Guarantee, no 
Modi ka bharosa. 

The party’s campaign tagline is, “Bharosa dil 
se, BJP phir se” (Trust your hearts, bring the BJP 
to power again). That’s a bit prosaic, given the 
high standard the BJP sets for itself in coining 
slogans. Plus, it doesn’t rhyme. Or, as a gaggle of 
young karyakartas tell me on the sidelines of a 
modest rally in a banquet hall, “Tuk bhi nahin 
milti” (It doesn’t even rhyme properly). 

The most striking discordant note on the 
walls, however, isn’t poetic, but visual. It isn’t 
as if Mr Modi is entirely missing. It is just that 
his image isn’t the lead picture in any of the 
party’s posters or campaign stationery. The 
lead picture is mostly that of the candidate in 
a constituency. 

In the top right corner, in 
slightly smaller size, is the 
bearded face of Chief Minister 
Nayab Singh Saini, sworn in 
just a month before the general 
elections in April, as the party 
belatedly realised how unpop-
ular its two-term chief minis-
ter, Manohar Lal Khattar, had 
become. Cheek by jowl with Mr 
Saini is a face most of us won’t 
recognise. At least I didn’t. I’d 
also say in my defence that 
when I asked a dozen people at 
BJP rallies and street proces-
sions, nobody was able to name 
this particular notable. 

A more senior campaign manager helped. 
This is Mohan Lal Badoli. And who’s he? He is 
the state chief, appointed in a belated attempt 
at damage control after the Lok Sabha setback, 
when the BJP lost five of the 10 Haryana seats. 
Among the losers was Mr Badoli himself, from 
Sonipat. The only reason he was elevated was 
his caste: Brahmin. 

After two terms in power without needing 
to underline its loyal caste coalitions, the BJP 
is now back to the basics. Upper castes and 
Punjabis (many of them from families of 
Partition refugees) are its mainstay. They are 
also the most numerous along the Grand Trunk 
Road, where the most urbanised constituencies 
lie and where the BJP won most of its seats in 
the 2014 and 2019 Assembly polls. This zone 
also has the smallest percentage of Jats, who 
the party has alienated. 

For it to have any chance of winning a third 
term, or collecting enough seats to achieve a 
hung Assembly in which to play, it must max 
out along the G T Road. 

 

In the 2014 and 2019 elections, both for the 
Lok Sabha and the Assembly, the BJP didn’t 

need to flaunt its caste base. It could take that 
for granted as long as the two other factors 
worked: Hinduised nationalism and the pow-
erful draw of Narendra Modi’s name. These 
were synonymous. This is why the BJP won a 
majority, with 47 seats in a House of 90 in 
2014. To understand why this was so dra-
matic, we need to note that the party’s pre-
vious highest tally was just 16 seats in 1987, 
most of which were won in urban constit-
uencies along the G T Road. 

It was the rise of Narendra Modi that won 
the BJP rural Haryana, especially its Jats. They 
might constitute only about 22 per cent of the 

vote, but as you’d expect, given 
their political and social dom-
ination, they punch way above 
their weight. This metaphor is 
particularly apt in this land of 
contact sport: Boxing and 
wrestling. 

At some point, the BJP got 
ahead of itself and decided it 
could do without the Jats. In 
its first term, the community 
was sidelined. In the second, 
it was outsourced to coalition 
partner Dushyant Chautala, 
one of the great-grandsons of 
Devi Lal, who had split from 

his jailed grandfather Om 
Prakash Chautala’s Indian National Lok Dal 
(INLD) to launch his own Jannayak Janta 
Party (JJP). 

That move has bombed and the Jats, furious 
at this denial of pre-eminence, have moved to 
the Congress, especially its leader Bhupinder 
Singh Hooda. This showed in the 2024 Lok 
Sabha results, as the BJP lost all predominantly 
Jat/rural/Dalit seats but managed to win most 
urban seats. Notably, it lost both seats reserved 
for Scheduled Castes. Rural Haryana, Jats and 
Dalits no longer seem to be in Modi’s thrall. 

 

This is what the party is now acknowledging 
in this campaign’s most important writing 

on the wall. On banners, the candidate’s picture 
dominates, with the chief minister and party 
chief’s images coming next. Modi’s face is 
among the smallest. Not just that, he is just the 
first in a series of 10 tiny mugshots at the top 

left. I recognised the first four and the sixth, 
and with some effort, the fifth. But for the rest, 
I had to ask for help. If you were a candidate in 
the Haryana Civil Services examination and 
were asked to name the last six of these 10, you 
might flunk too. 

Let’s list them: Modi, party chief J P Nadda, 
former chief minister and now Cabinet minis-
ter Manohar Lal Khattar, Cabinet minister and 
Haryana election-in-charge Dharmendra 
Pradhan, former Tripura chief minister and 
Haryana election co-in-charge Biplab Deb, and 
the state in-charge, prominent Rajasthan leader 
Satish Poonia. For the remaining four, I needed 
the help of our senior associate editor and 
Haryana expert, Sushil Manav, but the names 
don’t matter. 

One is a former Lok Sabha MP, not fielded 
this May but a Punjabi; the second, a Rajya 
Sabha MP from across the Yamuna in UP, called 
in here to rally his Gujjar caste votes; the third 
is a functionary of the state Mahila Morcha, 
mostly unknown but a Baniya, and the fourth 
an equally nondescript district office-bearer of 
the BJP. It is in this series of notables that Mr 
Modi’s face, in his current favourite cap, fea-
tures. It’s almost as if you want to protect him 
from any adverse outcome in this election, and 
yet want votes in his name. Shall we then sug-
gest a name for this campaign: Modi bachao, 
Modi jitao (Shield Modi but make Modi win)? 

All that was essential to Haryana politics 
but was superseded by the overwhelming 
power of Mr Modi is now back: Caste, dynasty, 
and defection. In 2014, watching the burst of 
Modi-led aspiration and confidence, I had said 
that Haryana voters might have put identity 
behind them. As you should expect in what 
was India’s richest state with a population 
above 2.5 million. That idea lasted exactly a 
decade. It has now ended with the relative fad-
ing of the Modi power. 
 

T
he BJP has appointed a Brahmin chief, 
a recent electoral loser, in a state where 
Brahmins make up just 7.5 per cent of 

the population. In fact, 11 of its 90 candidates 
are Brahmins — shore up your own base when 
you can’t be sure of the others. Two small coali-
tions have come up, each including one of 
India’s most prominent Dalit leaders: Chandra 
Shekhar Azad with Dushyant Chautala and 
Mayawati with Dushyant’s uncle Abhay’s 
INLD. You might want to discount conspiracy 
theories, but any votes these tiny and unlikely 
Jat-Dalit coalitions pick up will be to the 
Congress’s cost. The fight now can be defined 
as between the BJP’s anti-Jat coalition and the 
Congress playing down the Jat domination 
that urban castes fear. Putting a benign, friend-
lier Hooda in front is critical to that. 

This is excerpted from #WritingsOnTheWall.   

By special arrangement with ThePrint
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G
iven that Kamala Harris is run-
ning for the world’s most power-
ful elected office, it’s no surprise 

to see voters and pundits commenting 
on her “power moves” and “boss energy.” 
What’s remarkable is that they mean it 
as a compliment. That’s a far cry from 
the experience of many women — in pol-
itics and beyond — who have dared to 
assert themselves. 

It’s even a far cry from Ms Harris’s 
experience four years ago. In the 
crowded Democratic presidential pri-
mary field of 2020, she and other female 
candidates were mostly criticised for 
lacking warmth. When she joined Joe 
Biden’s ticket, the warmer Ms Harris 
seemed, the more positive impressions 
people formed of her. But overall, people 
viewed her primarily as assertive and 
ambitious. Attempts to soften her image, 
such as the “We did it, Joe” video clip 
that the campaign released after the elec-

tion was called for Mr Biden, were some-
times mocked for seeming contrived. 

Seeking power has always been a mad-
dening tightrope walk for women. Show 
up as too dominant and they’re seen as 
cold; reveal too much vulnerability (or, 
God forbid, cry) and they seem weak. Over 
time Ms Harris has figured out how to 
navigate these double standards, and her 
playbook may help other women do it, too. 

One of the clearest markers of her 
evolution as a candidate has been her 
ability to convey both strength and sym-
pathy, and in ways that come across as 
authentic. An early triumph came during 
the 2020 vice-presidential debate. When 
Mike Pence interrupted her, Ms Harris 
didn’t get flustered — and she didn’t get 
steamrolled, either. She stood firm and 
said: “I’m speaking.” But then she soft-
ened that power move. 

Ms Harris prefaced a strong interjec-
tion with a respectful honorific: “Mr Vice 
President, I’m speaking.” Next, she 
smiled warmly, tilted her head and nod-

ded. She tempered her statement with a 
polite tag question: “I’m speaking, K?” 

Psychologists find that these kinds of 
adjustments can make strong language 
more palatable and more persuasive. 
With both verbal and nonverbal cues, 
Ms. Harris played up her warmth without 
compromising her toughness. Four years 
later, “I’m speaking” is still a rallying cry 
among her supporters — Donald Trump 
even tried to co-opt it during his recent 
debate with her. 

Now, in her second attempt at the 
Oval Office, Ms Harris has continued to 
balance forcefulness with friendliness. 
Think about how she started that debate: 
She strutted across the stage, introduced 
herself and shook her opponent’s hand. 
That boss move was a way of unilaterally 
setting the terms of engagement.  

In a similar vein, Ms Harris tends to 
begin pivotal communications with 
praise for others. When Mr Biden 
announced his withdrawal from the race 
in July, her statement to a nation that did-

n’t know her very well led with gratitude 
to her boss: “I thank Joe Biden for his 
extraordinary leadership as President of 
the United States and for his decades of 
service to our country.” It wasn’t until two 
days later that she highlighted her own 
record. Research suggests that this “dual 
promotion” of herself and Mr Biden is an 
effective way to convey both competence 
and care, circumventing the gender 
stereotypes that punish women for any-
thing that smacks of self-promotion. 

