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It’s becoming clear that the BJP is under 
pressure in the ongoing elections. Even in 
the northern states, where barely weeks 
ago few would have given the opposition 
parties a fighting chance. His critics and 

admirers are both listening closely to prime 
minister Narendra Modi’s words, alert to the 
tiniest inflections. In his campaign speeches 
and in the sudden rash of interviews he has 
obliged various media players with. Those 
words, straight from the horse’s mouth, should 
indeed be revealing, considering all the trusty 
sources that provide ground-intelligence 
inputs to the horse. 

If the bare fact of these staged interviews 
were not already a signal that there was a 
perceived need to (re)build a narrative, there 
are also noticeable changes in theme, tone and 
tenor, and those changes are revealing to all 
but those who make and sell all the parapher-
nalia of the cult of Modi. 

His critics obviously wish the BJP loses this 
election and loses it badly. They are finding his 
speeches incoherent and his U-turns an indica-
tion of how rattled he is. For example, his 
assertion that a Congress government would 
take away everything from everyone else and 
give it to Muslims. The prime minister has 
obligingly provided this lot with more grist in 
his campaign speeches (just say ‘mangalsutra’ 
or ‘buffalo’ and watch their reaction). 

His admirers focus on the prime minister’s 
energy, his ability to meet punishing schedules 
at the age of 74. For them, there is no question 
of Modi retiring from active politics at 75, 
never mind that the rule applies to lesser mor-
tals in the BJP. He is unquestionably fit for 
another term, they gush, countering Arvind 
Kejriwal’s recent bombshell that Amit Shah, 
who is still in his 50s—even if he looks decep-
tively older—will replace Modi as prime minis-
ter next year, should the NDA win. His devo-
tees still expect Modi to pull a rabbit out of the 
hat and ensure that the NDA sails past the 
400-seats mark. They still find his election 
speeches ‘clever’, ‘smart’, designed to grab 
headlines and confuse the Opposition. 

The most noticeable U-turn he made in the 
interviews was to completely disavow that his 
campaign speeches had communal overtones. 
Doing so, he said in one such interview to a TV 
channel, would render him unfit for public life. 
For his fans in the media, this was ample proof 
he was not rattled, that he was now certain of 
victory, and didn’t have to pretend to be, in the 
colourful vocabulary of right-wing trolls, a 
‘sickular librandu’.

However, Congress’s data analytics man 

Praveen Chakravarty, also now the chairman 
of the All India Professionals’ Congress, says 
nobody really knows the election score at this 
point in time. Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
and Union home minister Amit Shah, by virtue 
of being the PM’s confidant, are the two most 
likely, he says, to know the approximate num-
bers. They will be receiving daily progress 
reports from the Intelligence Bureau and 
friendly foreign powers, and are the best elec-
tion weather vanes. 

Chakravarty calculates that the prime min-
ister delivered as many as 81 speeches between 
9 March and 8 May this year. Till mid-April, his 
speeches were peppered with boasts of ‘Abki 
baar, 400 paar’. The reference to ‘400 paar’ 
tapered off, then stopped, as the prime minister 
started amping up the anti-Muslim rhetoric. He 
started talking of Muslims usurping national 
resources. He began attacking the Congress 
manifesto, and said a Congress government 
would be weak, divisive and disastrous. In a 
return to the BJP’s old favourite Muslim- 
appeasement song to berate the Congress, he 
said the party just wanted to appease its favour-
ite minority, and end all reservations for OBCs, 
SC and STs and give them to Muslims. 

In the first week of May, he changed direc-
tion. Somewhat out of the blue, he accused the 
two largest business houses in the country, 
owned by the Adanis and Ambanis, of sending 
sackfuls of black money in “tempos” to the 
Congress. That comment set a cat among the 
pigeons—the stock market crashed and the 
Congress seized the opportunity to demand an viewers, from media companies that all claim 

to bring you the unvarnished truth, has inter-
viewed Rahul Gandhi even once. 

Some say the prime minister wants to cre-
ate a more personable persona for himself, that 
he may even be preparing for a graceful exit, 
just in case... Elections are farthest from his 
mind, he told Times Now. Yeah, right! 

***    
After the fourth round of polling, Amit Shah 
blurted out that by his reckoning, the NDA was 
set to win 190 of 380 seats where voting had 
concluded. The inscrutable mask was back on 
the next day: “Modiji has already won 270 seats 
and secured a majority”; the target now is ‘400 
paar’. Asked by CNBC to comment on the stock 
market crash, Shah advised investors, with an 
all-knowing smile, to buy now because on 
counting day (4 June), the markets would sure-
ly shoot up again. He could be bluffing to keep 
up the morale of party workers or scheming 
behind the scenes to engineer a victory or he 
may know for certain. Who can tell? 

All its bluster notwithstanding, there’s enough and more circumstantial evidence that the BJP is struggling in these elections

picture of injured innocence. He grew up 
among Muslims, he said; he had several 
Muslim friends, and on Eid, Muslim neigh-
bours sent food to his family. How could he 
possibly “do Hindu–Muslim”? He was merely 
stating facts and exposing the Congress mani-
festo, he said. To a third interviewer from 
another channel, he claimed he grew up partic-
ipating in Muharram processions.

“There is a point to this backtracking—the 
BJP is getting word from the ground that the 
Yadavs, OBCs and Muslims are consolidating 
behind the INDIA bloc. Modi does not give a 
flying fish for Muslims, but he cannot afford 
that kind of consolidation. So, damage con-
trol,” posted political analyst and commenta-
tor Prem Panicker. 

The flurry of media interviews in the first 
fortnight of May, upwards of 20 by some esti-
mates, have by themselves set tongues wag-
ging. It is unlike Modi to offer clarifications 
and justifications. Why, then, is he giving so 
many interviews, sometimes more than once 
to the same channel in one week? On questions 
doubtless prompted by the PMO in advance. 
Paid PR? None of these scrupulous TV inter-

“There is a point to this 
backtracking—the BJP 
is getting word from the 
ground that the Yadavs, 
OBCs and Muslims are 
consolidating behind  
the INDIA bloc”

Straws in the electoral wind

PM Modi on an interview spree: (Clockwise from top left) With Amish Devgan (News18), Chitra Tripathi (Aaj Tak), Arnab Goswami (Republic TV)  
and  Rubika Liyaquat (News18)
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…and why it looks like the BJP high command has  
miscalculated the gains it can make here

Shikha Mukerjee
 

Everyone has high hopes in West 
Bengal, this time. Each of the four 
principal contestants—the Trinamool 
Congress, the Bharatiya Janata 
Party, the Congress and the Left, led 

by the Communist Party of India (Marxist)—
believes it will win more seats in 2024 com-
pared to both the 2019 Lok Sabha elections 
and the 2021 state assembly elections.

On the face of it, the political space in 
West Bengal seems fairly settled after the 
radical rearrangements it underwent, first in 
2011 with Mamata Banerjee’s spectacular 
triumph over the CPI (M)-led Left Front, 
which ended 34 uninterrupted years of the 
Left being in power. The second shakedown 
was in 2019, when the BJP, riding a wave of 

nationalist fervour post the Pulwama attack, 
won 18 Lok Sabha seats, and its vote share 
shot up from 17 per cent in the 2014 general 
election to over 40 per cent in 2019.

In many ways, the 2019 Lok Sabha election 
was a watershed. The Trinamool Congress 
seat tally dropped sharply, from 34 seats in 
2014 to 22 seats in 2019, though its vote share 
increased to 43.3 per cent, keeping it ahead of 
the BJP as the new challenger.

The major shift in voter preference was 
from the Left to the BJP. In 2014, its vote  
share was close to 30 per cent—this dropped 
to 7.5 per cent in 2019. The decline in the 
Congress vote share was around 5 per cent, a 
big loss but one that did not radically alter its 
ranking. 

Given that between them the Trinamool 
Congress and the BJP snared 40 out of the 42 

Lok Sabha constituencies in West Bengal, 
with the Congress winning two seats and the 
CPI(M) none, the expectation that each will 
improve its position in 2024 is intriguing. 

It is not as though the dominant Trinamool 
Congress is visibly weaker or in turmoil, 
thereby creating an opportunity for the BJP 
to expand it footprint and usurp territory. As 
of now, there is no challenge to Mamata 
Banerjee’s leadership, there are no succes-
sion fights underway and the control of the 
organisation is still very much in her hands.

As the party with the most at stake in this 
general election, the BJP declared at the out-
set that it would win 35 seats in West Bengal. 
Adding 18 seats would take it closer to the 
target of 370 seats announced by prime min-
ister Narendra Modi in his last speech at the 
concluding session of the 17th Lok Sabha. 

That was an unrealistic target. 
From establishing leads in 121 assembly 

segments in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, the 
BJP’s tally dropped to only 77 seats in the 
2021 state assembly elections, registering a 
loss of advantage in 44 seats. These losses 
included assembly seats in North Bengal 
where it had scooped seven out of eight seats 
in the Lok Sabha election.

Since the rout in the 2021 state assembly 
election, the BJP’s problems have actually 
grown. There is friction within the party 
between the old guard who nurtured the 
BJP’s expansionist drive and the new 
entrants, almost all of whom moved from the 
Trinamool Congress, led by Suvendu 
Adhikari and his associates. 

There are differences within the BJP on 
political strategy and which issues to pitch to 

voters. The disconnect between the party’s 
high command, middle rung and grassroots is 
likely to damage its prospects in this election.

The BJP may also have miscalculated on 
the return it can expect from a botched noti-
fication of the rules under the Citizenship 
Amendment Act (CAA). The failure of its 
relentless communally divisive campaign, as 
proven by the 2021 state assembly results, 
suggests that the BJP has limited under-
standing of the political-social-cultural issues 
in West Bengal.

What the BJP lacks is what the CPI(M) 
has in large quantities—deep roots and for-
midable organisational muscle memory that 
came into play in full force during the 
enforced and abrupt Covid lockdown. 
Without needing directions, bands of  
Red Volunteers sprang into action organis-
ing relief and emergency services. This  
is what the CPI(M) has always done and  
it earned the party the goodwill it had lost  
in recent years. 

Reconnecting with the people in urban 
areas and working at recovering its rural 
bases over the past three years leads the 
CPI(M) to believe its vote share will increase 
and that it can win more than one seat in this 
election.

With spiralling confrontations between the 
opposition and the Modi-led BJP over funda-
mentals enshrined in the Constitution, the 
successful establishment of an opposition 
bloc—the Indian National Inclusive 
Developmental Alliance—is proof that the 
CPI(M) and the Trinamool Congress can work 
together when it is politically imperative.

investigation by the ED (Enforcement 
Directorate), the Income Tax department and 
the CBI (Central Bureau of Investigation). 
Never again, though: just as suddenly as he 
had lashed out, he fell completely silent on the 
Amabni–Adani “black money to Congress” 
charge. Significantly, not a single interviewer 
asked him to explain what he meant.

Earlier this week, in the face of video evi-
dence to the contrary—quickly brought to 
public attention by fact-checker Mohammed 
Zubair—the prime minister denied ever 
describing Muslims as infiltrators and people 
who breed like mice. “I have never spoken of a 
Hindu–Muslim divide; if I do, I will no longer 
be fit for public life,” he told Rubika Liyaquat 
of News18, when she asked if it was necessary 
for him to speak of Muslims in those terms. 
“Main hairan hoon ji… kisne aapko kah diya… 
Musalmaan ki baat kyun karte hain… garee-
bon ke bacche zyada hote hain… maine na 
Hindu kaha, aur na Musalmaan kaha,” he said 
with righteous indignation. 

A few days earlier, in an interview with 
Navika Kumar of Times Now, he was asked the 
same question. The prime minister presented a 

Mamata Banerjee with the Matua community in Betai, West Bengal, 2 May 2024

KOLKATA

Hope springs left,  
right and centre
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Rashme Sehgal

TThe timing and ferocity of the 
farmers’ protests across Haryana 
has caught the BJP by surprise. 
Having successfully driven wedges 
between different farmers’ 

organisations, sowed doubts and kept 
leaders busy in protracted dialogues over 
the last two years, how could it realistically 
expect their anger to have dissipated? With 
campaigning in full swing for the 10 Lok 
Sabha seats in Haryana (all won by the BJP 
in 2019), the BJP has received a rude shock. 

Posters have come up across the state 
warning BJP candidates and campaigners 
against entering villages. As farmers 
intensified protests in Hisar, Sirsa, 
Fatehabad, Jind, Sonipat and Rohtak 
districts, candidates forcing their way 
through have often been physically stopped. 

Last week, farmers blocked former 
deputy chief minister Dushyant Chautala’s 
mother Naina Chautala’s entourage from 
entering Roj Khera in the Hisar Lok Sabha 
constituency. In the violent clash that 
followed, some of her supporters were hurt. 
Most BJP and Jannayak Janta Party (JJP) 
candidates have now been provided security 
cover to enable them to campaign.

Even so, the entire Chautala clan, 
including father Ajay Chautala and his other 
son Digvijay, as well as BJP’s Hisar nominee 
Ranjit Singh Chautala, are being heckled 
and prevented from entering village after 
village. Farmers holding black flags opposed 
Dushyant’s cavalcade from entering Nara 
and Gamra villages, forcing him to walk. 

BJP candidates in Punjab have met with 
similar expressions of anger by villagers 
who are in no mood to overlook the wounds 
inflicted on them during the 2020–21 agitation 
against the three draconian farm laws and 
the sacrifices made by their ‘brothers’ in 
order to get them repealed. 

Memories of the ‘Dilli Chalo’ agitation 
have been revived. The way authorities used 
iron nails, barbed wire and concrete 
barricades to prevent the farmers from 
bringing their protests to the doorstep of the 
capital is something they are not willing to 
forgive or forget.

Farmers’ organisations in Punjab have 
put up posters stating, ‘Kisana da Delhi jana 
bandh hai, BJP da pinda vich auna bandh 
hai (Farmers are banned from entering 
Delhi, BJP is banned from entering villages)’. 
Videos have gone viral on Facebook and 
Instagram. 