Ms Harris has managed to display 
warmth even when anger would be a rea-
sonable response. When Mr Trump 
claimed that she had only recently 
decided she was Black, she could have 
taken umbrage; instead, her tone was 
sorrowful. With a softened voice, she 
labelled it a “tragedy” that a presidential 
candidate would attempt to “use race to 
divide the American people.” 

People tend to associate male anger 
with power and competence — but if it’s a 
woman who’s expressing that emotion, 

she is likely to be dismissed as “hysterical.” 
The risk of backlash is even more extreme 
if a Black woman dares to be incensed: 
She’s perceived as downright hostile and 
penalised by being deemed unfit to lead.  

At the other end of the emotional spec-
trum, Ms Harris’s laugh has been front 
and centre this election season. Although 
Mr Trump has criticised it, it’s generally 
working for her — and science can explain 
why. Looking at people’s faces, we make 
judgements of their warmth and compe-
tence within a tenth of a second. You can 
probably guess the results: Whereas men 
are rewarded for looking tough, women 
are judged more favourably when their 
faces convey compassion and support. 

In an analysis of the 2020 election, 
people who saw Ms Harris’s face as “fem-
inine” were more likely to support her.  

Jokes do, too. During the debate, she 
quipped that “Donald Trump was fired by 
81 million people,” making light of the 
irony that he rose to fame by doing the fir-
ing. Humour turns out to be a useful tool 

for gaining influence — especially for 
women, as long as the humour isn’t at 
their own expense. Psychologists find that 
when leaders make self-deprecating jokes, 
we judge them as more capable if they’re 
men but less capable if they’re women.  

But all these strategies have limits. 
Some voters are frustrated that Ms Harris 
is offering them more sweet childhood 
stories than concrete plans. As she has 
leaned hard into establishing her relat-
ability, she has sometimes sacrificed clar-
ity about her policies. To sustain her 
momentum, she may need to devote as 
much time to her vision as her likeability. 

Of course, she doesn’t have to do it 
alone. When Ms Harris was disparaged 
as a childless cat lady, it was her hus-
band’s ex-wife who came to her defence. 
We want to live in a world where women 
don’t have to balance so precariously on 
a tightrope to leadership. But even if 
these complex biases and pitfalls vanish, 
projecting care along with competence 
will still be a winning combination — for 
women as well as for men. 

©2024 The New York Times News Service

W
hy do political parties split 
— or stay together? For 
most of us, the obvious 

and intuitive approach to party pol-
itics is the following: Parties repre-
sent a relatively cohesive bloc of 
voters who are aligned by material 
interest, or regional or community 
consciousness, or economic ideo-
logy. When the interests of some of 
these voters diverge from others, 
then parties split. If there is space in 
the polity for an additional party, 
then both survive. Otherwise, only 
one does. 

The British parliamentary sys-
tem, the ancestor of most other 
legislatures, demonstrates this quite 
effectively. There is space for two 
large parties and one or two smaller 
ones in the mainstream of English 
(and therefore British) politics, 
alongside three regional parties rep-
resenting the smaller nations in the 
United Kingdom. Parties — particu-
larly the Labour Party — have split 
in the past few decades. In the last 
decade alone, some prominent cen-

trists abandoned Labour during 
the years the left was in the ascen-
dant in the party, and created a 
new bloc. It did not survive. A pre-
vious generation of centrists split 
off in the early 1980s to create the 
Social Democratic Party, which 
eventually had to merge into the 
third-party Liberals to create 
today’s Liberal Democrats. These 
cleavages were driven by clear 
ideological differences and are rel-
atively easy to understand. 

But other polities can be dramat-
ically different. Consider Ireland, 
where power has been divided for 
decades between two parties -- but 
which barely seem to have any ideo-
logical differences. Both Fianna Fail 
and Fine Gael are right-of-centre; 
their differences were born a cen-
tury ago and now — to unsmiling, 
non-Irish eyes — appear not to be 
large enough to sustain a two-party 
polity. Unsurprisingly, a third 
entrant — left-wing populist Sinn 
Fein — is now large enough to chal-
lenge the centre-right duopoly. 

This week I was reminded of the 
puzzling nature of party politics 
when Japan was informed it had a 
new Prime Minister, following a 
bruising campaign within the ruling 
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). The 
right-wing LDP has been dominant 
in post-War Japanese politics, with 
the Opposition barely getting a few 
short spells in power. Absurdly, 
however, intra-LDP politics can be 
every bit as bruising and bitter, if not 
more, than inter-party politics. The 
party even has, or had, an organised 

system of “factions” often associ-
ated with specific ideologies and 
personalities. These factions have 
their own histories, divisions — and 
scandals. To non-Japanese eyes, it 
is as if there are two different party 
systems here — an uncompetitive, 
formal system for elections to the 
Diet, and a competitive but informal 
system within the LDP that deter-
mines which faction is dominant. 

Why the LDP has not split, or 
why any breakaway factions have 
not coalesced into a “normal” two-
party polity, is hard to understand 
outside Japan. Certainly, it has had 
major crises — during the “40-day 
war” in the 1970s one faction barri-
caded itself within party head-
quarters — but it has remained a 
single, formal bloc and politically 
dominant through all of them. 

In some sense, for Indian eyes 
this system is as if the Indian 
National Congress (INC) had never 
split in the 1960s, and replaced its 
post-Indira Gandhi framework with 
a factional system in which various 
successors of the Syndicate leaders 
competed to win the favour of party 
members. It is not impossible to 
imagine this, but it is not clear how 
it could have been stable for dec-
ades. The split of the dominant 
party of the freedom movement a 
few decades after its purpose was 
achieved, and the rise of alternatives 
— representing the dominant small 
landowning castes (Janata and its 
successors) or Hindu nationalism 
(the Bharatiya Janata Party, or the 
BJP) and finally regional aspirations 

(the Dravidian parties and the 
Trinamool) — seem almost inevita-
ble to us. 

A natural experiment on such 
inevitability is occurring in South 
Africa. The African National 
Congress (ANC) — which shares 
multiple similarities with the INC in 
its origins, purposes, organisation, 
and fuzzy ideological nature — is 
convulsed with internal tension. A 
former leader, Jacob Zuma, has 
created a powerful breakaway party, 
which has a populist agenda at odds 
with that of the grandees who 
remain in control of the official 
ANC. Blocs within the ANC — eco-
nomic nationalists, pro-business 
moderates, and others — have dif-
ferent visions of the country’s 
future. Ethnic and regional parties 
—representing the Zulu ethnicity, 
or drawing strength from more 
English-speaking and White-dom-
inated parts of the country such as 
the Cape Province — are growing in 
power as local challengers or 
influential coalition partners. 

India, it seemed for a while, was 
going in the opposite direction. We 
were promised a “Congress-mukt 
Bharat”, indeed an Opposition-free 
polity, and it really seemed that was 
achievable. But it seems countries 
like Japan are unique. People want 
party politics even if the differences 
between the parties are slight, as in 
Ireland. A one-party BJP-dom-
inated polity would merely have 
opened up space for splits within 
the new establishment, the way the 
Congress of old disintegrated.

WRITINGS ON THE 
WALL 
SHEKHAR GUPTA

T
he pager and walkie-talkie 
explosions in Lebanon on 
two days in mid-September 

added a new and very scary 
dimension to the conflict in West 
Asia. At least 40 people died, and 
thousands were injured. It was 
perhaps a matter of luck that none 
of the compromised devices were 
on an aircraft in flight.  

According to reports, 
Hezbollah had started to use 
pagers and walkie-talkies around 
February 2024, suspecting that 
Israeli security agencies were 
monitoring cell phone networks.  

The pagers in question were 
branded as Made-in-Taiwan, by a 
Taiwanese company, Gold Apollo. 
But they were “manufactured” by 
another entity, BAC Consulting, 
which is based in Hungary. Both 
BAC and the Hungarian govern-
ment claim the devices were 
actually made by somebody else 
and merely marketed by BAC.  

The New York Times says an 
Israeli agency set up a manufac-
turing unit and inserted plastic 
explosives into the devices. Gold 
Apollo says the financial transac-
tions between Hungary and 
Taiwan pertaining to the pager 
were routed through financial 
entities in West Asia.  

In this case (and with the wal-
kie-talkies, which have similarly 

complicated provenance), the 
supply chain was obviously infil-
trated by a malicious actor. But the 
supply chain and transaction 
chain is typical of many types of 
normal transborder arrangements 
in a globalised economy. 

Company A, based in one 
nation, may sell products  in many 
other nations, while sourcing com-
ponents from multiple places and 
assembling them elsewhere. The 
pertinent intellectual property or 
properties may also be spread 
across many jurisdictions.  

It all boils down to cost and 
logistics. Labour may be cheaper 
in one country, while another may 
offer better economies of scale for 
certain components, with R&D 
taking place elsewhere. 
Transhipment costs, tax and tariff 
rates, and trade agreements also 
come into the picture.  

India, for example, is trying to 
move up the value chain with the 
manufacture of electronics, tele-
com networking equipment, and 
other items, using production-
linked incentives, and other pol-
icy sweeteners. In automobiles, 
India is a major global export hub, 
with some companies looking 
only at vehicle exports from their 
India facilities.  

While the entities based in India 
source many components domesti-
cally, many more components are 
also imported from multiple places, 
with the final turn of the screw-
driver applied by desi labour.  

It makes for economic effi-
ciency. But it also means compo-
nents arriving from all over the 
place for assembly, with some of 
those components themselves 
assembled from parts sourced 
elsewhere. A Korean component 
may have sub-components 
sourced from Thailand or 
Vietnam. In addition, it may make 
sense to route marketing for these 

through entities parked elsewhere.  
Since a modern consumer elec-

tronics item, a car, or network equip-
ment may have thousands of com-
ponents, it’s almost impossible to 
untangle the supply chains.  

The global economy took a 
massive hit during Covid because 
of this entanglement. While there 
was famously a global shortage of 
semiconductors (chips), and of 
bulk drugs, other industrial items 
were randomly in short supply 
because one place or another from 
where those items were sourced 
was in lockdown.  

A further complication is caused 
by the embedding of chips and sen-
sors into all sorts of “smart stuff”. 
Chips are literally there in every-
thing, and as the Internet of Things  
becomes more common, chips are 
proliferating exponentially.  