Baldev Singh Zira, general secretary of 
the BKU (Bharatiya Kisan Union) Krantikari 
group, condemned the government for the 
death of Shubhkaran Singh and the use of 

tear gas and pellets against protesting 
farmers, blinding many. The long shadow of 
those actions saw farmers laying siege to the 
Moti Bagh Palace residence of former Punjab 
chief minister Amarinder Singh after a 
protester was killed at a poll meeting being 
addressed by Preneet Kaur, his wife and BJP 
candidate from Patiala. 

Confusion has been compounded by the 
switching over of several Congress 
candidates, including Preneet Kaur, who has 
been a four-time MP from the Congress and 
had worked along with her husband Captain 
Amarinder Singh (then also in the Congress) 
to put pressure on the Modi government to 
repeal the farm laws in 2021. Or take the case 
of Ravneet Singh Bittu, a sitting Congress 
MP from Ludhiana who has recently moved 
to the BJP which has fielded him from the 
same seat this time. Bittu has also been at 
the receiving end of the farmers’ ire, despite 
his reminding them that he supported them 
right through their agitation, even sleeping 
on the ground in the freezing cold at Jantar 
Mantar in solidarity. 

The one candidate who has succeeded in 
mollifying the angry farmers somewhat is 
Hans Raj Hans, the popular Sufi singer who 
was earlier an MP from north-west Delhi but 
is now contesting from Faridkot. He goes 
from village to village begging for 

forgiveness. Though he has been turned 
away on occasion, he believes their anger is 
somewhat tempered. Off the record, he likes 
to joke that his name should now be changed 
to ‘Minnat Raj Minnat’ (Pleader Raj 
Pleading) since all he has done in this 
election is plead with the farmers.

Former Haryana chief minister Manohar 
Lal Khattar’s recent tactless remark, “Kuch 
log sirphirey aise hote hain jo apni dabangai 
chalate hain (some people are so crazy and 
wayward, flaunting and flexing their 
authority), the more they protest, the more 
people associate themselves with the 
Bharatiya Janata Party”, has spurred 
further protests. 

On 21 April, a day after Khattar’s 
comment, farmers staged a protest against 
BJP’s Sirsa candidate Ashok Tanwar during 
his public meeting in Dabwali town. The 
farmers’ intention to gherao him was 
stymied by a police cordon around him.  

According to Pagri Sambhal Jatta Kisan 
Sangharsh Samiti, a farmers’ union which is 
part of the Samyukta Kisan Morcha, these 
protests are all part of ‘Jawab Do, Hisab Lo’ 
(Answer and be accountable).

The BJP brass had hoped that getting a 
large number of Congressmen to cross over 
into their fold would mollify the farmers’ 
anger but this has not happened. Since  

17 April, farmers have been blocking the 
tracks at the Shambhu railway station, 
demanding the release of three farm activists 
arrested by the Haryana Police. This has 
resulted in the short termination or diversion 
of almost 100 trains a day.

After his party leaders were booed and 
greeted with black flags as they attempted to 
enter the villages, especially in the Malwa 
and Majha belts of Punjab, state BJP chief 
Sunil Jakhar on 6 May lodged a complaint 
with Chief Electoral Officer C. Sibin stating 
that the AAP government had failed to 
ensure their right to campaign. Again, Sunil 
Jakhar was a Congress stalwart who left in 
2022 because he believed the party was facing 
an ‘existential crisis’. It has not been a happy 
landing for him. Although Punjab has seen a 
major polarisation of Hindu votes, Jakhar 
has always maintained that a mainstream 
political party must take all sections of 
society with it.

The BJP believes the farmers’ protests 
are being driven by the Jat population which 
comprises 23 per cent of the populace. Their 
attempt has been to bypass the Jat voters 
and focus on the OBC section which 
comprises 40 per cent of the population in 
Haryana.  Said a political analyst, “That 
explains why Khattar, a non-Jat was made 
chief minister. Sainis are also a powerful 
community in Haryana and it is to woo them 
that they have now installed a Saini (Nayab 
Singh Saini) as chief minister.”

Former chief minister Bhupinder Hooda 
believes the farmers’ protests and banning 
candidates from entering their villages is 
justified, given that Haryana has the highest 
unemployment rate in India and that the 
introduction of the Agniveer scheme has 
ruined the prospects of hundreds of young 
men from his state.

Khattar would like to believe that these 
protests “will ultimately prove beneficial to 
the BJP”. On the ground, however, it is the 
candidates who are feeling the heat and are 
blaming the Congress for fanning this 
agitation. (Doubtless, in the Jat belt of 
Haryana, the Congress appears to be on a 
strong wicket.)

In a belated attempt to win votes, Digvijay 
Chautala has openly admitted in a video that 
the BJP is facing this crisis because of “their 
arrogance and misdeeds”. 

Haryana goes to vote on 25 May while 
voting in neighbouring Punjab will take 
place on 1 June. While the Congress is 
expected to do well in the rural constituencies, 
the BJP is pinning its hope on the urban 
constituencies of Jalandhar, Ludhiana and 
Gurdaspur in Punjab. Whether they can 
buck the tide of Hindu consolidation remains 
to be seen.  

CHANDIGARH
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Farmers turn up the heat on the BJP
Posters have come up across the state warning BJP candidates and campaigners against entering villages

The BJP brass had 
hoped that getting a 
large number of 
Congressmen to cross 
over into their fold 
would mollify the 
farmers’ anger but 
this has not happened
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The impact in West Bengal will be evident 
in this Lok Sabha election. The rivalry 
between the Trinamool Congress on the one 
hand and the Congress–CPI(M)-led Left on the 
other is no less: the difference is in singling 
out the BJP as their common enemy. While 
this is not a strategy chalked out in any 
dialogue between these parties, it seems to be 
a mutual understanding. As a nudge to voters, 
it could work. Dismayed by the rampant 
corruption in the Trinamool Congress, voters 
now have a choice—they could vote for the 
Congress-CPI(M) instead of the BJP. A decline 
in the latter’s vote share would hurt its 
prospects in this election, while benefiting  
the former.

There is always the risk that the micro-
motives that underlie individual voter 
preferences may not add up to the macro-
outcome desired by the anti-BJP opposition. 
That is a chance both the Congress-CPI(M)  
and the Trinamool Congress seem prepared  
to take, because the stakes are very high at 
this point.

All three parties in opposition to the BJP 
share a common goal <beyond> the 2024 Lok 
Sabha election in West Bengal. The vacuum 
created after the CPI(M) was decimated was 
an open invitation to the BJP to step forward 
and fill it, which is what happened between 
2016 and 2019 as the party’s vote share and 
presence grew. Reclaiming the political space 
ahead of the 2026 state assembly elections is 
necessary as much for the Trinamool 
Congress as it is for the Congress-CPI(M) to 
prevent the BJP from disrupting social 
equilibrium with its agenda of triggering 
majoritarian paranoia in a state where there 
is little hostility against the widely dispersed 
primarily Bengali-speaking Muslim minority.   

With three phases of polling still remaining 
in West Bengal, the contest has narrowed to a 
fight between the BJP on the one hand and the 
three parties in opposition to the BJP on the 
other. Every party hopes to emerge the 
winner, knowing that there will inevitably be 
a loser.  

Hope springs left,  
right and centreStraws in the electoral wind
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Shah’s reputation as a cunning, know-
it-all Chanakya was dented, however, in 
his home state of Gujarat. The party 
appears to be in turmoil, even after poll-
ing got over in the state on 7 May. 
Newspaper headlines screaming ‘BJP ma 
babaal’ (Turmoil in the BJP) are hard to 
miss. A bigger blow to Shah’s reputation 
was his failure to prevent a BJP legislator 
from withdrawing in favour of his nomi-
nee for the post of IFFCO (Indian Farmers 
Fertiliser Cooperative) director. Shah 
himself called on the rebel MLA, Jayesh 
Radadiya, but Radadiya was defiant and 
defeated Shah’s candidate Bipin Patel. Is 
the hold of the Modi–Shah duo weakening 
in their home state?

There are other signs of churn. Uttar 
Pradesh, where the BJP had appeared 
invincible, especially after the consecra-
tion of the Ram Mandir, looks far more 
vulnerable now, especially in eastern 
Uttar Pradesh, where polling is due in the 
next three phases. Priyanka Gandhi’s 
presence in Amethi and Rae Bareli has 
brought the election alive even in adjoin-
ing constituencies. Mayawati has tried to 
arrest the drift of Dalit voters from the 
BJP to the INDIA bloc, and the BJP will 
hope she succeeds. 

Even a few weeks ago, close contests 
seemed unlikely in Uttar Pradesh, but the 
BJP no longer looks invincible, not even 
in its strongholds. Akhilesh Yadav’s deci-
sion to contest from Kannauj, which the 
BJP had won in 2019, is seen as a 
game-changer in the region, and may well 
affect the outcome in Kanpur as well. 

Controversial former WFI (Wrestling 
Federation of India) chief Brij Bhushan 
Sharan Singh, dropped by the BJP in 
favour of his son, embarrassed the party 
by saying that he did not agree with Yogi 
Adityanath’s ‘bulldozer Raj’. Another 
Rajput don close to the BJP, Raja Bhaiyya, 
a.k.a. ‘Kunda ka Gunda’ (so named by 
former UP chief minister Kalyan Singh), 
declared that his supporters were free to 
vote for whoever they liked. 

Reports that Amit Shah was camping 

in Uttar Pradesh and was closeted with 
senior government officials strengthened 
speculation that chief minister Yogi 
Adityanath was being sidelined and 
would be replaced after the election. 

In Bihar, Tejashwi Yadav is on a roll. He 
caused a flutter when he said that Nitish 
Kumar may be in the NDA physically, 

but he was spiritually with the INDIA 
bloc. Nitish gave prime minister Modi’s 
nomination in Varanasi a miss on grounds 
of illness, providing further grist for the 
rumour mills. 

In West Bengal, Left voters who had 
swelled the BJP’s vote percentage in 2019, 
are said to be returning to the Left, a pos-
sibility the BJP had not foreseen. Despite 
the deployment of CAPF (Central Armed 
Police Forces) personnel in large numbers 
at the request of the BJP, at least three 
BJP candidates in Bengal—Jagannath 
Sarkar in Ranaghat, Dilip Ghosh in East 
Bardhaman-Durgapur and ‘Rajmata’ 
Amrita Roy, who is taking on Mahua 
Moitra of Trinamool Congress in 
Krishnanagar—have accused the CAPF of 
helping Trinamool Congress. 
Sandeshkhali and CAA (the Citizenship 
Amendment Act), issues the BJP was 
banking on to corner Mamata Banerjee’s 
TMC, seem to have fizzled out.

Even in BJP-ruled Uttar Pradesh, sit-
ting BJP member of Parliament from 

Kannauj Subrat Pathak fumed at security 
forces in a polling booth and warned that 
he would initiate vigilance inquiries 
against them all. At the very least, these 
are signs that the ruling party’s grip is 
slackening. Samajwadi Party chief 
Akhilesh Yadav, who is taking on Pathak 
and is widely expected to win, also com-
plained that the police were not allowing 
voters to reach booths to cast their votes. 

Two hundred kilometres from 
Kannauj, in Bareilly, also in UP, another 
video went viral of two home guards 
assaulting a man and berating him for 
accepting free rations from the govern-
ment and yet voting against the govern-
ment. The victim was reportedly a Dalit 
watchman and had objected to the home 
guards mouthing obscenities at people 
voting against the BJP.

Political scientist Suhas Palshikar 
articulated what may be on the minds of 
many citizens. ‘A worrying thought: if, 
after numerous machinations and sys-
tem takeovers, the ruling party is cut to 
size, what sabotage and mayhem will it 
unleash?’ A voter in Bengaluru last 
month warned that voters must ensure 

that the person inking their finger actu-
ally releases the control unit before they 
cast their vote. Some polling personnel 
are in cahoots with political parties, he 
said, warning that they may try to dupe 
gullible voters into thinking that they 
had cast their votes when, in fact, the 
control unit has not been released to 
record the next vote. In Ujjain, voters 
accused a presiding officer of influencing 
voters with her chant of ‘Modi-Modi’ 
inside the booth. She was later seen apol-
ogising for her mistake.

At the end of the fourth round of poll-
ing, Yogendra Yadav, co-founder of politi-
cal party Swaraj India and a well-regarded 
psephologist in his earlier life, reasoned, 
with a state-wise break-up at the ready, 
that the BJP and NDA were struggling to 
reach the half-way mark. He said they 
would end up well below their 2019 tally, 
but he also agreed with Pradeep Gupta of 
polling agency Axis My India in ruling 
out a 1977-like scenario. 

He still does not see the BJP plunging 
below 200 seats or the INDI alliance secur-
ing 300 seats. So much for which way the 
wind is blowing. Go figure!  

Akhilesh Yadav’s 
decision to contest from 
Kannauj, which the 
BJP had won in 2019, is 
seen as a game-changer 
in the region, and may 
well affect Kanpur too

Farmers protest at the Haryana–Punjab border at Shambhu, 21 February 2024 
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BJD supporters at a Lok Sabha election campaign rally in Odisha, May 2024

Modi’s vitriolic 
campaign is apparently 
spurred by the hope of a 
major revival of the BJP 
in Odisha. The BJP’s 
vote share in the state 
had jumped from 21.9% 
in 2014 to 38.9% in 2019

Nandlal Sharma

The Jharkhand Mukti Morcha 
(JMM) is disappointed that 
President Droupadi Murmu, a for-
mer governor of Jharkhand, 
couldn’t spare time to meet a dele-

gation of party leaders led by chief minister 
Champai Soren, who had sought audience 
with Murmu. The new chief minister gave 
vent to his frustration by saying that BJP 
leaders seem to treat mineral-rich Jharkhand 
like an ATM machine. “They neither have 
any emotional connect with the people of 
Jharkhand nor are they serious about our 
issues”, he added. Amusingly, the present 
state president and former chief minister 
Babulal Marandi had quit the BJP saying he 
was expected to raise money all the time. 
Marandi, whom critics call ‘Babulal 
Marwari’ for his alleged proximity to busi-
nessmen, is back to being the BJP president 
but his anti-corruption plank has lost much 
of its heft with his party patronising 
mine-owners and moneybags.

This is also the reason why the continued 
incarceration of former chief minister 
Hemant Soren has not dented his image or 
popularity. It has impacted JMM’s election 
campaign and alienated tribals who believe 
that Soren was implicated in a frivolous case 
to prevent him from campaigning in the Lok 
Sabha election. The sense of hurt and alien-
ation was evident in the traditional spring 
festival of Sarhul, when several floats in the 
pageant figured Soren behind bars. Adivasis 
tend to be stoic about injustice and prisons 
do not intimidate them; but the simmering 
anger one senses beneath their surface calm 
is unmistakable.

The Bharatiya Janata Party is finding it 
hard to justify Soren’s imprisonment on cor-
ruption charges, and not only because their 
own hands are not quite clean. Soren is in 
prison for a benami land deal, an allegation 
he has denied. His arrest, however, is not the 
only grievance that tribals, who constitute 
less than one-third of the population of the 
state, hold against the saffron party. 

Its troubles have been compounded by 
the PM and the home minister’s anti-Muslim 
rhetoric. Jharkhand, though no stranger to 
communal riots and mob lynching incidents, 
has seen a spurt in communal rhetoric over 
the last decade. When Modi, addressing a 
rally in Chaibasa, asserted that he would not 
allow Jharkhand to be turned into Bengal, 
there was incomprehension among the peo-
ple, simply because Muslims have lived in 
relative harmony in the state for so long. 

Modi and Amit Shah’s claim that reserva-
tion for SC-ST-OBCs is safe only as long as 
they are in power has failed to cut any ice. 
This is partly because it was the Hemant 
Soren-led government that passed the Bill to 
give OBCs 27 per cent reservation, which 
was stalled by the Governor, a nominee of 
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BJP’s mineral-rich ‘ATM’ state has had enough of it 
the Centre. (State-level BJP leaders are 
unable to explain why.) And partly because, 
contrary to the BJP’s expectations, the 
Congress manifesto has actually become a 
reference point. 

On a campaign stop in the state, Congress 
leader Rahul Gandhi spoke of the Opposition’s 
commitment to a ‘Sarna’ code. The BJP and 
the RSS have always treated non-Christian 
tribals as Hindus. Tribals, however, have 
been demanding a separate identity, pointing 
out that they worship nature and follow the 
‘Sarna dharma’. They want the state to recog-
nise their distinct identity, a demand to 
which the BJP has been cold. 

There are other undercurrents. 
Resentment has been brewing against 
outsiders and migrants into Jharkhand 

after the state was formed in November 2000. 
These ‘rent seekers’ have usurped jobs, land, 
mining leases and contracts. They are also 
seen to dominate political parties, especially 
the two national parties. While the BJP, after 
experimenting with non-tribal Raghubar 
Das as chief minister has fallen back on 
Babulal Marandi, the Congress continues to 
be led and micro-managed by non-tribal 
leaders from outside the state.

The clamour for a ‘domicile’ policy based 
on land records or the Bihar Bhumi Khatiyan 
dating back to 1932 is another major elector-
al issue, but is not reflected in the media. 
The INDIA bloc is cushioned somewhat 
because a bill proposing a new domicile pol-
icy was passed by the state assembly and 
sent to the Governor for assent by the JMM-
led coalition government. The Governor has 
neither returned it nor given his assent. BJP 
leaders have stayed mum on an issue which 
it recognises as a minefield. On the ground, 
though, it is an important talking point not 
only for older people, but for both tribal and 
non-tribal youth. They want preference to be 
given to local residents in at least Group C 
and D jobs in the state and central govern-
ment, as well as in the PSUs. 

The sizeable and politically empowered 
Kurmi community, known as the ‘Mahatos’ 
in Jharkhand, are also up in arms. They had 
played an important role in the Jharkhand 
movement. Leaders like Binod Bihari 
Mahato and Nirmal Mahato had led the agi-
tation from the front with Shibu Soren and 
A.K. Roy. The restive Kurmi youth have now 
come together under the banner of 
‘Jharkhand Loktantrik Krantikari Morcha’ 
led by Jairam Mahato. The Morcha has field-
ed eight candidates for the Lok Sabha and 
could chip away the votes of both the BJP 
and the INDIA bloc, making elections in the 
state even more unpredictable.    

The BJP was pressured to drop its sitting 
MP from Dhanbad, P.N. Singh, who has been 
winning the Lok Sabha seat for the last three 
elections, and forced to field one of its ‘local’ 
MLAs, Dhulu Mahato, from the seat. In the 

Giridih Lok Sabha seat too, three Mahato 
candidates fielded by different political par-
ties are the main contestants. The domicile 
policy is a key issue in both these constituen-
cies. The BJP was compelled to field a new 
candidate from Hazaribagh as well, to count-
er the heat generated by the Morcha, which 
has spearheaded agitations in the region, 
demanding employment for local people in 
this belt dotted by coal mines, thermal power 
plants and steel plants.

In the last Lok Sabha election, the BJP 
had won 12 of the 14 seats in the state. The 
party had won the Dhanbad seat by a margin 
of over four lakh votes while the Giridih seat 
was also won by the BJP’s ally, Chandra 
Prakash Choudhary of the AJSU (All 
Jharkhand Students’ Union). This time the 
stiff challenge comes not just from the INDIA 
bloc but also the Morcha.    

The Kurmis in the state, it is believed, 
had voted en masse for the BJP in both 2014 
and 2019. The community has been asking 
for reservation and inclusion in the 
Scheduled Tribes list. In 2022 and in 2023, 
agitations had led to three ‘Rail Roko’ cam-
paigns, which effectively brought train 
movement to a standstill for several days. 
The BJP had then promised to consider their 
dual demands. With the realisation that this 
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Modi and the martial art of losing allies
Ashutosh Mishra

As the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) ramps up its campaign in 
Odisha, Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s desperation is mounting. 
The niceties that once character-

ised his relationship with the Odisha chief 
minister Naveen Patnaik—who is among 
the few regional satraps on whom the BJP-
led NDA could rely to bail it out in 
Parliament—have been abandoned. The 
ferocity of the PM’s attacks on Patnaik has 
compelled the usually mild-mannered chief 
minister to respond to the barbs of his one-
time friend. This kind of a recriminatory 
campaign has rarely been seen in the state.

The first salvo in this war of words was 
fired by Modi when he addressed his maid-
en election rally in Odisha at Berhampur on 
6 May, taunting Patnaik for his poor knowl-
edge of Odia and Odia culture. On 11 May, 
while addressing rallies in Kandhamal, 
Bolangir and Bargarh Lok Sabha constitu-
encies, Modi even questioned his knowledge 
about the state he ruled.  

“Naveen Babu is the chief minister of 
Odisha for so many years. I want to challenge 
Naveen Babu. Why are people upset with 
you? Because (if) you make him stand any-
where and ask him to spell out the names of 
districts and their ‘capital’ he won’t be able 
to do that. How can a chief minister, who 
cannot tell names of the districts and their 
headquarters, be expected to understand 
your plight?” asked Modi at Kandhamal.  

In Bolangir, Modi invited people to ask 
Patnaik to name 10 villages in the Kantabanji 
assembly constituency from where Patnaik 
has filed his nomination papers this time 
along with his traditional seat (Hinjili in 
Ganjam). The Kantabanji assembly segment 
is part of the Bolangir Lok Sabha constitu-

ency, and Patnaik has chosen to contest it in 
a strategic move to contain the BJP’s influ-
ence in western Odisha, where they had 
won all five Lok Sabha seats in 2019.

At Bargarh, the prime minister targeted 
Patnaik’s Man Friday, the Tamil Nadu-born 
former IAS officer V.K. Pandian, who is the 
Biju Janata Dal’s chief strategist in these 
elections. Taking a dig at Pandian, who is 
believed to be remote-controlling the govern-
ment even after taking voluntary retirement 
from service and joining politics, Modi said, 
“Do you know the entire government in 
Odisha has been outsourced? There is a 
super CM (an obvious reference to Pandian) 
who is above the democratically-elected gov-
ernment and the chief minister. Do you want 
the state to go into the hands of those who 
have no understanding of Odisha?”

form. “Odisha’s natural wealth is coal. You 
(the Centre) take coal from Odisha. But you 
forgot to hike the royalty on coal even once 
in the last 10 years,” Patnaik reminded the 
prime minister.  

Narendra Modi is taking a calculated 
risk by targeting his former ally. He seems 
ready to burn the bridges he had assiduous-
ly built with regional satraps like Patnaik 
over the years. With the BJP-led NDA gov-
ernment lacking the requisite numbers in 
the Rajya Sabha, there have been several 
occasions when Patnaik’s party bailed it out 
in the Upper House, be it for the abrogation 
of article 370, triple talaq or the Citizenship 
Amendment Act (CAA). 

Patnaik, in fact, had exposed himself to 
criticism from minority community 
leaders by extending support to the 

CAA. His party’s backing of the Modi gov-
ernment ever since it came to power for the 
first time in 2014 made a mockery of the 
BJD’s stand of maintaining equidistance 
from both the BJP and the Congress. It also 
threatened to dent the secular credentials of 
the chief minister who had ended his party’s 
alliance with the BJP in 2009 in the wake of 
communal riots in Kandhamal.  

The regional party led by Patnaik not 
only extended support to NDA’s presidential 
candidates, handpicked by Modi, it also 

backed the candidature of Harivansh 
Narayan Singh for the post of Rajya Sabha 
deputy chairperson in 2020 in deference to 
the PM’s wishes. Such was the bonhomie 
between Modi and Patnaik that BJP leader 
and railway minister Ashwini Vaishnaw 
was twice sent to the Rajya Sabha from 
Odisha with the BJD’s support. What 
Patnaik got in return was financial assis-
tance from the Centre in the wake of disas-
trous cyclones like Fani which left the 
Odisha coast completely devastated in 2019. 

On balance, it was the BJP that gained 
the most from this friendly understanding, 
with the BJD holding 12 of the 21 Lok Sabha 
seats in the state, the BJP currently holding 
eight and the Congress one. 

Modi’s vitriolic campaign is apparently 
spurred by the hope of a major revival of the 
BJP in Odisha. The BJP’s vote share in the 
state had jumped from 21.9 per cent in 2014 
to 38.9 per cent in 2019. The BJD’s vote share 
had dipped marginally, going down from 
44.8 per cent in 2014 to 43.3 per cent in 2019. 

Post-poll data showed that the BJP’s 
vote share increased largely at the cost of 
the Congress, which fell from over 26 per 
cent in 2014 to 14 per cent in 2019. However, 
the BJP failed to translate its Lok Sabha 
success in the Assembly polls. Even though 
it emerged as the main opposition party, 
winning 23 seats in the Assembly, it was 
still far behind the BJD which won a record 
fifth term with 112 of the 147 seats at stake. 
The BJP’s Assembly vote share, however, 
rose from just 18.2 per cent in 2014 to 32.8 
per cent in 2019. 

The BJP faced a major setback in the 2022 
panchayat polls where it won 42 zila parish-
ad seats compared to the 297 it had won in 
2017. The BJD swept the 2022 panchayat poll, 
bagging a record 766 zila parishad seats out 
of the total 852. Things haven’t changed 
much since then, and the BJP’s wildest hope 
is to bag 15 Lok Sabha seats. 

Similarly, in the 147-strong state assem-
bly, the party can, at best hope to double its 
present tally of 23. 

This hardly seems worth the risks that 
Modi is taking by attacking a reliable ally. 
Taking the BJD and Patnaik’s support for 
granted in Parliament is poor politics, feel 
observers. The attacks may well make it 
difficult for Patnaik and Pandian to extend 
support to the NDA in future, even if they 
want to.  

could alienate tribal voters in several states, 
the BJP has now decided to maintain a  
studied silence. Kurmis feel betrayed and 
are infuriated.

When Union minister Arjun Munda was 
the chief minister in 2004, recalls Ranchi-
based activist Manzar Imam, he had for-
warded a recommendation to include 
Kurmis in the ST list to New Delhi. As a 
Union minister dealing with tribal affairs, 
however, Munda dragged his feet and sought 
a report and recommendation from the 
Tribal Research Institute (TRI) in Ranchi. 
This too has added fuel to the fire and 
Munda, who is contesting from Khunti, is 
also feeling the heat. Ram Tahal Choudhary, 
a veteran Kurmi leader who had briefly left 
the BJP this year before returning to the 
fold, was heckled and manhandled when he 
went to campaign for Munda in the Tamar 
assembly constituency.

Jharkhand is a microcosm of India with 
diverse communities, cultures, languages 
and dialects. The BJP’s one-size-fits-all  
prescription and its anti-minority virulence 
and talk of infiltrators from Bangladesh  
do not have the traction they receive  
elsewhere. The chances that the BJP would 
be able to repeat its 2019 performance in the 
state are slim.  

The BJP’s one-size-fits-
all prescription and its 
anti-minority virulence 
and talk of infiltrators 
from Bangladesh do 
not get much traction 
in Jharkhand

RANCHI

BHUBANESWAR

JMM workers demonstrate against the BJP over the arrest of former chief minister Hemant Soren

He then called upon people to vote for his 
party which, he said, was the only way of 
putting an end to BJD’s misrule in the state. 
He also brought up the issue of the missing 
keys to the ratna bhandar (treasury room) 
of the Jagannath temple in an attempt to 
make an emotional connect with people 
while attacking the state government’s 
alleged inefficiency. 

Patnaik, who usually refuses to be pro-
voked, responded in a video statement 
where he tore into Modi: “Honourable prime 
minister, how much do you remember about 
Odisha? Even though Odia is a classical lan-
guage, you forgot about it. You have allotted 
Rs 1,000 crore to Sanskrit but zero to Odia.” 

He took a dig at Modi for forgetting about 
Odissi though the state had sent him propos-
als for the recognition of this classical dance 
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A
rvind Kejriwal has been released 
for a few days to campaign, after 
which he has to return to jail. He 
has not been convicted, of course, 

and is in jail merely because the BJP opposes 
his bail. 

What the judges observed about Kejriwal 
is telling. He is ‘the chief minister of Delhi 
and a leader of one of the national parties. No 
doubt, serious accusations have been made, 
but he has not been convicted. He does not 
have any criminal antecedents. He is not a 
threat to society’.

The court also noted that the case was reg-
istered in 2022, but Kejriwal was arrested on 
21 March this year, days before voting began 
on 19 April. Kejriwal missed more than a 
month of the initial campaign and was there-
after kept in jail while three phases of the 
election were carried out. 