Chips are run by embedded 
software, which is impossible to 
decipher or alter in most cases. So, 
there may be backdoors or mali-
cious code wired into them, which 
are effectively impossible to detect.  

Note that the pagers worked 
perfectly well for months until 
they were triggered to explode. It 
would be possible to render any 
given chip non-functional upon 
contingency, if there was specific 
code written into it. The fear of 
such backdoors is one reason why 
many countries are wary of sourc-
ing telecom and power equipment 
from China.  

This is a nightmare scenario 
that many analysts have spoken 
about. The pager attack turned it 
into reality. Every security agency 
and terrorist network will be gam-
ing variations of this. 

It is a security nightmare, given 
the impossibility of checking every 
electronic component of every 
device in existence. A globalised 
economy is truly vulnerable in 
ways we can barely comprehend.  
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Writings on the Haryana wall
The BJP’s 2024 Haryana campaign is different. Modi’s isn’t the 
lead face on hoardings, and after two terms in power, the party is 
relying once again on its mainstay: Upper castes and Punjabis
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The inevitability of party politics



Changes in the regulatory framework for e-commerce are needed if India is to hit its ambitious 
target, of expanding e-commerce exports 50-fold or more in six years SHUTTERSTOCK

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

Israel signalled the widening of its ground operation as
it continued to strike targets across Lebanon and drove
nearly 1.2 million people from their homes. The dis-
placements are the latest in a series of such events in the
region over the last seven decades. Lebanese writer 
Elias Khoury, 76, whose writings reflected the pain and
loss of those at the receiving end of this conflict, died 
days before Israel expanded its offensive. 

This week, we recommend Khoury’s Gate of the Sun,
based on the 1948 Nakba or the expulsion of Palestini-
ans for Israel’s creation. Khoury’s 14 novels depicted the
region’s recent history including the dispossession of 
Palestinians. Gate of the Sun is known as his best novel
based on stories of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, and
those who remained in Galilee, in what is now Israel. 
Khoury described Gate of the Sun as an act of love for 
the Palestinians. He wrote their stories to provide an 
overview of Palestinian history. The novel was trans-
lated into 14 languages. 

Gate of the Sun: 
Elias Khoury
Year: 1998

HT’s editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history, 
context, and helps understand recent news events

REMEMBERING ELIAS KHOURY

surrender ceremonies and the Police Special
Operations Group were disowned last time).

But 2024 is different. Article 370 is gone for-
ever. Pakistan’s terror factory confronts new

rules with cross-border strikes. Paki-
stan’s once-powerful garrison State —
no prime minister (PM) has ever com-
pleted his/her term — is weaker than
ever. In 1996, radical and violent
Islam (as distinct from moderate
Islam) was regarded as a thorn in the
flesh; the global community now rec-
ognises it as a dagger in the heart.
The exodus and return of Kashmiri
Pandits wasn’t an issue in 1996; it
matters greatly to the rest of India in
2024. Pakistan’s per capita GDP was
higher then; India’s GDP is now 10
times higher, and our stock market is
120 times more valuable. Unlike the
terrorists inspired by the Cold War
ending in 1989, most Kashmiris now
see the horrible pain inflicted by ter-
ror groups, in the saying, “Lookan
hoondh khoon lookini muth” (smear-

ing the blood of the people on their faces).
The 2024 elections are the first under the

Indian Constitution — the last 11 were held
under the J&K State Representation of People
Act, with six-year government tenures and
exclusion of residents from voting based on
their birthplace, birth date, or ancestry. The
National Conference (NC) won all 75 seats in

tory. Communal statements by the same politi-
cians gave Iran’s Ayatollah Ali Khamenei a
chance to tweet, “We cannot consider our-
selves to be Muslims if we are oblivious to the
suffering that a Muslim is enduring in ..
#India.” Rhetoric has dangerously reverted to
Kashmiri domination over Jammu in state
politics. Finally, the national Opposition
leader saying “major contracts are going to
outsiders” creates a divide our Constitution
does not recognise and Kashmiris call moolon
droth ta patran sag (watering the leaves while
cutting the roots).

The lack of new faces in this election is sad;
dynastic politicians frustrate ambitious young
people because they cement the elitism pro-
posed by Pakistan’s national poet Muhammad
Iqbal: Jamhooriyat ek tarz-e-hukumat hai jis
me logon ko gina jaata he, tola nahin (democ-
racy should count people instead of weighing
them). Kashmir is an economic infant; it has
not benefited from India’s prosperity because
of Pakistan’s terror factory, Article 370,
fraught federalism, a mistaken UN reference,
and politicians using soft separatism. Who-
ever wins this election must understand that
India’s citizens now recognise that nostalgia
about J&K’s past is amnesia about sectarian-
ism, factionalism, Islamism, regionalism and
nepotism. Prosperity through peace is the
future of Kashmir, especially since the escalat-
ing war on terrorism in West Asia has Saudi
Arabia, UAE, and the US aligned while Paki-
stan is confused. Political candidates in J&K
must, as they say in Kashmiri, poetim mash-
ravv, bronh kun nazzar thaav (forget the past
and look to the future).

MN Sabharwal is a former director general of J&K

Police, and Manish Sabharwal is a J&K-born

 entrepreneur. The views expressed are personal

Reduce the cost burden of payment reconcilia-
tion: Bank charges for payment reconciliation
are as high as ₹1,500-3,000 per consignment.
This is a significant burden on small sellers.
These charges should be waived, reimbursed or
levied as a small percentage of the consignment
value.

Raise consignment limit for courier mode: The
consignment limit for exporting e-commerce
goods via courier mode as opposed to the much
slower cargo mode is currently $12,000, which
is insufficient. To be competitive with China,
this should be raised to $50,000.

Create custom supervision codes for e-com-
merce exports: To improve data collection and
operational efficiency, have separate custom
supervision codes for e-commerce exports on
the pattern of China along with rapid clearance
guidelines.

Reduce custom clearance time for e-commerce
exports: It takes about three to four hours for
customs clearance following submission of
details on the Express Cargo Clearance portal
for export shipments. India should follow
China’s practice of issuing the approval within
a minute of the declaration submission because
of having a special supervision code for e-com-

merce exports.
Facilitate re-imports: Customs officials often

misidentify re-imports of exported goods as
new imports, forcing e-commerce sellers to pay
import duties. There should be clear guidelines
for re-import transactions. They could, for
instance, allow duty-free re-import of up to
$600 akin to the limit prescribed in baggage
rules. For higher-value consignments, a proto-
col should be formulated for recognising
returns as re-imports akin to what has been
prescribed for gems and jewellery.

Allow international order-backed purchase
and sale model: In China, sellers are allowed to
collaborate with e-commerce marketplaces to
export goods even if sellers aren’t registered
exporters. Enable similar functionality here to
help MSMEs test demand for their products
abroad before becoming full-fledged exporters.

While some quick results can be achieved by
changes proposed in the RBI Master Direction
to Banks and changes in FEMA Act/Regulation
and other regulations, real achievement can be
made by enacting a comprehensive E-Com-
merce Act on the pattern of China.

Such measures in concert should suffice to
transform India into a truly global hub of
e-commerce, generating employment on a
large scale and enabling MSMEs across the
country to showcase Indian talent not only as a
country of artisans and specialised products
such as textiles and handlooms, but also of
advanced technology products.

Alok Chaturvedi is director general, Export

Promotion Council for EOUs and SEZs and a former

IAS officer. Swagato Ganguly is senior fellow,

The Convergence Foundation.

The views expressed are personal

I
n 1974, Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat
told the United Nations, “I come to you
bearing an olive branch of peace in one
hand and the freedom fighter’s gun in the

other. Do not let the olive branch fall
from my hand”. It is always hard to
distinguish between terrorist threats
and hopes, but politicians must be
different. Kashmiri politicians con-
fusing the similarity of the 2024 and
1996 elections for sameness are
reverting to habits of soft separatism
such as suspending election cam-
paigning to commemorate Hassan
Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah —
designated a terrorist outfit by the US
and several other countries — after he
was killed in an Israeli attack. They
are mistaken. Kashmir’s context has
changed forever, and so must they.

The similarities with the 1996 elec-
tions are interesting. Both happened
after about 10 years, with a narrative
that J&K can’t — and shouldn’t — be
run from Delhi. Both followed Parlia-
ment elections with unexpected results. Both
had different issues resonating in the Jammu
region and Kashmir region. Both faced multi-
ple disruption attempts by Pakistan’s terror
factory. Both have candidates promising
troublesome assembly resolutions (an auton-
omy demand was passed last time) and lower-
ing the temperature for terrorists (terrorist

I
ndia needs exponential export growth if
it aspires to become a developed nation
by 2047. The moot question is where that
export growth is going to come from.
E-commerce, which has enormous
growth potential and is widely recognised

to be the wave of the future, can be a large part
of the answer.

Some numbers put this in perspective. India
has $4-5 billion in e-commerce
exports, amounting to about 1% of its
total merchandise exports. China’s
e-commerce exports are 50 times
India’s, amounting to 6.4% of its total
merchandise exports. Clearly, India
needs to capture a significant share of
the burgeoning e-commerce opportu-
nity if it is to grow its exports.

The government wants to boost
e-commerce exports to $200-$300 bil-
lion by 2030. In August, it came up
with a plan for e-commerce export
hubs. More recently, it extended some
existing export incentives to e-com-
merce exports through the courier
medium. Changes in the regulatory
framework for e-commerce, however,
are also needed if India is to hit its
ambitious targets of expanding e-com-
merce exports 50-fold or more in six
years.

A recent report by Assocham and Ernst &
Young, Enabling E-Commerce Exports from
India, explores what these changes could be.
Another report by Niti Aayog and Foundation
for Economic Development, Boosting Exports
from MSMEs, also has useful suggestions on
how e-commerce exports can be unlocked.
Most of these changes relate to Reserve Bank of
India’s (RBI) Master Direction No 16/2015-16
dated 1.1.2016 on Export of Goods and Services
issued to Banks under Foreign Exchange Man-
agement Act, 1999. Some indicative changes:

Remove the 25% variance cap on payments:
RBI requires that foreign exchange received by
sellers should not vary more than 25% from the
stated value. However, exporters face varia-
tions between declared and realised values due
to discounts, returns, and platform fees. China
has no such cap. The 25% variation clause
needs to be removed and flexibility provided to
sellers to decide the commercial aspects of sell-
ing through e-commerce.

Allow more time for payment realisation and
repatriation: The seller is mandated to receive
export proceeds within nine months of the
export shipment. This is not always feasible for
exports on e-commerce platforms, making the
guidelines practically impossible to follow.
China does not mandate a specific time for pay-

ment realisation and repatriation.
India should follow suit, or at the very
least extend the time limit to 18
months.

Implement an aggregate model of
reconciliation: E-commerce exports
require individual consignment-wise
shipping bill and payment reconcilia-
tion, ramping up the reconciliation
workload. China allows for bulk pay-
ment reconciliation over a month. An
aggregate model for the declaration of
shipping goods and payment reconcil-
iation should be adopted — whether
done monthly/ quarterly/ annually.

Redefine the responsibility of the
seller and e-commerce operator:
China’s e-commerce law clearly
defines roles for the platform and
seller. It requires sellers to register in
the marketplace and acquire relevant

licences, largely relieving the compliance and
logistics burden which is handled by the e-com-
merce operator. India does not demarcate these
roles, requiring the seller to participate in every
stage of the complex export and payment proc-
esses. It should only mandate the seller to
obtain company and product licenses, create
marketplace account and list products, while
other compliances are undertaken by the
e-commerce operator. This may require
amendment in the definition of exporter in the
FEMA Act/Regulations and other export-re-
lated Acts/Rules.

Why India must  
push e-commerce 
exports, and how
A slew of policy reforms can 
help India leverage the coming 
e-commerce boom to achieve 
its ‘developed nation’ goal

MN 
Sabharwal 

A future in Jammu and 
Kashmir that isn’t the past

Manish 
Sabharwal

{ OUR TAKE }  

T
he outcome of assembly elections in Haryana
will be significant for at least five reasons. 
One, this is the first state polls since the general
election results were announced in June this

year. Its outcome will have a bearing on the political 
mood ahead of the upcoming assembly polls in 
Maharashtra and Jharkhand. Two, it will be a test of the 
BJP’s resilience in holding on to office in states, which it 
has managed successfully in Gujarat and Madhya 
Pradesh for decades though the party’s rise in Haryana 
is more recent — since 2014. Three, issues such as the 
Agnipath scheme for recruitment to security forces and 
farmer discontent have been at the heart of the poll 
campaign and the results are likely to impact the 
Centre’s stance on these going ahead. Four, the BJP’s 
social engineering of building a coalition of non-
dominant OBC communities to neutralise dominant 
caste-centric political mobilisation is on test in Haryana. 
Five, this is the first election since the Supreme Court 
order on sub-categorisation in Dalit quota and how the 
Dalit vote, close to 20% of the electorate, responds 
politically will be keenly watched.

Both the BJP and the INDIA bloc have a lot riding 
on the outcome. The BJP is fighting anti-incumbency 
of two terms: Though it failed to win a simple 
majority five years ago, it formed a government by 
sharing power with the Jannayak Janta Party (JJP), 
which has since left the alliance. The BJP removed 
Manohar Lal Khattar, its surprise choice for the chief 
minister’s office in 2014, ahead of the general 
election to contain anti-incumbency. It didn’t yield 
the expected returns — the party’s Lok Sabha tally 
was reduced by half (from 10 in 2019 to five in 2024) 
and its vote share fell from 58% to 46.11%. The past 
five years have been a difficult time for the Khattar-
Nayab Singh Saini government with farmers taking 
to the streets over the farm laws furthering the rural-
urban divide, the state’s top wrestlers on the warpath
against BJP and Wrestling Federation of India 
heavyweight, Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh, and the 
youth restive about the Agnipath scheme. These 
factors hurt the party’s prospects in the general 
election and have lingered, despite the Centre’s 
efforts to engage with the aggrieved sections. 

In Haryana, it’s a crowded field this time with the
Indian National Lok Dal, the JJP, the Bahujan Samaj 
Party, Aam Aadmi Party, and even Chandrashekhar 
Azad Ravan’s Azad Samaj Party, working out 
alliances to complicate the electoral calculations of 
the BJP and the Congress. The smaller parties and 
alliances can turn voter-cutters and cause surprises. 
The BJP has also sought to paint the Congress as a 
party solely committed to the interests of the 
numerically and politically powerful Jat community, 
in a bid to create a non-Jat polarisation in its favour. 
This is a tactic that helped it gain ground in the past. 
The visible domination of former CM Bhupinder 
Singh Hooda and his family in the Haryana Congress 
and the restiveness among some party leaders over 
this have helped the BJP to amplify its message. 
The Congress, riding high on the 99 seats it won 
in the general election, has tried to dispel this 
impression and consolidate its core vote, which 
includes Dalits, Muslims and, of course, the Jats, 
around a rights and governance agenda. 

For the BJP and Congress, a win in Haryana will 
embellish their narratives regarding the 2024 
general election outcome — if it was an aberration or 
a trend — and build momentum going ahead. 

Importance of 
Haryana polls 
The outcome will influence the national political 
mood and push parties to re-strategise
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INDIA’S E-COMMERCE 
EXPORTS AMOUNT TO 
$4-5 BILLION (ABOUT 1% OF 
ITS TOTAL MERCHANDISE 
EXPORTS). CHINA’S ARE 
50X INDIA’S — 6.4% OF 
THE COUNTRY’S TOTAL 
MERCHANDISE EXPORTS

Alok 
Chaturvedi

Swagato 
Ganguly

E
lections in Haryana, Maharashtra,
and Jammu and Kashmir have the
media full of reports on the manoeu-
vring of various political actors as

well as speculation and analysis on the
electoral chances of the political
parties in fray. As a conservation-
ist, my thoughts often turn to
what the various contenders for
power have to say on the matter of
wildlife and conservation. Issues
related to wildlife conservation
generally find little or no mention
in most poll manifestos and cam-
paigns, especially when it comes
to Assembly elections. To their credit, both
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the
Congress had included references to

human-wildlife conflict (HWC) and the
need to address the challenge in their mani-
festos for the parliamentary elections ear-
lier this year.

How then might issues related to wildlife
conservation figure prominently
on the agenda of politicians?
What if animals had a vote? Of
course, if invertebrates could
vote, they would easily form the
largest voting block and it would
be hard for vote-seekers to ignore
the demands of flies, ants, centi-
pedes, and millipedes among
other invertebrates.

If, however, the vote was limited to the
vertebrate species besides humans, the out-
come would probably be very different. The

last WWF Living Planet Report painted a
depressing picture — a two-thirds decline in
the population of vertebrate species glo-
bally. Not very encouraging; if they could
vote, what might be the issues they would
raise?

For instance, would the Great Indian
Bustard, once a contender for the status of
National Bird but whose numbers are less
than 200 today, push those soliciting its
vote to promise that they would ensure its
arid grassland habitat is no longer diverted
for other uses? 

Would the Asian elephants vote for the
party that promises the strictest punish-
ment for failing to ensure that overhead
electricity transmission lines are at the min-
imum prescribed height and not sagging,
something that recently caused the death of
several of their brethren by electrocution?
They might even ask for action to be taken
against those who illegally draw power
from overhead transmission lines in a des-
perate bid to protect their crops from dep-
redation by wildlife and end up killing wild
animals, including elephants, that come

into contact with the live wires.
Might the river dolphins that rely on

sound for communication, navigation, and
feeding ask for curbs on heightened activity
and sound on river ways they inhabit? 

Animals, wild or otherwise, do not vote.
It is thus left to State and non-State actors
and the citizenry to be their spokespersons
and vote in the interests of the non-human
species we share our planet with. The vot-
ing public and those who seek their votes
need to turn their attention to issues that
adversely impact and threaten the wild den-
izens we share space with. Wildlife will not
have a vote but advocates for wildlife con-
servation do and the constituency of these
voters needs to be large enough to compel
the vote seeker to give conservation con-
cerns their due once elected. No matter
which party wins, governments, once
elected, need to commit to wildlife preser-
vation.

Yash Magan Shethia is director,

Wildlife and Habitats, WWF-India.

The views expressed are personal

Animals can’t vote, so 
we must in their interest

Yash Magan 
Shethia

the first state election of 1951 because 43 NC
candidates were elected unopposed a week
before. In 1957 and 1962, the NC acquired a
majority before polling began using the same
technology. In 1972, women candidates con-
tested for the first time. The 1983 elections
were ferociously fought — Indira Gandhi
hadn’t forgotten Sheikh Abdullah’s betrayal of
1977 — but Farooq Abdullah led the NC to vic-
tory on soft separatism. This victory was soon
sabotaged by Farooq’s sister’s husband, GM
Shah, in partnership with Indira Gandhi.
Mufti Sayeed’s leaving Congress in 1987
changed state politics, but his low point was
thanking Pakistan as chief minister in 2014 for
allowing peaceful elections.

The rhetoric in the 2024 polls that Article
370 will be restored is wilful fraud; this is a
constitutional impossibility for any modern
parliamentarian to support. This demand by
Kashmir’s and Delhi’s dynasts gave Pakistan’s
PM a chance last week to compare Kashmir to
Palestine at the United Nations and their
defence minister to cheer for the latter’s vic-

Prosperity through peace is the future of 
Jammu and Kashmir ANI
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HENEVER I hear of  Kanpur or 
think of  the city, it brings back 
memories of  a Bob Dylan song, 
’North Country Blues’, made fa-
mous by Joan Baez’s plaintive 
voice. Its moving lyrics and 
sorrowful melody speak woe-

fully of  a city fallen on bad days: “Come 
gather ’round friends and I’ll tell you a 
tale / Of  when the red iron pits ran a-
plenty / But the cardboard-filled win-
dows and old men on the benches / Tell 
you now that the whole town is empty.”