It was his wife who was campaigning on 
his behalf around the country. Will such an 
election be considered ‘free and fair’ when 
results are out on 4 June? Locking up your 
opponents while you are free to campaign is 
the sort of ‘election’ that happens in nations 
that are called autocracies.

Hemant Soren, the former chief minister 
of Jharkhand, Manish Sisodia, the deputy 
chief minister of Delhi, and Kalvakuntla 
Kavitha of the Bharat Rashtra Samithi, 
which ran the previous government in 
Telangana, are all in jail. Not a single one of 
these jailed politicians is a convict. They are 
merely accused, that too accused by the BJP, 
of having done something wrong.

The BJP’s argument in court is that politi-
cians should not be treated differently from 
other accused, so should not be granted bail 
simply to campaign. What it is not saying is 
that it considers democracy irrelevant and 
elections incidental to its desire to keep its 
opponents locked up. 

Surely what the court noted in the Kejriwal 
case also applies to the rest? They have no 
antecedents of criminal activity. They are not 
an immediate threat to society. Their only 
crime seems to be that they are all leaders of 
political parties that are campaigning for 
these general elections.

Kejriwal got a rousing reception on his 
release; the BJP was not pleased. One of its 
national executive members tweeted that ‘by 
picking a side right in the middle of elections, 
the lordships that be have made themselves a 
part of the campaign. When the billion ballots 
speak, they may not like it’.

The problem, of course, is that the courts 

are being forced into this. The real question is 
whether one should take the BJP at its word 
when it says that it is not attacking democra-
cy with its actions. India is quite divided on 
this, with the prime minister’s supporters 
egging him on.

For argument’s sake, let us assume that 
the Opposition and its supporters are in 
fact totally biased, and therefore their 

opinions can be ignored. What does the out-
side world, which presumably has less of a 
stake or no stake at all in the results of the 
Lok Sabha elections, feel about the route 
India has taken?

We need only go back to what has been said 
several times, over several years, including in 
this column. The outside world says that India 
is not only sliding into authoritarianism, it is 
no longer even a democracy.

Freedom House, a non-profit that promotes 
democratic governance and human rights 
around the world, says ‘the BJP has increas-
ingly used government institutions to target 
political opponents’. This is a fact. Freedom 
House ranks India as being ‘partly free’. This 
is also a fact—indeed, it reflects Kejriwal’s 
current position as much as it does the state 
of our nation.

The Economist Intelligence Unit’s 
Democracy Index monitors civil liberties, 
pluralism, political culture and participation 
in political culture as well as in the electoral 
process. In 2014, India was ranked 27th. 

In 2020, India was classified as a ‘flawed 
democracy’. Last year, our ranking slipped to 
41, as a ‘result of democratic backsliding 
under the leadership of Narendra Modi’. It 
also made other observations about the gov-
ernment’s attack on minorities, which we 
need not go into here.

In 2017, CIVICUS, a global alliance of civil 
society organisations, rated India’s civil 
space as ‘obstructed’; it has since fallen to 
‘repressed’. Is ‘repressed’ the sort of word that 
is used for democracies? No.

In March 2022, CIVICUS said: ‘India has 
been added to a watchlist of countries that 
have seen a rapid decline in civic freedoms’ 
and that Modi ‘continues to resort to drastic 
measures to silence critics’. Jailing them 
during elections is one good way to silence 
your critics, particularly articulate ones like 
Kejriwal and Sanjay Singh, who was also 
jailed by the Enforcement Directorate with-
out a conviction and was also recently grant-
ed bail.

Finally, the University of Gothenburg’s 
V-Dem report says India has suffered ‘one of 
the most dramatic shifts among all countries 
in the world over the past 10 years’. It said 
that under Modi, India lost its status as a 
democracy and was classified as an ‘electoral 
autocracy’, joining nations like Hungary and 
Turkey. 

On freedom of expression, media and civil 
society, India was ‘as autocratic as is 
Pakistan, and worse than both Bangladesh 
and Nepal’.

When these reports began to come out after 
2014, the Modi government and its supporters 
scoffed and said they were biased. 

Today, in 2024, the BJP jails its opponents 
during an election and still believes—or at 
least wants us to believe—that all it is doing is 
following the rules of democracy.  

Views are personal

Voters now in their thirties will probably remember the electoral storm 
that blew over India in 2014. Those older will have a deeper context. 
Every national election is arguably different, but the 2014 and 2019 

editions marked some important departures from the past. For one, they rang 
down the curtain on an era of coalition politics in India.

In 2014, Narendra Modi mounted his bid to power in Delhi on the back of 
his reputation as a doer during his long stint as Gujarat chief minister 
between 2001 and 2014. For fence-sitters at the time, enamoured of his 
go-getting reputation, the Gujarat riots of 2002 and its ‘management’ by 
Modi’s state government, were discomfiting but they were still willing to “give 
Modi a chance”. His doer reputation—also largely a media creation—was in 
some ways the springboard for his ambition to recast the parliamentary 
election into a presidential-style gladiatorial contest, projecting himself as the 
strongman with a laser focus on getting things done.

The Sangh parivar saw both promise and purchase in the strategy. The 
capture of institutions over time, including most importantly the capture of the 
mainstream media narrative, cemented this strategy. The monstrous, 
overpowering influence of social media has coincided with Modi’s reign and 
the BJP has been quick to learn how to maximise its reach and influence among 
the people. For that reason alone, Amit Malviya, the national convenor of the 
BJP’s IT cell, is an important cog in the party’s propaganda wheel.

Going into these elections, the collective wisdom of the BJP/ Sangh 
propaganda machinery was that the time had come to go to the people to 
elect a monarch. In case anyone missed it, the ruling party is contesting the 
2024 Lok Sabha polls not as the BJP’s bid to return to power but a vote for 
‘Modi’s Guarantee’ that ‘better things are in store’. That guarantee is 
supposedly worth its weight in gold in the popular imagination. The promise 
of better days ahead is, of course, loaded, a code for all sorts of things—it’s a 
wet dream for swathes of the country that want the dawn of a Hindu Rashtra, 
and it’s a nightmare for others, who desperately want to shake off that very 
real prospect if the BJP returns to power, legitimately or otherwise.

To track back briefly, 2014 was a watershed election that gave the BJP a 
majority on its own—the first time for any party in 30 years since 1984. Even in 
that epochal election, though, the BJP, with 282 seats, went only slightly past 
the simple majority mark of 272. The general election in 2019 was again an 
unusual one with the BJP and prime minister Modi converting the Pulwama 
terror attack—a huge blot on the government and a glaring security failure—
into a campaign showcasing the Modi government’s muscular response to 
foreign/ Pakistani aggression, through the expedient of a token air strike inside 
Pakistan. When, in fact, even the strike (in Balakot) was botched, resulting in 
the tragic loss of a pilot and a fighter plane inside Pakistan and a helicopter 
and six personnel, shot down by mistake inside Indian territory. Nevertheless, 
the ‘ghar me ghus ke maara’ rhetoric generated a patriotic frenzy that secured 
the BJP a record 303 seats and the NDA 353 seats in the Lok Sabha, giving the 
government a free pass in the lower House to do what it desired.

How different is the ongoing election? The BJP should have found itself in a 
sweet spot, having hurriedly and somewhat clumsily gone through with the 
consecration of the Ram Mandir and with central agencies going on a 
rampage against the Opposition. Putting opposition leaders in jail, freezing the 
bank accounts of the principal opposition party, intimidating opposition 
leaders to defect or else, welcoming defectors from everywhere and fielding 
the probable winners among them as BJP candidates should have put it in an 
unassailable position. With more men, muscle and money than all the 
Opposition put together—and by doing its damnedest to strangulate any 
resistance—the BJP should have found it easy to win this time too. Barely 
weeks ago, ‘400-paar’ was made to look like a cinch, but with voting done and 
dusted for 381 (of 543) seats at the time of writing, there are indications (see 
Straws in the electoral wind, Page 1) that a different outcome is possible.

It is apparently visible on the ground, in the North as much as the South, in 
the East as well as the West. The arrogance of the BJP, its inability to convincingly 
address everyday issues of unemployment and inflation, the yawning gulf 
between people’s lived experience and ‘Modi’s  guarantees’, the veiled threats to 
rewrite the Constitution and a motley assortment of local issues are apparently 
creating a perceptible draught against the BJP. A threatened breed of 
independent analysts—seen mostly on YouTube, for reasons well known but 
best set aside for now—are predicting that the BJP, even the NDA, will fall short. 
Yet there are hushed whispers even among those who see a different outcome 
on the horizon that if 4 June does see a mandate for change, the current regime 
will resist a peaceful transfer of power. Be afraid!

H E R A L D  V I E W The Kejriwal case: ‘democracy’ really?

Modi’s flip-flop on Muslims

Prime Minister Narendra Modi began 
his election campaign by claiming 

that if the Congress came to power at 
the Centre, it would snatch properties 
from Hindus and distribute them 
“among those who have more children”. 
In the previous sentence he was talking 
about Muslims and thus nobody was in 
doubt about who he meant by those 
“who have more children”. His remarks 
drew widespread flak and hundreds of 
people complained to the Election 
Commission that the prime minister 
was making communally divisive 
remarks. The ECI, as expected, took no 
action on these complaints. For two 
phases, Modi stuck to this line of attack 
on the Congress. But it did not seem to 
work. Then suddenly, during an 
interview with his ‘tonic’ pal Rubika 
Liaquat, Modi made a somersault and 
said that he never targeted Muslims and 
that the day he does it, he will have no 
right to remain in public life! Really? 

Dr Mehmood Ali, Delhi

Congress is back to basics

Apropos ‘The Congress’s sharp pro-
poor agenda signals big change’ (NH, 

12 May), it is a fact that the Congress 
party’s pro-people, welfarist manifesto 
has found resounding acceptance among 
the people. The Congress party’s 
ideological stance was ‘never before as 
clear as it was during the era of bank 

nationalisation under Indira Gandhi’. 
The author observes, ‘...the Congress 
has rejected Manmohan Singh and all 
that he brought to the table, whether it 
says so explicitly or not.’ The Congress 
manifesto is so strong that the ruling 
BJP and its supreme leader, instead of 
telling people about their achievements 
(are there any?), are endlessly talking 
about the Congress manifesto.

Satyaprakaksh Sharma, Bhopal

No end to human greed?

Apropos ‘Why Uttarakhand is in 
flames’ (NH, 12 May), it is worrisome 

that there are over 150 fires raging in 
the Garhwal region of Uttarakhand and 
nearly 500 fires burning in the forests of 
the Kumaon range, as is evident from 
satellite images. The question is how did 
these fires start at such massive scale? 
As per the report, the state 
administration claims that 90 per cent of 
the fires that have spread across Pauri 
Garhwal, Chamoli, Almora and around 
the Mussoorie hills are manmade. 
Although villagers do traditionally burn 
forest floors to stimulate the growth of 
fresh grass, environmentalist Reenu 
Paul sounds more realistic as she claims 
that the majority of fires are the 
handiwork of the real estate lobby 
which uses this (burnt) forest land to 
develop colonies—of course, in 
connivance with the local bureaucracy. 

Shikha Penuli, Dehradun

Aakar Patel

Facts peel away the fiction of ‘free and fair’ elections

F
or thousands of years now, there 
have been different religions in 
India and yet we are all Indians. The 
majority of us are Hindus, and 

Muslims are in great numbers, as also are 
Sikhs, Christians, Jains, Buddhists, Parsis 
and many others. This has been going on 
for thousands of years. All these religions 
have made India their home. India does not 
belong to any one of them alone. There has 
never been a question of one religion trying 
to suppress the others. If anyone tries to do 
it now, he will be very foolish and will 
cause great damage to the country. 

India can progress in only one way and 
that is when all Indians, irrespective of 
their professions, province or religion, live 
in harmony with one another and march 
together. They may hold different views and 
opinions, but they must not live in 
compartments politically or otherwise.

You have gathered here in great 
numbers and perhaps most of you live in 
Amritsar. Almost all of you must be 
Punjabis. But you are not merely the 
citizens of Amristar or of the Punjab—you 
are first and foremost the citizens of India. 
And as the citizens of India, you have 
certain rights, and at the same time some 
responsibilities too because there can be no 
rights without responsibilities…

The first step towards fulfilling our 
responsibilities is to learn the lesson of 
unity…Why is it that in spite of all our bitter 
experience of the past, these communal 
organisations raise their heads in our 
country and create problems and tension? 
What is the matter? It is something for us to 
consider. I can understand difference of 
opinion amongst us, on political or economic 
matters. I understand and accept the 
difference in ideologies of the various parties 
like the communist or socialist parties. 
There can be different ways of looking at the 
problems of a country. But I simply cannot 
understand communalism in politics and it 
simply shows that we are forgetting all our 
past experiences in India and in the Punjab. 

Communalism has done incalculable 
harm in the past. The Muslim League, an 
intensely communal party, spread a bitter 
poison throughout the country and did 
great damage. But somehow it was removed 

from here and it is no longer powerful at 
least in India. We thought that we were at 
last rid of this terrible disease. But it is our 
misfortune that the disease is spreading 
once again in a different form, among the 
new communal organisations of the Hindus 
and the Sikhs. It is strange that we have not 
been able to learn a lesson even now. 

Can any intelligent man in Punjab think 
that there can be progress made here if 
there is constant tension between the 
Hindus and the Sikhs? You must think 
about this. Both will bring ruin upon 
themselves. And I cannot understand what 
there is to quarrel about? All their problems 

can be very easily solved. But the 
fundamental thing is that the Punjab can 
progress only if all the citizens of the 
Punjab whether they are Hindus, Sikhs or 
Christians learn to live together in 
harmony and do not isolate themselves into 
separate compartments. 

This is a broad fact and it applies to the 
whole of India. India cannot achieve 
progress if there is no unity among her 
people…So we have to change our mental 
attitudes somewhat and get rid of these 
communal notions. It has ruined us in the 
past and lowered us in the eyes of the world. 
What is the sense in getting into the same 
old rut once again at a time when we have 
just won freedom and got an opportunity to 
progress? What is this foolishness? 

So, I am laying stress on this repeatedly 
because we have to put an end to it. 