And so it was last week when I heard 
of  something that smelt of  the town’s 
has-been status. Though India beat Bang-
ladesh comfortably to go 2-0 up in the cur-
rent Test cricket series, the city’s Green 
Park stadium got bad press for its poor 
drainage that washed out two full days of  
play despite there being no rain. The 
washout belied the ground’s fashionable 
name that reminds of  its rich past before 
independence and its glory as an indus-
trial town for at least a couple of  decades 
after the end of  colonial rule.

Only 10 Tests have been played in Kan-
pur in the past 40 years against roughly 
as many in the previous 20, symbolising 
the decline of  the ground that was a regu-
lar Test venue in the 1970s and the first 
half  of  the 1980s. This is in spite of  India 
playing more Tests per year nowadays. 
Kanpur was once ahead of  even Bengalu-
ru that hosted its first Test only in 1974.

One thing that has certainly changed 
is that Green Park no longer hosts dull 
batting pitches. There was a time when a 
Kanpur Test meant loads of  runs on a 
batsman-friendly wicket. As many as 
eight of  the 10 Tests played at the ground 
between 1959 and 1979 ended in a draw. It 
is good to see wickets tumbling in Green 
Park alongside its reputation as a well-
maintained ground.

The UP government this year an-
nounced an IT park in Kanpur with an 
investment of  more than `5,800 crore, 
projected to create 2,50,000 jobs. I will be-
lieve it when I see it. For me, Kanpur is 
the heart of  India’s northern country and 
just the bluesy equivalent of  Dylan’s bal-
lad linked to his childhood days in Min-
nesota. My visits to the city, though I have 
not been there in a decade, mostly remind 
me of  its glorious past. The drainage fi-
asco only confirms its fallen state.

Yet, Kanpur is also the city that has an 
Indian Institute of  Technology whose 
computer science course was legendary in 

an era when there was no such thing 
called a personal computer. Only the high-
est rankers in the cut-throat joint entrance 
examination for the IITs could make it to 
the sprawling campus at IIT-K.

The cricket ground and the IIT stand 
testimony of  days when textile, leather 
and other manufacturing industries 
caused the city to be called the ‘leather 
city of  the world’ and the ’Manchester 
of  the east’.  

With an estimated population of  63 
lakh now, Kanpur is like the ageing, aban-
doned wife of  a decadent prince from Ut-
tar Pradesh’s declining royal clans, while 
Noida, with its broad avenues, is like a 
pampered new mistress as it awaits its 
first international flight from a spanking 
new airport slated to open next year and 
connect the national capital region. 

New technologies, feuding Marwari 
entrepreneur families and rampant trade 
unionism caused the decline of  Kanpur 
as an industrial hub, much like ye olde 

Calcutta. Like the eastern city that was 
once British India’s imperial capital, 
Kanpur’s history is alluring. Its old build-
ings and smokestack factories invoke po-
etic thoughts. Like the anglicised Calcut-
ta, the city was once called Cawnpore.  

On my last visit to the city, I saw its old 
city police building still bearing the colo-
nial-era sign that advertised it as the 
‘Cawnpore Kotwali’. I recall telling a de-
signer friend from the city that she 
should organise a fashion show in that 
building that has so much old-world 
character like Mumbai’s Opera House or 
Kolkata’s Victoria Memorial.

Maybe Kanpur’s closed textile mills 
could be redeveloped as commercial or 
residential hubs, much like their counter-
parts at Lower Parel in Mumbai. But that 
would only be a romantic thought as Noida 
is evidently a better-planned city. Kanpur’s 
leather units earned precious dollars for 
India in the economically troubled 1990s, 
but the manufacturing industries also pol-
luted the Ganga, decisively eroding Kan-
pur’s charm even as software stole the na-
tional limelight from textiles and leather.

There is much in Kanpur that needs at-
tention and revival. Even the British, who 
must have bittersweet memories of  the 
city they shaped and made, seem to have 
forgotten it. The much-awaited but de-
layed Free Trade Agreement between the 
UK and India could offer an opportunity 
for Britain to see if  it can breathe some 
new-age life into rich nostalgia. Kanpur 
could still do with a Cawnpore touch. Per-
haps the new IT park provides a chance to 
reverse-swing a diminished city. 

We may yet see a born-again Kanpur in 
a state currently torn between the an-
cient glory of  Ayodhya and futuristic fan-
tasies woven around Noida. Perhaps 
someone will sing “For the times they are 
a-changin” in celebration of  a new Kan-
pur, to quote the selfsame Dylan. For now, 
that appears very unlikely and we must 
stick to singing the Cawnpore blues.

(Views are personal)
(On X @madversity)

W

08 HYDERABAD  SATURDAY   05�10�2024

Friedrich 
Hayek

Among the founders of religions over the last 
2,000 years, many opposed property and the 
family. But the only religions that have survived 
are those which support property and the family

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

HE Supreme Court hit the nail 
on the head on Friday while or-
dering a special investigative 
team’s probe into allegations of  
contaminated ghee used in the 
making of  the laddus given as 
prasadam to devotees at the Hin-

du shrine at Tirupati. The top court ob-
served it was passing the order “to assuage 
the feelings of  crores of  devotees”.

On September 19, Andhra Pradesh 
Chief  Minister Chandrababu Naidu 
quoted a National Dairy Development 
Board report alleging that the ghee used 
to prepare the world-famous laddu at the 
Sri Venkateswara Swami temple was 
contaminated with fish oil, beef  tallow 
and lard (pig fat).

This news came down as a tonne of  
bricks on countless devotees. While many 
know-alls dismissed the sordid episode as 
a “non-issue”, there were whiz-kids for 
whom it was one more move on the politi-
cal chess board. Undoubtedly, the egre-
gious controversy has far wider ramifica-
tions beyond the usual power matrix and 
murky account books of  unscrupulous 
businessmen. As the Supreme Court ob-
served, countless devotees’ trust and reli-
gious sensitivities are at stake.

The top court’s observation at the pre-
vious hearing of  the case on September 
30—that adulterated ghee wasn’t used in 
the prasadam—had brought tremendous 
relief  to believers, who must have been 
writhing in guilt, pain and hurt after the 
contamination story had gone viral. The 
court had said the laddus were not con-
taminated; the ghee was.

It’s a matter of  satisfaction that the 
contaminated ghee wasn’t used. But the 
fact that an effort was made to do so is 
equally disturbing. What’s worse, many 
of  those who have appropriated the plat-
form of  secularism tried to trivialise the 
issue. Their concern wasn’t that some 
vile characters had tried to hurt the sen-
sitivities of  the devotees. They were in-
stead worried that the nationalists (read: 
the BJP and RSS) might take political ad-
vantage of  this controversy.

The feelings of  devotees on these unsa-
voury developments were mixed, rang-
ing from disbelief  to utter helplessness. 
There was hardly any ruction, which one 
often sees in India over lesser issues. 
What is the reason for this? Perhaps, af-
ter centuries of  oppression, the sensitiv-
ity of  the Hindu society has dulled. Ac-
quiescing to injustice and putting up 
with indignities has probably become a 
second nature to Hindus.

When the British, with help from the 
communists and Muslim League storm-

troopers, partitioned the country in Au-
gust 1947, millions trudged to the residual 
India, leaving behind their ancestral 
homes and life savings. Lakhs of  innocent 
Hindus and Sikhs fell victim to frenzied 
mobs and lost their lives. The larger Hin-
du society didn’t react. The refugees be-
gan to rebuild their lives. They even politi-
cally and socially accepted the very class 
responsible for forcing such a bloody par-
tition on the country sans any warning.

Mahatma Gandhi recognised this es-
capist facet of  the Hindu mindset. Dur-
ing the communal riots in the wake of  
the Khilafat movement (1919-24), when 
the movement’s activists targeted Hin-
dus in a big way, he called the Muslims 
“bullies” and Hindus “cowards” in an 
article published in Young India in May 

1924. The first significant instance of  
Hindu insensitivity in independent India 
occurred during the 1980s and 1990s, 
when Kashmiri Pandits in the valley 
were targeted by Islamic zealots, many 
of  them financed and trained by Paki-
stan. An entire community of  five lakh 
people was forced to flee their ancestral 
homes and reduced to refugees in their 
country. None even blinked.

Nearly a decade later, on February 27, 
2002, jihadists burnt alive 59 kar sevaks 
in a train coach near the Godhra railway 
station in Gujarat. There wasn’t any sig-
nificant reaction inside or outside parlia-
ment the following day. A prestigious 
English daily’s editorial even blamed the 
Hindu victims, stating that they had in-
vited the tragedy upon themselves by 

provokingly chanting “Jai Shri Ram” in 
a Muslim-majority area while returning 
from their pilgrimage to Ayodhya.

In December 1963, a relic Muslims be-
lieved to be Prophet Muhammad’s hair—
the Moi-e-Muqqadas—was reported miss-
ing from the Hazratbal shrine in Srinagar. 
The rumour of  its theft spread like wild-
fire. In Pakistan and across Kashmir and 
the rest of  India, millions of  Muslims be-
gan protests and demonstrations.

The then Prime Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru sent senior minister Lal Bahadur 
Shastri and chief  of  the Intelligence Bu-
reau Bholanath Mullick to Kashmir to 
handle the situation. In January 1964, the 
Moi-e-Muqqadas was found. According 
to Mullick, when he informed Nehru of  
the recovery, the latter remarked, “You 
have saved Kashmir for India.” Nehru’s 
comment highlights that issues related 
to faith cannot always be addressed with 
ordinary administrative measures or le-
gal processes, as their consequences for 
the nation can be far-reaching.

In several states across India, thou-
sands of  temples, including the one at 
Tirupati, are managed by state govern-
ments. Sri Venkateswara Swami is an 
ancient shrine. It’s a spiritual institution 
and a symbol of  social harmony. The day 
in the temple begins with the chanting of  
‘Suprabhatam’, when the lord is awak-
ened. The Yadavas have the privilege of  
having the first darshan after ‘Suprab-
hatam’ because of  a boon believed to be 
granted by Lord Vishnu to a cowherd.

The pilgrims climbing the hill also vis-
it a shrine at Alapiri. This statue is dedi-
cated to Chinnaiah, a Dalit cobbler. Leg-
end has it that he decided to stitch a pair 
of  slippers for his lord one day. Although 
he procured the necessary materials, he 
wasn’t sure of  the size of  the lord’s feet; 
so he placed a sheet covered with flour in 
front of  the lord and prayed all night. Im-
pressed by his devotion, the lord put his 
feet on the flour and made footprints. The 
next day, Chinnaiah saw the footprints, 
stitched the slippers and carried them on 
his head to present them to the lord.

Tirumala Tirupati Devasthanams, 
which manages the Tirupati shrine, is 
the country’s wealthiest temple trust, 
valued at $36 billion. The pertinent ques-
tion is: why can’t it have a transparent 
tendering process for the supply chain 
and set up a modern laboratory to test 
the quality of  ingredients used daily? 
There has hardly been any discussion on 
systemic improvement even after the 
worrying revelations.

(Views are personal)
(punjbalbir@gmail.com)
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WHEN GREEN PARK SANG
THE CAWNPORE BLUES

WHY LADDUGATE
NEEDS MEASURES

BEYOND ORDINARY

BALBIR PUNJ Author of the recently published
Tryst with Ayodhya: Decolonisation of India

The recent washed-out Test and 
fewer matches played at Kanpur’s 
Green Park cricket stadium symbolise 
the city’s decline from being an 
industrial powerhouse. The city, 
which boasted of large tobacco 
and leather companies from before 
independence, is losing out to Noida, 
which is dreaming of being a tech hub 

The Supreme Court rightly addressed devotees’ sentiments  
on the question of adulterated ghee used at Tirupati. The temple 

trust needs to institute systemic changes to avoid a repeat

MANDAR PARDIKAR

MADHAVAN  
NARAYANAN

Senior journalist

Student loans
Ref: Nurturing talent over being stickler 
for rules (Oct 4). It  is really gratifying that 
a  three-judge bench of the Supreme Court 
has found the immense determination of 
Atul Kumar, son of a daily-wage worker, 
and ordered IIT Dhanbad to admit him to a 
supernumerary seat. The government can 
consider offering pre-sanctioned loans for 
such students who get admissions on merit.
Parthasarathy Mandadi, Tirupati

Ensuring equity
The SC’s choice of using its special powers 
under Article 142 to allow Atul Kumar to 
secure his seat in IIT-Dhanbad is a welcome 
move. Similar to the 2021 incident of another 
Dalit student who was allowed into IIT 
Bombay by the apex court after having missed 
his payment deadline, the judiciary has yet 
again done an exemplary job when it comes 
to ensuring equity among people coming from 
varied social strata.
Abirami S, Chennai

Violence cycle
Ref: They didn’t start the fire and seem unable 
to douse it (Oct 4). The author gave a very 
balanced and true view of the realities of 
the cycle of violence in West Asia. There is no 
place for terrorism in a civilised society. We 
must stand as one against it, irrespective of 
religious affinities. 
Thanmaya Mohan, Kozhikode

Marital rape
Ref: Don’t criminalise marital rape: Govt (Oct 4). 
The Centre’s demand is queer as the very word 
‘rape’ has criminality suggested in it. It  is an 
assault on a woman when she does not yield to 
a person’s immoral approach. What difference 
does it make when that person happens to be 
her husband or anyone else?
Sanath Kumar T S, Thrissur 

Metro nod
The Centre’s nod, coming as it did after some 
initial hiccups, scepticism, and delay, for 
the 118.9 km-long phase-II  of the Chennai 
metro project is a great boon. The project, 
once completed, will  give a fillip to speed up 
transport within the metropolis, saving a lot of 
time and energy of commuters.
R Sampath, Chennai

Jail justice
Ref: SC outlaws caste discrimination in jails 
across India (Oct 4). Caste discrimination 
in jails violates human rights, obstructs 
rehabilitation and fosters a toxic environment. 
True justice necessitates dismantling such 
structures, advocating for equality and respect 
for all  individuals regardless of background.
N R Jagannath, Bengaluru
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GEOPOLITICS ROILS  
MARKET, MORE BUMPS  
ON THE ROAD AHEAD

I
T seems that for stock markets, if  it’s not one thing, it’s 
another. Investors were barely relieved for avoiding a flash 
crash last month following the US Federal Reserve’s larg-
er-than-expected interest rate cut. But that joy was short-
lived as rising tensions between Iran and Israel this week 

gripped global markets in fear. On Thursday, indices across 
Europe and Asia incurred significant losses, while Sensex 
and Nifty lost more than 2 percent each, suffering their 
worst intraday falls in two months. As the total market capi-
talisation of  the BSE companies plunged to ̀ 465 lakh crore, 
it wiped off  as much as `10 lakh crore of  investors’ wealth 
in a day. It’s now crucial that the escalation in West Asia is 
contained at the earliest; else it could bring about another 
significant fallout—high crude oil prices.

Global oil prices have already surged as much as 5 percent on 
Thursday to $75 per barrel from the week’s start. If  the prices 
continue to firm up, they will spell fresh trouble for countries 
like India, which imports more than 80 percent of  its oil. Higher 
prices translate to a bigger import bill and a wider current ac-
count deficit, which is anyways expected to increase to 1 percent 
in 2024-25. Investors are also worried about the recent resur-
gence in Chinese stocks, which could prompt an outflow of  
funds from India. Chinese stocks have been underperforming 
in recent years; but last week saw a strong rally as Beijing rolled 
out a substantial stimulus package to goose its economy.

Apart from geopolitical concerns, domestic factors have con-
tributed to Thursday’s crash, too. Last week, market watchdog 
Sebi rolled out six new measures to tame speculative retail 
trading in the risky futures and options segment, which ana-
lysts believe could affect trading volumes. Concerned over 
these prevailing factors, the Sensex shed over 3,300 points in 
just four trading sessions as foreign investors pulled out as 
much as `32,000 crore from Indian markets. Even if  the situa-
tion in West Asia gets somewhat under control over the next 
few weeks, the current quarter may still be a testing time for 
markets given the upcoming state elections, the September 
earnings season, the RBI’s monetary policy review and the 
outcome of  the US presidential elections in November. Inves-
tors should exercise extreme caution at the moment.

RESOLVE FISHERS VS WAQF 
BOARD ISSUE AMICABLY

A 
coastal village in Kerala is in the eye of  a storm as a 
long-standing dispute between fishermen, who are 
mostly Christians, and the Waqf  Board is getting 
flared up. The village in the picture is Munambam in 
Ernakulam district. The origins of  the issue can be 

traced back to the colonial period, when the ruler of  Travan-
core in 1902 allocated 404 acres of  land and 60 acres of  water-
bodies to Abdul Sathar Musa Haji Seth, a merchant who had 
relocated to Kochi from Gujarat, solely for agricultural de-
velopment. In 1950, Musa Haji Seth’s successor Sidhique 
transferred the land to the management committee of  Fa-
rooq College in Kozhikode. As the leased area included lands 
of  fishermen too, there have been disputes ever since.

The issue settled for a while with the high court ruling in 
favour of  the college in 1975 and locals started buying land 
from the college. In 2022, the issue flared up again as a resi-
dent was disallowed to pay tax because the land in question 
had been designated as Waqf  Board property. This began the 
current dispute culminating in widespread protests and 
more than five cases pending before the high court.

The issue has now acquired strong communal colours and 
is regularly getting played up. Two prominent Christian 
organisations—the Syro-Malabar Church and the Kerala 
Catholic Bishop Council—have written to a joint parliamen-
tary committee that properties belonging to Christian fami-
lies for generations have been unlawfully claimed by the 
Waqf  Board. The villagers have lived there for over a cen-
tury, the Church has insisted, seeking immediate interven-
tion by the Union government. Minority affairs minister 
Kiren Rijiju has assured proper justice, promptly respond-
ing that the issue of  Waqf  land has been affecting people 
across communities. The Waqf  Board, on its part, has been 
maintaining a guarded silence. So are the leading political 
parties in the state except the BJP.

Meanwhile, the issue is getting more vitriolic and com-
munal. Malicious rumours are being spread by both sides, 
affecting the secular fabric of  the state to a great extent. It 
is high time that all political parties and the authorities sat 
together and amicably solved the issue. Otherwise, it has the 
potential for a larger conflagration that must be avoided.

Q U I C K  TA K E

NO CASTE BEHIND BARS

THOUGH it has come decades too late, the Supreme 
Court’s order that there should be no caste discrimina-
tion in prisons is welcome. If  the Constitution instructs 

the justice system to be unprejudiced on caste and religion, 
it should follow that our prisons be free of  such bias, too. 
The specific address of  “entrenched” discriminations 
against marginalised communities in the verdict under-
lined the abiding nature of  such practices. Also welcome is 
the quashing of  related rules in the jail manuals of  at least 
10 states. Not only does the Model Prison Manual of  2016 
need to be updated, but the states need to adopt it to ensure 
uniformity in administration.
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Social media has
become an integral part
of modern life, con-

necting people from all cor-
ners of the globe. While it
offers numerous benefits,
such as facilitating com-
munication and fostering
community, it also poses
significant challenges to
relationships and mental
health.
One of the most significant
ways social media can
impact relationships is by
creating unrealistic expecta-
tions.
The carefully curated
images and posts that peo-
ple share online often por-
tray an idealised version of
their lives. This can lead to
feelings of inadequacy and
comparison, as individuals
may feel pressure to mea-
sure up to the perceived
perfection of others.
Additionally, the constant
stream of information and
updates can make it difficult
to maintain deep and mean-
ingful connections with
loved ones. 
Social media can also con-
tribute to the breakdown of
relationships. The anonymi-
ty and lack of accountabil-
ity that the internet provides

can create a breeding
ground for cyberbullying,
harassment and online infi-
delity. These behaviours
can erode trust, damage
relationships and have a
devastating impact on men-
tal health.
Furthermore, the constant
pressure to be online and
connected can lead to feel-
ings of anxiety and stress.
The fear of missing out
(FOMO) can drive individ-
uals to spend excessive
amounts of time scrolling
through social media feeds,
neglecting their relation-
ships and other important

aspects of their lives. This
can lead to feelings of iso-
lation, loneliness and low
self-esteem.
The impact of social media
on mental health can be
particularly severe for
young people, who are
often heavy users of these
platforms. Studies have
shown that excessive social
media use can be linked to
increased rates of depres-
sion, anxiety, and even sui-
cidal thoughts.
This is in part due to the
exposure to negative con-
tent, such as cyberbullying
and hate speech, as well as

the constant comparison to
others. On the other hand,
social media can also have
positive effects on relation-
ships and mental health. It
can provide a platform for
connecting with like-mind-
ed individuals, building
supportive communities,
and sharing experiences.
Social media can also be a
valuable tool for staying in
touch with friends and fam-
ily who live far away .To
mitigate the negative
impacts of social media on
relationships and mental
health, it is important to
use it mindfully.
Set limits on your social
media usage, be mindful
of the content you share,
take breaks from social
media, prioritize real-life
connections, and seek sup-
port if needed.By using
social media in a healthy
and balanced way, individ-
uals can reap its benefits
while minimising its risks.