Everyone in India, whether he is a Muslim 
or a Hindu or Sikh or Christian, has the 
right to follow his own religion and 
traditions peacefully. All religions are 
worthy of respect and there should be no 
obstacles in the way of anyone. But if you 
try to bring religion into politics and try to 
create barriers, then you are following an 
extremely dangerous path. Religion is a 
sacred subject and if you try to drag it into 
the mire, you will be degrading both 
religion and politics…

Let us work together to create a new 
India and a new Punjab. Remember that 
when individuals or nations are engaged in 
big tasks, they too grow in stature. I am by 
no means a big man. I am an ordinary 
Indian, with an ordinary education and 
some intelligence. What sacrifice have I 
made which has not been made over and 
again by innumerable people in the Punjab 
and all over the country? Then how did I or 
the others grow? 

We grew because of two or three factors. 
Firstly, we came under the shadow of a 
great man like Mahatma Gandhi and some 
of his greatness got rubbed on us. Secondly, 
we were engaged in a mighty task and that 
also added to our stature. Those who hold 
their heads high and gaze at the stars 
naturally grow taller. This is the case with 
nations too. You will find that periods of 
greatness in the history of any country 
always coincide with their being engaged in 
some mighty effort and not when they were 
busy in petty squabbles. 

So we grew, and now once again we have 
an opportunity to grow. To try to make the 
condition of 35 crore people better is a 
mighty task. We can do it if all of us work 
together and each one of us stands on his 
own feet and does his duty. It will take time 
and means hard work, great toil and sweat 
and tears. But it is not impossible. So, I put 
all these thoughts of mine and make an 
effort to see that everyone marches in step. 
Ultimately, the best of governments cannot 
do anything unless the people are willing  
to cooperate.  

Selected and edited by MRIDULA MUKHERJEE, 
former professor of history at JNU and former 

director of Nehru Memorial Museum & Library

The dangers of communal hatred
N E H R U ’ S  W O R D

The ongoing Lok Sabha election campaign has been marked by blatant communal dog-whistling by the topmost leaders 
of the party in power, though reportedly with rapidly diminishing returns. But 73 years ago, the then prime minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru converted the first election campaign into a virtual referendum on the demand for a Hindu Rashtra, and 

delivered a resounding defeat to its proponents with the rivals winning only 10 seats and six per cent of the vote! We bring to you this week 
extracts from a speech he gave in Amritsar on 22 December 1951 which demonstrates this.

If you try to bring 
religion into politics 

and try to create 
barriers, then you are 
following an extremely 

dangerous path

Today, the BJP jails 
its opponents during 
an election and still 
believes—or at least 
wants us to believe—
that all it is doing is 
following the rules  

of democracy

A time to hope,  
a time to fear
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Lalu Prasad Yadav recently reminded 
prime minister Narendra Modi of a 
promise he had made in 2014. Not 
only had he pledged to ensure the 
reopening of the state’s sugar mills—

closed for four decades—he had also prom-
ised to come down for a cup of tea made with 
the sugar produced there. When pray, he 
asked, would Modi have that sweetened tea, 
given that the mills were still closed?

An aggressive Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) 
has been relentless in reminding the prime 
minister of his past guarantees. What hap-
pened to the special economic package he 
had announced for Bihar, asked Lalu Prasad 
Yadav’s daughter Misa Bharati. What about 
the special category status to the state? What 
have you done after winning the last two 
elections in 2014 and 2019?

Such questions are making it difficult for 
BJP and RSS workers to defend ‘Modi’s 
Guarantees’ in the state. The very mention of 
those magic words leads to derisive laughter 
and lewd jokes. On his roadshow last Sunday 
(12 May), the PM made a bad situation even 
worse. In an interview to NDTV’s Marya 
Shakil, he declared that while the NDA had 
won 39 of the 40 Lok Sabha seats in Bihar 
last time, this time they’d win all 40: “Shayad 
iss baar hum ek bhi nahin harengey (Perhaps 
this time we won’t lose even a single seat)”. 
With most observers convinced that the NDA 
could lose as many as 15–20 seats in the state, 
it’s the ‘perhaps’ that pricks the PM’s bom-
bastic bubble.

This was Narendra Modi’s first road-
show in Patna (indeed the first for any 
national leader). The litmus test has always 
been to address rallies at the historic Gandhi 
Maidan, as the INDIA bloc leaders did in 
March. More funereal than celebratory, the 
PM’s roadshow also caused massive public 
disruptions with the closure not only of air-
space but also Patna Junction. No trains 
were permitted to stop at Patna Junction 
that evening, and passengers had no choice 
but to board from Danapur station, 12 kilo-
metres away. Missed flights and traffic jams 
marked the day.

The PM’s expression was glum and his 
body language listless and mechanical. 
Standing by his side was the even more 
downcast chief minister Nitish Kumar,  

holding the lotus in his hand. Old-timers 
recalled the predicament of his mentor 
George Fernandes, when he had insisted on 
contesting the 2009 Lok Sabha election as an 
Independent. Once a redoubtable leader from 
Muzaffarpur and one of the architects of the 
National Democratic Alliance, Fernandes 
had ended up fifth. Together, Nitish and he 
had helped mainstream the BJP.

The NDA cannot afford to lose too many 
seats in Bihar, West Bengal and Uttar 
Pradesh in the remaining three rounds 

of polling till 1 June. 
While Uttar Pradesh was clearly favoured 

by the PM, Bihar received a relative cold 
shoulder. For 13 of the 19 years since 2005, 
Nitish Kumar has been the BJP’S oldest 
‘secular ally’, though he did break away 
twice (in 2013 and 2022). Work on the ambi-
tious Ganga Expressway was inaugurated 
by Nitish Kumar on 11 October 2013, four 
months after snapping ties with the BJP and 
when UPA-II was still in power in Delhi. The 
blueprint of the Patna Metro was also pre-
pared before 2014.

Bihar fared better during the UPA years 
under Dr Manmohan Singh as prime minis-
ter. Neither NDA-I under Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee (1998–2004) nor the UPA (2004–
2014) were discriminatory towards a state 
governed by a different alliance. Thiswas 
partly because both the RJD and JD(U) 
were no pushovers and did not have to 
plead for grants and aid from the centre.  
Since 2014, however, Nitish Kumar has not 
been able to remind Narendra Modi that 
he had publicly promised a special package 
of Rs 1.25 lakh crore for the state while  
campaigning during the assembly election 
in 2015. Union ministers from the  
state have been reduced to being the  
PM’s cheerleaders.

RJD and JLP (Lok Janshakti Party) lead-
ers who were ministers in the UPA govern-
ment did not oppose or stall grants for Bihar. 
On the contrary, Bihar received generous 
grants from the Backward Region Grant 
Fund (BRGF), created by the Manmohan 
Singh government in 2006. The state govern-
ment received Rs 8,753 crore during the 11th 
Five Year Plan (2007–12) and Rs 12,000 crore 
during the 12th Five Year Plan (2012–17). Be it 

the Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana, the 
East-West Corridor, the Golden Quadrilateral 
(work on which actually started during the 
Vajpayee era) or other National Highway 
projects and centrally-sponsored schemes, 
Bihar received its due share.

As railway minister, Lalu Prasad Yadav 
brought projects worth several thousand 
crores to Bihar including the Rail Wheel 
Plant in Saran and the electric locomotive 
factory in Madhepura. The then union rural 
development minister late Raghuvansh 
Prasad Singh was equally generous in grant-
ing funds for rural roads in Bihar. MNREGA 
was also introduced by the UPA. 

Nitish claimed credit for construction- 
driven projects during that period, but New 
Delhi did not seem to mind and Union minis-
ters from Bihar were not hostile.  

Despite the development of road and rail 
infrastructure and the near total electrifica-
tion of Bihar by 2014, industrialisation failed 
to take off. The only exception were the brew-

eries following the new excise policy which 
aggressively promoted liquor vends in large 
numbers. (In April 2016, Nitish Kumar took a 
U-turn and implemented total prohibition.)

Even during the Vajpayee years, Bihar 
witnessed considerable development, 
despite the carving out of the  

mineral-rich region into the separate state of 
Jharkhand in November 2000. 

Despite legendary tussles between the 
Rabri Devi government in the state and the 
NDA government at the Centre, 11 Union 
ministers from Bihar were instrumental in 
ensuring several significant projects such as 
the NTPC plant in Barh, a rail project in 
Harnaut, doubling and gauge conversion of 
various rail routes, the Koderma–
Hazaribagh connection, rail bridges over 
the Ganga between Patna–Sonepur and 
Munger–Khagaria.

The UPA years also saw the central uni-
versity of South Bihar come up in Gaya and a 
central university of North Bihar in Motihari, 
besides the off-campus branch of Aligarh 
Muslim University in Kishanganj. Initially, 
the project to revive Nalanda University as 
an international university also received the 
union government’s attention, with Nobel 
Laureate Amartya Sen as chairman of the 
mentor group. 

Nitish Kumar took a keen interest in 
opening the Chandragupta Institute of 
Management in Patna and the Chanakya 
National Law University. The Aryabhatt 
Knowledge University was formed to admin-
ister all the technical institutes in the state 
and an Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) 
was established in Patna. All this before 2014. 
The Indian Institute of Management (IIM) in 
Bodh Gaya began functioning from 2015. 

Come 2024, with very few exceptions, 
they are all languishing. Amartya Sen was 
chucked out unceremoniously, presumably 
because he was critical of Modi as chief 
minister of Gujarat. “Today nobody knows 
what is happening in Nalanda University 
and in the off-campus branch of Aligarh 
Muslim University,” commented Basant 
Kumar Mishra, who retired from Patna 
University and writes regularly on educa-
tion, adding that not much can be said 
about the rest either.  

PATNA
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BJP workers all at sea over Modi’s ‘guarantees’ 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s roadshow in Patna, 12 May 2024

Soroor Ahmed on the prime minister’s broken promises and the UPA’s forgotten achievements 

Bihar fared better during 
the UPA years. Neither 
NDA-I under Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee (1998–2004) nor 
the UPA (2004–2014) under 
Manmohan Singh were 
discriminatory towards a 
state governed by an 
opposing party

The rain gods have been kind. 
Heavy rainfall across Uttarakhand 
on 10 May helped put out over a 
thousand fires that had already 
burnt down vast tracts of its 

precious deodar and chir forests. Before it 
could recover from that calamity, this 
fragile state finds itself in the midst of 
another disaster.

The Char Dham Yatra to Gangotri, 
Yamunotri and Kedarnath started on 10 May. 
The doors to the Badrinath temple were 
opened on 12 May. Over one lakh pilgrims 
made a headlong rush to the shrine—and the 
arrangements to manage this sudden uncon-
trolled traffic were just not adequate.

Two pilgrims died in the melee making 
their way up to Yamunotri while several 
were injured. Traffic jams to Yamunotri 
extended for more than five kilometres with 
yatris complaining of being stuck in their 
vehicles for hours on end.  Yatris trekking up 
to Kedarnath were ill prepared for the snow 
and heavy rain that awaited them at those 
heights. Hotels were charging astronomical 
amounts that they could ill afford, and no 
other provision had been made.

The story in Badrinath was no different. 
Pilgrims swaddled in blankets to keep out 
the cold began to form long queues outside 
the Badrinath temple from 2 a.m. in order to 
get a glimpse of the lord as soon as the temple 
doors opened after the long winter break. 
But with the pandas giving priority to VIP 
darshans, the common people, who had 
waited for 8 to 10 hours, broke into angry 
protests and sloganeering.

Why should there be so much mismanage-
ment for such a prestigious event which 
fetches the state hundreds of crores in 
revenue and provides employment to 
thousands? The chief secretary of the state 
Radha Raturi has sent out a letter 
emphasising that since they were expecting 
10 lakh yatris in the first ten days, she had 
requested ‘dignitaries and state officials to 
avoid visiting the Dham from 10–25 May’. 
Raturi fails to specify how the situation is 
likely to improve after 25 May. Chances are 
it will only get worse given the unpredictable 
weather conditions and the fact that 
landslides have increased with soil further 
loosening because of the forest fires.

What brings millions of devotees to the 
Char Dham given that in 2023, more than 300 
yatris died not only in landslides but also 
due to cardiac problems exacerbated by high 

Reckless ‘development’ and heedless religious tourism are taking a heavy toll on the fragile Garhwal Himalayas, writes Rashme Sehgal 

altitudes? What is the psychology of the 
average yatri that makes them rush to these 
shrines without keeping in mind basic 
health and safety issues? The opening of the 
Char Dham yatra is preceded by a 
mesmerising advertising campaign on 
social media and television. The music and 
the words are so seductive that for the yatris, 
it is akin to setting foot in paradise. The bait 
is hard to resist.

Some changes have been introduced. For 
one, all pilgrims are now required to register 
online. Without this mandatory registration, 
they are not allowed entry into the temple 
precincts. This does not seem to have curbed 
the enthusiasm of the devotees.  

The barrage of criticism that the 
administration faced in mishandling the 
first three days has forced them to initiate 
further changes. With vehicles being stuck 
for five to six hours on the road leading up to 
Yamunotri, district magistrate M.S. Bisht 
has stated that a minimum number of 
vehicles will now be allowed to ply on the 
roads leading up to both Gangotri and 
Yamunotri.  Gates have been set up at 13 

points along the route to divert all excess 
vehicles thereby enabling a smoother flow.

The locals living in these areas have 
taken to social media to register their 
complaints at this large influx of pilgrims. 
One hotel owner in Chamoli tweeted, ‘We 
welcome the yatris but there must be some 
regulation. The government has failed to 
create proper infrastructure. The result is 
that we have to make arrangements in case 
of some emergency but we have limited 
means at our disposal’.

Residents demand that the flow to each 
dham be regulated. “At an average, not more 
than 5,000 people should be allowed to visit 
each dham in a day. There is no space to 
accommodate more,” said Amol Rawat, a 
businessman from Badrinath.

Atul Sati, who heads the Joshimath 
Bachao Sangharsh Samiti, regrets the lack 
of health facilities along the length of the 
Char Dham yatra. “There are no 
cardiologists, no oxygen cylinders, no basic 
health facilities,” he said, adding, “The 
public must be given time to acclimatise 
before reaching these heights”.