(The author is an award-
winning poet, 

novelist, writing 
retreat curator, and 

founder of
TheWriteScene.com, 

based in Dubai; views are
personal)
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though they claim to be non-believers in
God in public, may be passionate believ-
ers in God in private.
The unfortunate Lawrence episode points
to the chaos the Communist ideology can
create in a Communist family by verti-
cally dividing its members into two
warring factions.It also shows that even
the deceased Communist may not be
allowed to rest in peace by the comrades
merely to accommodate their political
ideology, what may to the grieving fam-
ily.Once an individual is bitten by the
Communist ideology, there is no escape
from it, even if she/he desires to change
his ideology after being convinced about
the utopian Communist goals. If the die-
hard Comrades learn a lesson or two
from the unfortunate Lawrence episode
and the Party’s insensitive handling of the
entire episode, it would be better for the
Comrades.

Bichu Muttathara | Pune
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Madam — India is the fifth-largest
economy in the world. At the same time,

the Global Hunger Index-2023 ranked
India 111th out of 125 countries, with
the level of hunger falling in the seri-
ous category. Though the Union govern-
ment had rejected this index as erro-
neous, it cannot be rejected altogether,
as evidently West Bengal agricultural
migrant labourer Samar Khan, 35, died
of starvation in Chennai as he report-
edly did not have money to buy food.
He was admitted to Rajiv Gandhi
Government Hospital after he col-
lapsed owing to starvation. He had not
eaten for six days. 
His colleague, another agricultural
labourer, Satya Pundit is still in the hos-
pital. Even having a buffer stock; peo-
ple dying of starvation is a slur on the
country, especially when we are talking
of the fifth largest economy in the world.
Besides, hollow slogans of the govern-
ment that nobody will be allowed to die
of starvation are belied.

SK Khosla | Chandigarh
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Madam — Swachh Bharat Mission, one
of the first programmes announced by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi after he
took office in 2014, completes 10 years
on October 2. The aim was to equip all
households with individual toilets,
ensure communities have cluster toilets
to eradicate the open defecation system
followed in villages, and ensure that
schools and anganwadi toilets have
waste management systems for both
solid waste and liquid waste.To achieve
this, the government’s assistance was
increased from Rs 10000  to Rs 12000
under the SBM scheme. Amazingly, over
10 million toilets have been construct-
ed in rural households in 6 lakh villages
till date, benefiting 50 million people,
and many of these villages have been
designated as open-defecation-free,
which is essential for a healthy environ-
ment. Before launching SBM, unsafe
sanitation caused an estimated 199
million cases of diarrhoea annually, with
3 lakh deaths.
Also, a UNICEF report indicates that
women in Indian villages feel safer after
the installation of toilets in rural house-
holds. Also in villages declared ODF, the
risk of groundwater contamination due
to human waste has been reduced a lot.
Though villages benefitted a lot due to
the Swachh Bharat Mission, a survey has
emphasised the urgent need for action
against plastic pollution and air pollu-
tion in rural  and urban lands.
Motivating the communities against air
pollution and water pollution for adopt-
ing a proper sanitation model for a
healthy life is the urgent need of the
hour.

P Victor Selvaraj  | Tirunelveli
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Madam—Apropos of the story ‘The bat-
tle over CPI (M) leader M M Lawrence’s
final journey,’ October 3, 2024. The
Communists globally are political
chameleons with unequal rules for the
comrades. Most of the Communists,
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the US administration, sig-
nalling the complexities and
limitations of this vision.
While NATO presents itself as
a bastion of defence, its actions
betray a far more sinister agen-
da. 
The alliance has not only pro-
longed conflicts but has also
turned them into battle-
grounds for competing ideolo-
gies and geopolitical power
plays. This relentless devasta-
tion not only lays waste to
nations but also serves the
insatiable appetites of the arms
industry, which reaps sub-
stantial profits from the chaos
of ongoing warfare. Evidence
reveals that the US govern-
ment perceives conflicts as
lucrative ventures rather than
humanitarian crises. Nations
that align themselves with
NATO risk becoming collater-
al damage in a power struggle
that has little regard for their
sovereignty or cultural identi-
ty. The allure of NATO’s
promises can be enticing, but
history teaches us that align-
ing with powerful military
alliances often leads to disas-
trous outcomes. Karl Marx
posited that “history repeats
itself, first as tragedy, second as
farce.” NATO’s past interven-
tions, from the Balkans to
Afghanistan, and today’s
Ukraine showcase a pattern of
destruction that is all too
familiar. 
The question remains: will
Asia fall into this trap once
again, sacrificing its autonomy

for the sake of Western agen-
das? Moreover, the political
discourse surrounding NATO
often ignores the implications
of its militarisation on social
stability and development.
This is particularly relevant as
Asian nations find themselves
increasingly pressured to align
with NATO’s militaristic strate-
gies. The focus on military
expenditure detracts from
addressing pressing social
issues, economic development,
and environmental sustain-
ability.The growing arms race
in Asia, driven by NATO’s
expansion, threatens to spark
regional conflict with cata-
strophic consequences, echo-
ing the historical precedent set
before World War I. 
The belief that increased mil-
itary presence fosters stability
is fundamentally flawed, often
leading to insecurity and com-
petition as nations rush to arm
themselves against perceived
threats. This environment
heightens the risk of miscalcu-
lations and unintended esca-
lations, with incalculable costs
in human lives and economic
stability. Additionally, engage-
ment in militaristic alliances
under NATO’s banner risks
placing Asian nations in a
moral quagmire, contradicting
the region’s philosophies that
prioritise peace, harmony, and
cooperation, as espoused by
Confucianism, Hinduism,
Islamism, and Buddhism. The
very qualities that were under-
mined by colonialism, after

years of suffering and the sac-
rifices of millions, must be pro-
tected and promoted, as align-
ing with NATO may ultimate-
ly undermine these cultural
values in favour of a destruc-
tive path centred on military
solutions.
Moreover, the consequences of
such an alignment are not lim-
ited to immediate military
conflicts. Long-term geopolit-
ical ramifications could desta-
bilise the entire region, further
entrenching power struggles
that lead to conflict.
Embracing a militaristic
alliance may offer a temporary
illusion of security but ulti-
mately leads to self-inflicted
wounds—akin to harakiri. The
path toward a more peaceful
and stable future lies not in
militarisation but in diploma-
cy, cooperation, and mutual
respect. Instead of succumbing
to the pressures of NATO’s
warmongering agenda, Asian
countries should seek to forge
their paths, grounded in their
cultural philosophies and val-
ues that prioritise harmony
and coexistence. The rhetoric
of security and defence masks
a more insidious agenda—
one driven by the military-
industrial complex that thrives
on conflict and arms sales. For
Asian nations, the choice to
align with NATO is a perilous
one, fraught with the potential
for self-destruction.

(The writer is a journalist
and author; views expressed

are personal)
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NATO’s expansion
into Asia poses a
monumental danger
that threatens not
only regional stabil-

ity but also the core values of
peace and coexistence that many
Asian countries uphold. The
recent change in NATO leader-
ship, with Mark Rutte taking the
helm, may suggest a potential for
new strategies, but the underly-
ing policies and militaristic atti-
tudes of the alliance remain
unchanged. The illusion of
progress is merely that—an illu-
sion—while NATO’s intentions to
maintain a prolonged battlefield
in Ukraine serve as a reflection of
its true objectives. As observed,
the US weapons sales surged
dramatically in 2023, reaching a
record total of $238 billion as the
demand for arms skyrocketed due
to the ongoing conflict. Profiting
from the sale of weapons on one
hand and exploiting the suffering
of unarmed civilians across
Europe and West Asia is becom-
ing increasingly reprehensible.
This reflects a strategic mindset
where war is not an unfortunate
circumstance but an industry.
This is, however, not a new phe-
nomenon. This is how we “civil-
isations” behave. The history of
military alliances has consistent-
ly illustrated a paradoxical truth:
nations often proclaim peace
while simultaneously preparing
for war and engaging in it. 
The recent rise of Japan’s Prime
Minister Shigeru Ishiba, who has
advocated for an ‘Asian NATO,’ is
nothing but a sign of a looming
storm ahead. Ishiba’s call for
deeper ties among Asian nations
and the establishment of a
NATO-like grouping echoes sen-
timents that prioritise militarisa-
tion over diplomacy. This vision
stands in stark contrast to the
scepticism expressed by India’s
External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar, who highlighted
India’s unique historical position
and its reluctance to embrace the
treaty alliances that such a frame-
work would entail. Ishiba’s propo-
sition to station Japanese troops
on the US soil and share control
of nuclear weapons highlights the
extreme lengths to which some
leaders are willing to go in the
name of security, yet it has not
received significant backing from
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The consistent violation
of the Economically
Weaker Section (EWS)

quota under the Right to
Education (RTE) Act has
become a troubling issue
across India, particularly in
major cities like Delhi.
Despite clear legal man-
dates, several private schools
continue to deny admis-
sions to children who right-
fully qualify under this pro-
vision, creating a barrier to
equal educational opportu-
nities for underprivileged
communities. 
Recent legal proceedings in
the Delhi High Court have
once again brought this issue
to the forefront, highlighting
the need for stricter enforce-
ment of the law to safeguard
the rights of EWS students.A
case in point is Master Ayan 

Saifi, a 4-year-old son of
Shahid who had been allot-
ted a seat through a comput-
erised draw of lots conduct-
ed by Delhi’s Directorate of
Education (DoE) for the
academic year 2024-25. But,
a leading private Senior
Secondary School in Rohini
denied the admission and
that ensued a legal tussle.
Shahid approached to Delhi

High Court with his plight
and sought justice. It is mis-
conception that lawyers are
reluctant to take up such
cases especially for people
coming from lower strata of
society. Credit goes to a
young Delhi lawyer Aman
Sharma who took up the
case for the kid and secured
provisional admission for
Ayan Saifi to the school. 
The Delhi High Court,
under the guidance of Justice
Swarana Kanta Sharma,
acknowledged the violation
of the RTE Act and in an
interim order granted provi-
sional admission to the
child,  emphasising the
school’s legal obligation to
comply with the EWS
quota.The RTE Act 2009 is
a landmark legislation that
ensures free and compulso-

ry education for all children
aged 6 to 14. One of its key
provisions mandates that 25
per cent of seats in private
unaided schools be reserved
for children from EWS and
disadvantaged groups (DG).
This quota is intended to
promote inclusive educa-
tion and bridge the gap
between socio-economic
disparities. However, despite
the importance of this pro-
vision, its implementation
has been met with resistance
from many private schools,
not only in Delhi but schools
across the country. 
The refusal of admission
highlights the ongoing chal-
lenge in enforcing this law.
It violates a child’s funda-
mental right to education
under Article 21-A of the
Constitution. “Denying chil-

dren from economically
weaker sections the educa-
tion they are entitled to,
despite a confirmed allot-
ment, not only goes against
the spirit of the Right to
Education Act but also cre-
ates unnecessary hurdles for
families already facing socio-
economic challenges,” argues
advocate Sharma. 
A pattern of non-compliance

can easily be seen and unfor-
tunately, it has become per-
vasive across private educa-
tional institutions.Ayan’s
case is not an isolated inci-
dent. Private schools in
Delhi have repeatedly been
found guilty of disregarding
the EWS quota, prompting
legal battles that seek to
restore the rightful educa-
tional opportunities for

underprivileged children.
In March 2024, the Delhi
High Court revised the
income threshold for EWS
admissions, reinforced eligi-
bility criteria and offered
clearer guidance. However,
schools have continued to
evade their responsibilities.
A similar ruling in 2022 in
the case of Rameshwar Jha v.
Principal Richmond Global
School set a precedent for
punitive action against
schools that refuse EWS
admissions. 
The Delhi High Court had
then warned that schools
could face severe conse-
quences under the Delhi
School Education Act, 1973,
for non-compliance with the
RTE Act. Yet, schools still
engage in tactics that delay
or deny admission to EWS

students, forcing families to
take the matter to court.
The larger issue at hand is
the erosion of trust in edu-
cational institutions and the
judiciary’s role in upholding
constitutional  rights.
Advocate Sharma urges the
Directorate of Education
(DoE) and the judiciary to
take stringent actions against
schools that defy the RTE
Act, calling for penalties
and stricter enforcement
measures. 
It becomes imperative for
policymakers, educators,
and civil society to collabo-
rate in upholding the prin-
ciples of the RTE Act and to
work towards a more inclu-
sive education system. 
(Author is a senior journal-

ist; Views expressed 
are personal) 
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reform protests. The report cited a
sub-inspector of police present in
the court as saying that Dhaka’s
Additional Chief Metropolitan
Magistrate, Md Sanaullah, passed
the orders remanding him custody
for seven days.
A report datelined September 17,
2024, and published in Prothom Alo
English under the heading,
“Shahriar Kabir, Nurul Islam arrest-
ed,” cited sources as saying that
Kabir was an accused in several
murder cases filed with Jatrabari
and other police stations in Dhaka.
According to information available
with this writer, seven murder
cases have so far been levelled
against him besides the one  the ICT.
The levelling of murder charges
against a person of Kabir’s stature
is not only laughable but suggests,
as in  a number of other cases,
planned and coordinated behind-
the-scenes effort.
As seen, the case before the ICT has
been filed by Mufti Harun Izhar
Chowdhury, joint secretary of the
Hefazat-e-Islam (Hefazat) accusing
Sheikh Hasina and 23 others,
including Kabir, of crimes against
humanity and mass murder in
connection with a rally by Hefazat
on May 5, 2013.
According to a report in The Dhaka
Tribune (August 19, 2024) under
the heading “Hefazat rally in Shapla
Chattar: Odhikar publishes list of
killed people,” Odhikar, a human
rights organisation, published on
Monday (August 19) a list of peo-
ple allegedly killed during the
Awami League-led government’s
crackdown on the Hefazat’s rally on
May 5-6, 2013, at Shapla Chattar in
Dhaka. The list, originally published
in 2013, had led to action against the
organisation by the Awami League
government. 
Citing persecution by the latter gov-
ernment, Odhikar, according to the

report, urged the interim govern-
ment to immediately form an inde-
pendent inquiry commission head-
ed by a Supreme Court judge and
conduct an impartial investigation
into the extrajudicial killings com-
mitted on May 5 and 6 of 2013 and
bring the perpetrators to justice.
The Dhaka Tribune report did not
mention whether Odhikar had
named the perpetrators. As seen
above, Hefazat’s complaint was filed
on August 20, 2024, the day after
Odhikar’s post. Three questions
arise here. What was the number of
people killed? Was the rally peace-
ful? 
What was the context in which it
was held and what were the
Hefazat’s demands? Against the
Odhikar’s figures, a BBC report,
datelined May 6, 2024, stated that
at least 27 persons had been killed
and dozens hurt in the clashes. It
also said that at least two of the dead
were policemen. Also, the fact that
the police, according to the report,
“used stun grenades and rubber bul-
lets” to disperse the protestors indi-
cates an effort to keep the casualties
to minimum.
The rally was extremely violent. The
report cites one witness as saying
that the demonstrators “were very
aggressive, some people were throw-
ing stones and the situation quick-
ly become violent... the police had
no option but to respond”. The wit-
ness further told the BBC, “Rioters
vandalised markets and set fire to
bookshops where the Holy Koran
is sold. Thousands of Koran and
religious books burned. They also
attacked the ruling party’s political
office and national mosque.”
The Hefazat’s 13-point programme
includes the enactment of an anti-
blasphemy law with provision for
death penalty, exemplary punish-
ment to all bloggers and others who
“insult Islam,” cancellation of

Bangladesh’s policy for women’s
development, bans on the erection
of sculptures in public places, the
mixing  of men and women in pub-
lic, candlelight vigils,  and “shame-
less  behaviour and dresses,” besides
declaring Ahmadiyas as “non-
Muslims.” Nadia Sarmin, covering
its rally for ETV, was mercilessly
beaten for daring to be a woman “in
a men only” event. Grievously
injured, she was rescued by other
journalists.
It is not surprising if all this reminds
one of the Taliban’s agenda, A DW
report (May 9,  2013) by Graham
Lucas under the heading
“Bangladesh Chaos,” cited Maulana
Habibur Rahman, one of the Hefajat
leaders, as boasting of his role in the
1980s Afghan war and his support
to the former al Qaeda leader
Osama bin Laden.
The interim government has close
and warm relations with the
Hefazat. It has lifted the ban on the
organisation. The advisor for reli-
gious affairs, AFM Khalid Hossain,
is the latter’s Nayeb-e-Amir. Chief
Advisor Mohammad Yunus had a
long and cordial meeting on August
31, 2024, with Mamunul Haque, the
organisations head. The Hefazat is
holding rallies and processions all
over the country. 
It is in this context that one has to
see Shahriar Kabir’s arrest and con-
tinued detention, in the teeth of
demands for his release by interna-
tional human rights activists and
organisations. 
The idea is to send a clear message
to people in Bangladesh: do not
champion secular democracy and
humanism and oppose Islamic fun-
damentalism. If we can send
Shahriar Kabir to jail, we can also
send you there.

(The author is Consulting Editor,
The Pioneer; views expressed are

personal)

It is important to examine in some detail
Shahriar Kabir’s arrest in Dhaka on
September 17, 2024, and the subse-
quent  related  developments, to
understand the forces driving

Bangladesh’s interim government and direc-
tion in which it is taking the country. To start
with, one must briefly look at who Kabir is.
Author, journalist, film-maker and an inter-
nationally respected champion of human
rights, secularism and democracy, he has also
been at the forefront of the struggle to bring
to justice those who had collaborated with
the Pakistanis during Bangladesh’s liberation
war of 1971 and were their accomplices in
the perpetration of crimes against human-
ity including mass murder and rape. He
played an important role in the formation
of the Ekattorer Ghatak Dalal Nirmul
Committee (Committee for the Uprootment
of the Killers and Collaborators of Seventy-
One) under the leadership of Jahanara
Imam whose husband and one of whose sons
were savagely killed by the Pakistanis in 1971.
Kabir, who subsequently became the organ-
isation’s president, was, at the time of his
arrest, president of its advisory committee.
Second, one needs to look at the circum-
stances of his arrest, the charges against him
and his accusers and their ties with the inter-
im government. According to a report in The
Dhaka Tribune, datelined September 17,
2024 and carried under the heading
“Shahriar Kabir arrested in Dhaka,” Mufti
Harun Izhar Chowdhury, joint secretary of
the Hefazat-e-Islam (Hefazat), filed, on
August 20, 2024, a complaint with the
International Crimes Tribunal (ICT) in
Dhaka, against Sheikh Hasina and 23 oth-
ers—one of them being Kabir--accusing
them of crimes against humanity and mass
murder in connection with a rally by
Hefazat on May 5, 2013.
Further, according to a report in The Daily
Star, datelined September 18, 2024, and car-
ried under the heading “Shahriar Kabir
placed on 7-day remand”, Kabir, along with
Mozammel Babu, was produced before the
court with a 10-day remand plea by the
police, in a case concerning the death of  a
domestic help, Liza Akter, during the quota
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