Residents demand that 
the flow to each dham be 
regulated. “Not more 
than 5,000 people should 
be allowed to visit each 
dham in a day. There is 
no space to accommodate 
more,” said Amol 
Rawat, a businessman

Visitors throng the Kedarnath shrine in Uttarakhand, 10 May 2024

Another major point made by local 
residents is that yatris must be warned not 
to throw garbage all over the place. By the 
time the yatra ends, there are huge 
mountains of garbage strewn across the 
hillsides which make their way into the 
rivers, polluting them even further. A social 
activist from Gangotri pointed out, “Many 
of the people who come on the first couple of 
days are social influencers and bloggers 
who are being paid to visit these places. 
This is a new trend”.

Environmentalist Reenu Paul regrets 
that the government is putting so much 
strain on the ecosystem. “We had just 
finished with the forest fires and now we 
have hordes of people rushing up these 
mountains. Our Garhwal Himalayas are 
being given no time to regenerate.”

Experts also raise questions about how 
this revenue-driven model is riding 
roughshod over such an ecologically 
sensitive environment, with no lessons 
learnt from the major subsidence that 
continues in Joshimath and several other 
towns in the state.

Hemant Dhyani, environmental expert 
and former member of the Supreme Court’s 
high-powered committee on the Char Dham 
project, had warned that the state government 
was exploiting these fragile Himalayas much 
beyond their carrying capacity. 

This commercial exploitation can be 
gauged from the fact that this year, massive 
posters of Paytm QR codes have been placed 
outside both the Kedarnath and Badrinath 
temples so that people can give dakshina by 
making online payments.

Unpredictable rainfall patterns, massive 
construction and hill cutting of arterial roads 
have seen an increase in landslides. However, 
the government seems unconcerned over the 
fallout of having such a large population 
descend suddenly on these slopes.

Chief minister Pushkar Singh Dhami is 
promoting the idea of building more dhams 
in the state obviously to attract more 
tourists.  UP chief minister Yogi Adityanath, 
on his recent visit to the shrine of Neem 
Karoli Baba in Kainchi, insisted this too 
must be developed into a dham which would 
attract more than five lakh yatris a day.

What havoc these unsustainable practises 
will have on the environment does not worry 
our politicians. Such demonic exploitation 
of our sacred devbhoomi (abode of the gods) 
can only serve to destroy it.  

Say hello to blind faith
C H A R  D H A M  Y A T R A
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Debabrata Biswas in Boston

The student movement against the 
brutal Israeli invasion of Gaza 
started with the first Gaza 
Solidarity Encampment at 
Columbia University, which saw 

more than a hundred demonstrators 
arrested on 18 April 2024. On 23 April, 
Columbia students staged a walkout at the 
university campus in Washington DC and 
posted a call on social media for students of 
other universities: ‘We will seize our 
universities and force the administration 
to divest from any Israeli connections, for 
the people of Gaza! Join the popular 
university, take back our institutions.’

On 25 April, students at UCLA 
(University of California, Los Angeles) set 
up a Gaza Solidarity Encampment inside 
their university campus. On 28 April, 
clashes occurred between pro-Palestinian  
students chanting “second Nakba” (a ref-
erence to the expulsion of Palestinians 
from their homes by Israeli forces in 1948) 
and pro-Israeli students staging 
StandWithUs rallies. On 26 April, police 
dismantled the encampment, arresting 132 
protesters and shooting at them with rub-
ber bullets. On the same day, students 
from Georgetown University and George 
Washington University established a joint 
encampment in response to the 
International Court of Justice’s ruling that 
Israel has violated the Genocide 
Convention set by the UN. 

They were later joined by students from 
Howard University, George Mason 
University, University of Maryland and 
Baltimore. It wasn’t long before students 
from many other colleges/ universities 
including Ivy League universities—
Harvard, MIT, Yale, Tufts, Boston, Emory, 
UNC–Capitol Hill, Brown, NYU, UPenn—
joined the movement. April saw student 
protests escalating on more than 60 uni-
versity campuses across the US, spreading 
to educational institutions in Europe 
(Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Ireland, 
Finland, Spain, UK), Australia, Canada, 
Egypt, Japan, Mexico, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Yemen, marking global outrage against 
the genocide. Demands include severing 
financial ties with Israel and its affiliated 
entities, transparency over financial ties 
and amnesty for protesters, as well as an 
end to US military support for Israel as 
part of the Boycott, Divestment and 
Sanction (BDS) movement. 

While 14 universities in the UK saw stu-
dents setting up encampments,  Edinburgh 
University students went on hunger strike, 
like their counterparts in Princeton. As in 
the US, the methods adopted were civil dis-
obedience, encampment and picketing, and 
in Amsterdam, as in the US, the riot police 
were called out. French police, too, applied 

What student outrage is really up against

force to disperse student demonstrators at 
Sorbonne University. 

As of 8 May, over 2,400 protesters have 
been arrested in the US, including faculty 
members and professors, with more than 
30 protesters injured and hospitalised  
so far. 

The Republican Party as a whole has 
vehemently criticised the movement as 
anti-Semitic, as has President Biden, for-
mer president Donald Trump, many US 
governors and, of course, Israeli prime 
minister Benjamin Netanyahu. 

While many Democratic leaders are not 
sympathetic to the students’ movement, 
over 200 groups have expressed support for 
the protesters. Senator Bernie Sanders, 
leading Democrats and progressive mem-
bers of Congress such as Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez, Ilhan Omar, Rashida Tlaib 
and Irvine mayor Farrah Khan have rallied 
behind the students. 

Sanders told CNN, “I worry very much 
that President Biden is putting himself in a 
position where he has alienated not just 
young people but a lot of the Democratic 
base in terms of views on Israel and this 

war”. Sanders drew comparisons with 
Vietnam, noting former president Lyndon 
Johnson’s decision not to run in 1968 amid 
growing anger over the war in Vietnam. 

Just like the protesters of the 1960s and 
the 1980s (anti-apartheid in South 
Africa), today’s students are being 

arrested, suspended and expelled for show-
ing solidarity with Palestinians. The 54th 
anniversary of the ‘Kent State Massacre’ is 
also drawing unfortunate parallels. On 4 
May 1970, the Ohio National Guard opened 
fire during anti-Vietnam demonstrations 
on the Kent State University campus, kill-
ing four students and unleashing a surge of 
protest across the country. 

And while in terms of scale and motiva-
tion the campus protests over the past 
three weeks may seem much smaller, they 
could have a political fallout given the tight 
rematch between Biden and Trump. 

America waged war directly with North 
Vietnam for five years, with nearly 1.9  
million Americans drafted and more than 
50,000 killed or missing in action. While no 
US troops are fighting in Israel’s war on 

Gaza, without its unconditional military 
and financial aid such an assault would not 
be possible. 

The indiscriminate killing of civilians 
and the carpet-bombing of schools, hospi-
tals, homes and infrastructure by Israel has 
rightly been termed genocide by the 
International Court of Law. Over 253 per-
sons have been taken hostages, more than 
80,000 injured and over 35,000 Palestinians 
killed—75 per cent of them women and chil-
dren. All these atrocities have swayed pub-
lic opinion against Israel—support for 
Israel’s military assault dropped from 50 
per cent in a November Gallup poll to 36 
per cent in late March.

Senator Sanders commented that the US 
is actually waging a proxy war in Gaza and 
cannot avoid moral responsibility for the 
inhuman suffering inflicted on the civilians 
of Gaza by Israel. President Biden, who last 
month signed a bill to provide $14 billion 
additional aid to Israel, has faced growing 
criticism over his handling of the crisis, 
with hundreds of thousands of voters cast-
ing ‘uncommitted ballots’ in Democratic 
primaries in recent months to express their 
frustration and anger. 

“In 1968, one of the great failures of the 
party establishment was that they ignored 
anti-war youth and continued the horrific 
war in Vietnam and alienated young vot-
ers, and I feel like they’re at risk of doing 
the same thing,” said political strategist 
Abbas Alawieh.

It is hard to imagine university authori-
ties agreeing to divest from companies that 
have direct business relations with Israel:  
Microsoft, Google, Amazon, Cisco, 
Lockheed Martin, Caterpillar, General 
Electric... As for political parties, the 
Israeli lobby in America is very strong. The 
AIPAC (American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee), which advocates pro-Israel 
policies, is one of the biggest donors to the 
Democratic Party, and Joe Biden is very 
attached to them.

Yet one cannot overlook the role of pub-
lic opinion in shifting policies and exerting 
political pressure. For example, Evergreen 
State College in Olympia, Washington 
reached a deal with students to work 
towards divesting from ‘companies that 
profit from gross Human Rights violation 
and/ or the occupation of Palestinian 
Territories’. 

While demonstrations have spread to 
more than 154 campuses in 49 states, it’s 
still too soon tell what impact might be 
achieved before classes let out for summer. 
But one thing is clear: with Presidential 
elections less than six months away, Biden 
is rattled by the magnitude of the protests. 
If they’ve had some role in his freezing the 
shipment of arms and ammunition to Israel 
on the eve of Israel’s full-scale invasion of 
Rafah, it is no small victory.   

It is hard to imagine  
university authorities 
agreeing to divest from 
companies that have direct 
business relations with 
Israel—Microsoft, Google, 
Amazon, Cisco, Lockheed 
Martin, Caterpillar, 
General Electric... 

Party-hopping in UK 

If it’s the season of ‘Aaya Ram–Gaya Ram’ 
in Indian politics with almost daily 
political defections, election-bound 

Britain is not doing too badly either on this 
front. In recent weeks, two MPs belonging 
to Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s ruling 
Tory party have defected to the Labour 
party as the latter appears set to win the 
coming general elections.

The latest to cross the floor is Natalie 
Elphicke, saying that the Tories “have 
become a byword for incompetence and 
division”.

She accused Sunak of “broken 
promises” and abandoning key pledges, 
especially on immigration. His government 
was “failing to keep our borders safe and 
secure”, with illegal migration touching 
“record levels”.

Yet not so long ago, she was accusing 
Labour of having “no plan of their own to 
tackle illegal immigration” while hailing 
Sunak’s controversial plan to deport illegal 
immigrants as “world-leading”.

Perhaps this is what political 
opportunism looks like.

Elphicke’s defection came barely weeks 
after another MP and a former minister 
Dan Poulter left the party to join Labour. 
He said he was leaving in protest against 
the government’s “lack of focus” on public 
services, especially the National Health 
Service. 

Labour leader Keir Starmer is facing 
criticism for betraying the party’s values 
by admitting “unprincipled” right-wing 
Tories.

I beg your pardon? Politics and 
principles?

Gaza’s shadow over London

The streets of London have become 
veritable battlegrounds for pro-
Palestinian supporters and Jewish 

groups with many of the capital’s 160,000 
Jews claiming they no longer feel safe.

They have accused pro-Palestinian 
protesters of intimidating them by raising 
anti-Semitic slogans. Police are having a 
field day trying to maintain peace between 
rival groups amid accusations that they are 
being “soft” on alleged Palestinian 
“provocateurs”. 

The Tory party has launched a 
campaign against Scotland Yard, which is 
controlled by Labour mayor Sadiq Khan’s 
administration.

Police Commissioner Mark Rowley was 
forced to apologise after an incident in 
which Gideon Falter, the boss of the 
Campaign Against Anti-Semitism (CAA), 
was stopped by the police from approaching 
a noisy pro-Palestinian protest. He was 
advised to leave the scene as he was 
“openly Jewish” and his presence could be 
“provocative”.

However, Rowley rejected calls for his 
resignation and defended his force’s 
“professional” handling of the incident.

“A couple of turns of phrase were 
clumsy and offensive… and we’ve 

apologised for that. The wider actions and 
intent of the officer were professional and 
in the best tradition of British police trying 
to prevent disorder,” he said.

Meanwhile, the Gaza conflict looms 
large over the coming general elections 
with the Labour party’s “pro-Israel” stance 
eliciting mounting anger from Muslim 
voters in London and cities in northern 
England. 

The issue has already cost the party 
dozens of seats in recent regional polls. 

A grassroots Muslim vote campaign has 
given Labour leader Keir Starmer 18 
demands to be met if he wants to win back 
the community’s support. These include an 
apology from Starmer for his stance and a 
promise to sever military ties with Israel.

The campaign said it would support only 
like-minded candidates in the general 
election. About 3.9 million people in Britain 
identify as Muslim.

Look out, Mr Starmer.

Monty Panesar’s botched-up 
political debut

Like many of his Indian peers, former 
English cricketer Monty Panesar has 
been on a political journey. 

In 2016, he backed the Tory party’s Zac 
Goldsmith—brother of Jemima Goldsmith 
and former Pakistan prime minister Imran 
Khan’s brother-in-law—for mayor of 
London. Goldsmith lost.

Eight years later, Panesar himself came 
close to joining frontline politics. He was to 
stand as a parliamentary candidate for the 
far-left demagogue George Galloway’s 
Workers Party whose staunch pro-
Palestinian stance has made him popular 
in the predominantly Muslim areas of 
northern England. 

The House of Commons just missed out 
on having another Indian-origin member 
on its benches, as after a number of gaffes, 

he is reported to have opted out of the race. 
However, he is apparently in no hurry to 
quit politics altogether and will live to fight 
another day.

Panesar is the latest in a long line of 
English cricketers—C.B. Fry, Robin Marlar 
and Ted Dexter—who joined politics with 
the aim of making it to Parliament, but 
failed. 

Women’s woes

Unhappy Indian women can take some 
comfort from the fact that British 
women are not wallowing in 

happiness either.
Research has found that they are ‘sadder 

and more stressed’ than their European 
counterparts. An annual study of almost 
80,000 women from 143 countries concluded 
that ‘negative emotions’ (worry, stress and 
anger) have risen among the women of UK 

since 2020, while falling across Europe. 
And while women say they are not 

surprised by the statistics, feminist writer 
Claire Cohen wrote, ‘What does surprise 
me is that it’s not worse. Every woman I 
know feels this way to some extent—it’s 
why the wellbeing industry, geared towards 
self-care, has exploded’.  

How about a similar study about Indian 
women?

And, finally, a woman was recently told 
by a government hospital staffer that, 
according to their records, she had been 
dead for four months, to which she replied, 
“I’m not, I’m still talking to you”.

Pro-Palestinian protests across the United States, Canada, Australia and UK
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LO N D O N  D I A R Y
HASAN SUROOR

Ph
ot

os
: G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es



19 MAY 2024

www.nationalheraldindia.com LIVELIHOODS 7

Roopchand Debnath is not willing to part ways with his loom even as other weavers in 
this Tripura village have moved away amid dropping incomes and government apathy 

Rajdeep Bhowmik  
and Deep Roy 

There is no shortage of weavers 
here on paper but it’s all over 
(practically) once I die,” sighs 
Roopchand Debnath as he takes a 
break from weaving on the 

handloom in his bamboo hut. Apart from 
the loom, which takes up most of the space, 
are piles of junk—broken furniture, metal 
spare parts and pieces of bamboo, among 
other things. There is barely any room for 
more than one person. 

Roopchand, 73, lives in Gobindapur on 
the outskirts of Dharmanagar city, on the 
border of India and Bangladesh, in the 
state of Tripura. A narrow pitch road leads 
into the village, once home to 200 weaver 
families and over 600 artisans, according to 
the locals. The office of the Gobindapur 
Handloom Weavers’ Association stands 
among the few houses in narrow lanes, its 
corroded walls a reminder of mostly 
forgotten glory. 

“There was not a single house here that 
did not have a loom,” recounts Roopchand, 
who belongs to the Nath community (listed 
as Other Backward Classes in the state). 
The sun is bright and he wipes the sweat 
off his face before continuing. “Society 
used to respect us. Now, no one cares. Tell 
me who would respect a profession that 
doesn’t have any money?” he asks, voice 
cracking with emotion. 

The veteran weaver recalls making the 
handwoven nakshi sarees which had 
elaborate floral motifs. But in the 1980s, 
“When Purbasha (the handcraft emporium 
of the government of Tripura) opened an 
outlet in Dharmanagar, they told us to 
discontinue making nakshi sarees and start 
making plain sarees,” says Roopchand. 
These were low on detailing and overall 
quality, and hence cheaper. 

Slowly, he says, nakshi sarees faded out 
in the region, and today, he adds, “there 
are neither any artisans left nor supply of 
spare parts for the looms”. His words are 
echoed by Rabindra Debnath, acting 

president of the Weavers’ Association for 
the last four years who says, “There was no 
market for the clothes we used to make.” 
At 63, he cannot keep up with the physical 
demands of weaving any more. 

By 2005, Roopchand had stopped 
weaving nakshi sarees altogether and 
switched to the gamcha. “We never used to 
make gamchas. All of us wove only sarees. 
But we had no choice,” recounts one of the 
last masters of the loom in Gobindapur. 

“Since yesterday, I have woven just two 
gamchas. I will make barely Rs 200 selling 
these,” says Roopchand and adds, “This is 
not my earning alone. My wife helps me 
with winding the yarn. So it is the earning 
of an entire family. How does one survive 
with this income?” 

Roopchand gets down to weaving after 
breakfast, around 9 a.m. and continues till 
a little after noon. He pauses for a bath and 
lunch before resuming work. He usually 
does not work in the evenings now, as it 
causes his joints to ache. But when he was 
younger, Roopchand says, he worked “till 
late in the night”. 

At the loom, most of Roopchand’s 
working day is spent weaving gamchas.   

“Earlier, we used to dye these yarns 
ourselves. For the past 10 years or so, we 
have been purchasing dyed yarns from the 
Weavers’ Association,” he tells us and adds 
that he too uses his own gamchas. 

But when did things change in the 
handloom industry? Roopchand says, “It 
was primarily with the introduction of 
power looms and a decline in the quality of 
yarns. Weavers like us can’t compete with 
power looms.” 

Power looms are expensive, making it 
difficult for most weavers to make the 
switch. Additionally, in villages such as 
Gobindapur, there are no shops that sell 
spare parts for the loom, and repair work is 
challenging, which is a deterrent for many 
of the weavers. Now, Roopchand says, he is 
too old to use the machines. 

“I recently bought yarns (22 kg) worth Rs 
12,000 which used to cost me around Rs 9,000 
till last year; with my current state of health 
it will take me around 3 months to make 

children. Two daughters are married, and 
his two sons (one a mechanic and other a 
jeweller) live not too far away from their 
residence. When asked if people are losing 
touch with traditional art and craft, the 
maestro introspects, “Even I have failed. 
Why else could I not inspire my own 
children [to take up the craft]?” 

Across India, the household income of 
93.3 per cent of handloom workers is 
below Rs 10,000 while in Tripura, 86.4 

per cent of the household income of 
handloom workers is below Rs 5,000 
(Fourth All India Handloom Census,  
2019–2020). “The craft has been dying 
slowly here,” says Arun Bhowmik, 
Roopchand’s neighbour. “We are not doing 
enough to preserve it.” 

His thoughts are echoed by Nanigopal 
Bhowmik, another senior resident of the 
village, “People want to work less and earn 
more,” he sighs and says. “Weavers have 
(always) lived in huts and mud houses. Who 
wants to live like that?” Roopchand adds. 

Apart from a lack of income, persistent 
health issues plague the weavers. “My wife 
and I spend Rs 50,000–60,000 on medical bills 
every year,” says Roopchand. The couple 
suffers from shortness of breath and cardiac 
complications, a fallout of the profession. 

There have been some efforts by the 
government to preserve the craft. But 
Roopchand and others in the village think 
it is not making a difference. “I have 
trained over 300 weavers through the Deen 

Dayal Hathkargha Protsahan Yojana (a 
central government initiative launched in 
2000),” Roopchand says. “It is hard to get 
trainees,” he continues, “people mostly 
show up for the stipend. It is not possible to 
produce skilled weavers like this.” The 
state of affairs is made worse by “the 
mismanagement of handloom storage, 
wood mites infestation and destruction of 
yarn by rats,” Roopchand adds. 

Handloom exports have decreased by 
almost 50 per cent between 2012 and 2022, 
from around Rs 3,000 crore to around Rs 
1,500 crore annually (Handloom Export 
Promotion Council) and the funds from the 
ministry have also dried up. 

The future of the handloom in the state 
looks bleak. Roopchand says, “I feel this is 
beyond repair.” But he pauses for a 
moment and is able to offer a solution. 
“More involvement from women would 
help,” he says, “I have seen a tremendous 
workforce, almost entirely run by women, 
in Sidhai Mohanpur (a commercial 
handloom production site in West 
Tripura).” One way of remedying the 
situation, he says, would be to offer a fixed 
daily wage to the existing artisans. 

When asked if he has ever thought of 
quitting, Roopchand smiles. “Never,” he 
says with resolve, “I have never put greed 
ahead of my craft.” There are tears in his 
eyes as he rests his hand on the loom. “She 
may leave me, but I never will.”  

Courtesy: People’s Archive of Rural India (PARI)

Roopchand at his loom; wife Basana (left) divides her time between household chores and 
helping Roopchand

The last handloom  
weaver of Gobindapur 
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around 150 gamchas which I will sell (to the 
Weaver’s Association) for just around Rs 
16,000,” Roopchand says helplessly. 

Roopchand was born in Sylhet, 
Bangladesh around 1950 and 
immigrated to India in 1956. “My father 

continued weaving here in India. I studied 
till Class 9 before dropping out of school,” 
he says. The young Roopchand then took a 
job in the local electricity department. “The 
work was too demanding and the pay too 
low. So, I quit after four years.” 

He then decided to learn how to weave 
from his father, a generational weaver. 
“The handloom (industry) paid well at that 
time. I have even sold sarees for Rs 15 a 
piece. I couldn’t have paid my medical 
expenses or married off my (three) sisters 
had I not been in this craft,” he says. 

Basana Debnath, his wife, remembers 
that she started helping him to weave right 
after they got married. “We used to have 
four looms at that time and he was still 
learning from my father-in-law,” she says 
over the sound of her husband operating 
the loom in the other room. 

Basana’s day runs longer than 
Roopchand’s. She wakes up early, performs 
the household chores and prepares lunch 
before helping her husband with winding 
yarns. Only in the evening is she able to 
get some rest. “All the work of winding the 
yarn and making skeinings is done by 
her,” Roopchand acknowledges. 

Roopchand and Basana have four 
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l���क््यया आपको उम््ममीद थमी कक सपु्मी्म कोर््ट 
11 कदसबंर, 2023 को कुछ दूसर े ककस््म 
कया फैसलया दगेया?
जब लोकततं्र मेें बाकी सब कुछ विफल 

हो जाता ह,ै तो हमे अदालत की ओर दखेते 
हैं। इसवलए कोर््ट स े कुछ उम्मेीदें थीीं। इसने 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के लोगोों को वमेलन ेिाल े विशेष 
विशषेाविकारों के नकुसान पर अपनी अवंतमे मेहुर 
और मेजंमूरी दकेर उन्हें वनराश वकया ह।ै  

l���सपु्मी्म कोर््ट के फैसले कया सयार ्यह ह ैकक 
जम््म-ूकश््ममीर के भयारत ्में किल्य के बयाद 
कोई आतंररक सपं्भतुया नहीं बचमी थमी, और 
प्थ्मदषृ्र््यया ऐसया कोई ्मया्मलया नहीं ह ैकक 
अनचु्छछेद 370 को खत््म करन ेके रयाष्ट्रपकत 
के आदशे दभुयाभािनयापरू्भा थ े ्यया शक्क्त कया 
एक बयाहरमी प््योग थया। 
मेैं कानमूनी विशषेज्ञ नहीं हमू ंलवेकन जहा ंतक 

मेैं दखेती हमू,ं ऐस े वनष्कष्ष पर पहुचंन े के वलए 
कोई उवचत स्पष्र्ीकरण नहीं है। यह फैसला कई 
कानमूनी व्याख्याओं पर प्रकाश डालता ह ै और 
अस्पष्र्ताओं स े भरा ह।ै यह ‘यवद आप उन्हें 
मेना नहीं सकत,े तो उन्हें भ्रवमेत करें’ का एक 
उत्ककृष्र् मेामेला ह।ै जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के कानमूनी 
और राजनीवतक इवतहास का अध्ययन करन ेिाले 
वशक्ाविदों और कानमूनी विशषेज्ञों न ेइसके विपरीत 
तक्क वदया ह।ै भारत मेें विलय स्िचावलत नहीं थीा, 
इस ेअनचु्छछेद 370 द्ारा सील और पुख्ता वकया 
गोया थीा। वदलचस्प बात यह ह ै वक अदालत ने 
कहा, ‘इसवलए हमेन ेमेाना ह ैवक अनचु्छछेद 367 
का सहारा लकेर अनचु्छछेद 370 मेें वकए गोए 
सशंोिन अविकार स ेइतर हैं।’ और यह वक ‘ऐसे 
गोपु्त तरीके स े ऐस ेसशंोिनों की अनमुेवत दनेा 
विनाशकारी होगोा।’ अदालत न ेकहा वक अनचु्छछेद 
370 (1) (डी) के तहत शक््तत का प्रयोगो 
करके अनचु्छछेद 370 मेें सशंोिन नहीं वकया जा  
सकता ह।ै तो वफर अनचु्छछेद 370 कैस ेखत्मे 
वकया जा सकता ह?ै 

l���प्धयान न््यया्ययाधमीश चदं्रचड़ू न ेकहया कक सत्या 
कया प््योग केिल तभमी दभुयाभािनयापरू्भा ह ैजब 
इसकया इरयादया “धोखया दने े कया हो”, और 
चूकंक धोखया दने े कया कोई इरयादया नहीं थया, 
इसकलए केन्द्र सरकयार को अनचु्छछेद 370 
को हर्यान ेके कलए रयाज््य सरकयार स ेअन्ुमकत 
लने ेकमी कोई आिश््यकतया नहीं थमी। क््यया 
आप इस बयात स ेसह्मत होंग ेकक धोखया दनेे 
कया कोई इरयादया नहीं थया?
वफर, ि ेइस वनष्कष्ष पर कैस ेपहुचं?े उन्होंने 

केन्द्र सरकार के इरादों को कैस ेमेापा? 5 अगोस्त, 

2019 स ेपहल ेकी घर्नाओं की जाचं यह वदखाने 
के वलए पया्षप्त होगोी वक यह लक्षय स ेबहतु दमूर ह।ै 
कुछ वदन पहल ेही कश्मेीर मेें दहशत का मेाहौल 
थीा। अमेरनाथी यात्रा अचानक स्थीवगोत कर दी गोई 
और पय्षर्कों को जबरन पकै करके िापस भजेा 
जा रहा ह।ै िहा ंसवैनकों की अवतरर्तत तनैाती की 
गोई और सरकार न ेयह कहकर लोगोों के डर को 
दमूर वकया वक ‘सुरक्ा कारणों’ स े ‘य े वनयवमेत 
अभ्यास थी’े। ्तया यह िोखा दने ेका इरादा नहीं 
ह?ै 5 अगोस्त स ेपहल ेकी रात को इरं्रनरे् और 
फोन बदं कर वदए गोए और पमूर ेराजनीवतक नतेतृ्ि 
को वगोरफ्तार कर वलया गोया। ्तया य ेिोख े के 
लक्ण नहीं थी?े

l���सकं्पे ्में, सपु्मी्म कोर््ट के फैसल े ्में कहया 
ग्यया ह ै कक जम््म-ूकश््ममीर कमी सकंिधयान 
सभया अस्थया्यमी थमी, और अनचु्छछेद 370 
अस्थया्यमी थया। क््यया आप उसके सयाथ 
सह्मकत व््यक्त करेंगमी?
सवंििान सभा अस्थीायी थीी, जसैा वक 

भारतीय सवंििान सभा थीी। उनका कामे सवंििान 
का मेसौदा तयैार करना थीा और उन्हें भगंो कर 
वदया गोया। जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान सभा के 4 
सदस्य- शखे मेोहम्मेद अब्दलु्ला, वमेजा्ष अफजल 
बगेो, मेौलाना मेसमूदी और मेोती रामे बगैोरा- भी 
भारत और जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के बीच व्यिस्थीाओं 
पर सहायता और सलाह दने े के वलए भारतीय 
सवंििान सभा का वहस्सा थी।े अनचु्छछेद 370 (तब 
अनचु्छछेद 306ए) को भारतीय सवंििान सभा द्ारा 
एक अस्थीायी प्राििान के रूप मेें शावमेल वकया 
गोया थीा। परतं ु यह अस्थीायी नहीं थीा वक इसे 
त्यागोा जा सके। (अनचु्छछेद) 370 भारत और 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के बीच सिंिैावनक कड़ी थीी। 
यह अस्थीायी थीा तावक जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान 
सभा, जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान का मेसौदा तयैार 
करत ेसमेय इस ेमेजंमूरी दने ेया अस्िीकार करने 
पर वनण्षय ल ेसके। जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान सभा 
न ेइस ेमेजंमूरी दे दी और जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान 
मेें कहा गोया वक जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर भारत का अवभन्न 
अगंो ह।ै इसका मेतलब यह थीा वक 370 अवंतमे 
थीा। इस ेहर्ान ेस ेजम्मेमू-कश्मेीर और भारत के 
बीच कानमूनी सबंिं पर सिाल खड़ा हो गोया ह।ै 

l���चनुयाि कमी तयारमीखें चनुयाि आ्योग पर कनभभार 
हैं। क््यया आपको लगतया ह ैकसतबंर, 2024 
तक चनुयाि होंग?े

मेझु ेचनुाि की तारीखों की मेागंो करन ेिाले 
वकसी भी यावचकाकता्ष की याद नहीं आती। यह 
अजीब ह ैवक सपु्रीमे कोर््ट को चनुािों की घोषणा 
करनी चावहए। यवद हा,ं तो वसतबंर, 2024 तक 
्तयों जबवक उसस ेपहल ेससंदीय चनुाि होन ेहैं?

l���जसैया कक आपन े अपनमी पसु्तक ्में 
बतया्यया है, जम््म-ूकश््ममीर कमी तथयाककथत 
स्िया्यत्तया को दशकों स े खत््म कर कद्यया 
ग्यया थया। (आपन ेकलखया ह ैककः) सघं सचूमी 
्में 97 प्किक्ष्र््यों ्में स े94 कजस पर केन्द्र 
सरकयार के पयास कयाननू बनयान े कमी किशषे 
शक्क्त ह;ै 5 अगस्त, 2019 को अनचु्छछेद 
370 को परूमी तरह स ेहर्याए जयान ेस ेपहले 
सकंिधयान के 395 अनचु्छछेदों ्में स े 260 
और 12 अनसुकूच्यों ्में स ेसयात को जम््म-ू 
कश््ममीर तक बढ़या कद्यया ग्यया थया। ्मखु््य 
न््यया्ययाधमीश चंद्रचड़ू न े इस े ‘सिंधैयाकनक 
एकमीकरर्’ कमी एक सतत प्करि्यया  
कहया। तो, अनचु्छछेद 370 को कनरस्त करने 
स ेियास्ति ्में क््यया हयाकसल हुआ?
अनचु्छछेद 370 एक खोखल ेआिरण मेें बदल 

वदया गोया थीा लवेकन इसका अक्स्तत्ि जम्मेमू-
कश्मेीर के भारत मेें विलय की विशषे पररक्स्थीवतयों 
और इसकी वििावदत प्रककृवत का प्रमेाण थीा। 
गोौरतलब ह ै वक इसन े भमूवमे अविकारों, व्यापार 
वनिशे और नौकररयों के सबंिं मेें जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर 
के स्थीायी वनिावसयों के विशषे विशषेाविकारों 
और अविकारों की भी रक्ा की। इसवलए जम्मेमू-
कश्मेीर की स्िायत्तता खत्मे होने के बािजमूद, 
370 (और 35ए जो जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के स्थीायी 
वनिावसयों को पररभावषत करता थीा) न ेलोगोों के 
विशषे और विवशष्र् अविकारों की रक्ा की जो 
उनके दवैनक जीिन स ेसबंवंित थी।े इसस ेराज्य 
की मेकु्स्लमे बहलु क्स्थीवत की भी रक्ा हईु। यह 
भारत के वलए भी मेहत्िपमूण्ष थीा ्तयोंवक जम्मेमू-
कश्मेीर ‘िमे्षवनरपके् और लोकतावंत्रक भारत’ मेें 

एकमेात्र मेकु्स्लमे बहमुेत िाला राज्य थीा।
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर पनुगो्षठन अविवनयमे के बाद 

कई जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर कानमूनों को पमूरी तरह से 
वनरस्त या सशंोवित वकया गोया, और दमूरगोामेी 
पररणामेों के साथी नए कानमूनों को अपनाया गोया। 
उदाहरण के वलए, विवभन्न कानमूनों के कई खडंों 
मेें ‘स्थीायी वनिासी’ शब्द को हर्ा वदया गोया 
थीा। अविक मेहत्िपमूण्ष रूप स ेवसविल सिेा भतती 
अविवनयमे मेें ‘स्थीायी वनिासी’ को ’अवििास’ 
के साथी प्रवतस्थीावपत करके सशंोिन वकया 
गोया वजसस े पमूि्षितती राज्य के बाहर भारतीय 
नागोररकों के वलए सरकारी सिेाओं मेें नौकररयां 
खलु गोईं। स्िचावलत रूप स े जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर 
सवंििान के सभी अविवनयमेों मेें िाराए,ं विशषे 
रूप स ेनौकररयों और भमूवमे स्िावमेत्ि के सबंिं 
मेें वजसके वलए स्थीायी वनिासी होन ेका प्रमेाण 

आिश्यक थीा- पीआरसी (स्थीायी वनिासी प्रमेाण 
पत्र)- अथी्षहीन हो गोया थीा। सरकार न े26 भमूवमे 
कानमूनों को वनरस्त कर वदया या बदल वदया वजसने 
ऐवतहावसक भमूवमे सिुारों और अन्य ककृवष सिुारों 
के लाभ को उलर् वदया। कुछ कानमून िास्ति मेें 
लोगोों के वलए फायदमेेदं हो सकत ेहैं, उदाहरण के 
वलए िन अविकार अविवनयमे लेवकन काया्षन्ियन 
कमेजोर ह।ै कुल वमेलाकर हावन की भािना ह।ै 

l���प्धयान न््यया्ययाधमीश चदं्रचड़ू न े कहया कक 
िह इस बयात स ेसह्मत नहीं हैं कक जम््म-ू
कश््ममीर सकंिधयान भयारतमी्य सकंिधयान के 
सयाथ एक अकवितमी्य सबंधं कया सकेंत दतेया 
ह ै्यया इस्में सपं्भुतया कनकहत ह।ै उन्होंन ेकहया 
कक ्यह तथ््य कक जम््ूम-कश््ममीर भयारत कया 
अकभन्न अगं है, भयारतमी्य सकंिधयान के 
अनचु्छछेद 1 और 370 के अलयािया जम््ूम-
कश््ममीर सकंिधयान कमी धयारया 3 स ेहमी स्पष्र् हो 
जयातया है। भयारतमी्य सकंिधयान कया अनचु्छछेद 1 
कहतया ह,ै ‘इकंि्यया, जो कक भयारत ह,ै रयाज््यों 
कया एक सघं होगया।’ न््यया्य्मकूतभा कौल न ेकहया 
कक जम््ूम-कश््ममीर न े बयाकमी रर्ययासतों से 
किल्य के कलए केिल ’थोड़या अलग’ रयास्तया 
अपनया्यया। क््यया ऐकतहयाकसक ररकॉि्ट इन 
दयािों कया स्मथभान करतया ह?ै क््यया ि ेआपके 
किचयार ्में सहमी हैं?
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर भारत के असयंवमेत सघंिाद 

का केन्द्र वबदं ु थीा। इसका मेतलब यह थीा वक 
भारत के साथी इसके सबंिं कई अन्य राज्यों की 
तरह नहीं थी।े यह वकसी भी तरह स ेसवंििान की 
पररभाषा ‘भारत, जो वक भारत ह,ै राज्यों का एक 
सघं होगोा’ स ेमेले नहीं खाता। 

जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर का भारत मेें विलय अन्य 
ररयासतों स ेअलगो थीा। यह वदखान ेके वलए पया्षप्त 
ऐवतहावसक साक्षय हैं वक जम्मेमू और कश्मेीर ने 
अपनी जनसाकं्ख्यकी, अपन ेक्ते्र और भारत और 
पावकस्तान- दोनों प्रभतु्िों के साथी अपनी भौगोोवलक 
अनरुूपता को ध्यान मेें रखत ेहएु इस ेअलगो ्तयों 
रखा। इसका विलय विशषे पररक्स्थीवतयों मेें हुआ 
जब आवदिासी हमेलािरों न े हमेला वकया और 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के वघर ेहएु राजा न ेभारत स ेमेदद 
मेागंोी। पररग्रहण पत्र पर डोगोरा सम्ार् द्ारा सशत्ष 
हस्ताक्र वकए गोए थी ेऔर पररग्रहण के साथी लॉड्ट 
मेाउंर्बरे्न को एक पत्र भी भजेा गोया थीा वजसमेें 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के अनमूठछे मेामेल ेकी परैिी की गोई 
थीी। इसके अलािा, विलय पत्र मेें मेहाराजा ने 
वलखा थीा वक “मेरे े विलय पत्र को अविवनयमे 
या भारतीय स्िततं्रता अविवनयमे के वकसी भी 
सशंोिन द्ारा तब तक बदला नहीं जा सकता जब 
तक वक इस तरह के सशंोिन को इस दस्तािजे के 
पमूरक दस्तािजे द्ारा मेरे ेद्ारा स्िीकार नहीं वकया 
जाता ह”ै और “कुछ भी नहीं”। इस दस्तािेज मेें 
मेझु ेभारत के वकसी भी भविष्य के सवंििान को 
स्िीकार करन ेके वलए वकसी भी तरह स ेप्रवतबद्ध 
मेाना जाएगोा या ऐस ेवकसी भी भविष्य के सवंििान 
के तहत भारत सरकार के साथी व्यिस्थीा मेें प्रिेश 
करन ेके वलए मेरे ेवििके को बाध्य वकया जाएगोा।

विलय पत्र के साथी सलंग्न अनसुमूची न ेस्पष्र् 
रूप स ेभारतीय ससंद को केिल तीन विषयों - 
रक्ा, विदशे मेामेल ेऔर सचंार - पर जम्मेमू और 
कश्मेीर के वलए कानमून बनान ेकी शक््तत दी।

l���न््यया्य्मकूतभा कौल न े 1947 के पयास्तनु 
आरि्मर्, 1989 के बयाद कश््ममीरमी 
पकंितों के पलया्यन कया उल्लखे कक्यया, 
‘अतंरपमीढ़मीगत आघयात’, रयाज््य और 
गरै-सरकयारमी लोगों वियारया ्मयानियाकधकयारों 
के उल्लघंन कमी बयात कमी और दकक्र् 
अफ्मीकया कमी तजभा पर एक सत््य और सलुह  
आ्योग कमी कसफयाररश कमी। क््यया ऐसया 
आ्योग ्मदद करगेया?
हालावंक ऐस ेआयोगो प्रभािी होत े हैं लवेकन 

उनका प्रभाि सीवमेत होता ह।ै ि े तभी प्रभािी 
होत े हैं जब वकसी वििाद का समेािान प्रवरिया 
मेें हो। आप सलुह कैस ेकर सकत ेहैं और कोई 
समेािान कैस ेकर सकत ेहैं? इसके अलािा, मेझुे 
यकीन नहीं ह ैवक यह सझुाि ्तयों वदया गोया है 
जबवक चचा्ष का विषय जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर पनुगो्षठन 
अविवनयमे की ििैता थीी।

l���एक स्थयानमी्य और पत्रकयार के रूप ्में क््यया 
आप बतया सकतमी हैं कक अनचु्छछेद 370 को 
कनरस्त करन ेऔर उसके बयाद केन्द्र सरकयार 
वियारया जम््म-ूकश््ममीर के अकधग्रहर् न ेआपके 
पशेिेर और व््यक्क्तगत जमीिन को कैसे 
बदल कद्यया?
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के स्थीायी वनिासी के रूप 

मेें मेैं व्यक््ततगोत रूप स ेउतना ही प्रभावित हईु 
वजतना वक कोई अन्य नागोररक। भमूवमे स्िावमेत्ि 
और व्यािसावयक वनिशे के बार ेमेें वचतंाए ंमेझु 
पर समेान रूप स ेलागोमू होती थीीं। 

पमूर ेढाचं ेको वगोरान ेऔर राज्य को विघवर्त 
करन ेके वलए सरकार न ेकई प्रवतबिं लगोाए थी-े 
िारा 144 और सचंार प्रवतबिं के कड़छे प्राििान। 
कश्मेीर घार्ी और जम्मेमू के्त्र के मेकु्स्लमे बहलु 
वजलों मेें अगोल ेछह मेहीनों के वलए पमूरी तरह 
स ेऔर वफर, उसके अगोल ेछह मेहीनों के वलए 
आवंशक रूप स े इरं्रनरे् प्रवतबिं के अलािा, 
लैंडलाइन फोन और मेोबाइल भी कामे नहीं कर 
रह ेथी।े इसका असर एक पत्रकार के रूप मेें मेरेे 
कामे पर पड़ा। यही िजह ह ै वक मेैंन े इरं्रनरे् 
शर्डाउन के वखलाफ 2019 मेें सपु्रीमे कोर््ट का 
दरिाजा खर्खर्ाया। 

हालावंक प्रवतशोि की कार्षिाई मेें सरकार ने 
कश्मेीर र्ाइम्स को सभी विज्ञापन मेदद िापस ले 
वलए। बाद मेें उन्होंन ेश्ीनगोर मेें हमेार ेकाया्षलय 
को सील कर वदया जो एक वकराय ेके सरकारी 
भिन मेें चल रहा थीा। उन्होंन ेहमेार ेसभी बवुनयादी 
ढाचं,े काया्षलय की फाइलें और अवभलखेागोार भी 
जब्त कर वलए वजसस ेहमेार े वलए कामे करना 
असभंि हो गोया। हमेें िीर-ेिीर ेवहन्दी और डोगोरी 
सवहत सभी वपं्रर् संस्करण बंद करन ेपड़छे।  

अनचु्छछेद 370 के वनरस्त होन े के बाद 
स े पमूि्षितती राज्य मेें नागोररक स्िततं्रताए ं खतरे  
मेें हैं और पत्रकारों, नागोररक समेाज  
काय्षकता्षओं और कई अन्य लोगोों की व्यापक 
वहरासत, वनगोरानी और अपरािीकरण के कारण 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर मेें भय की भारी भािना ह-ै कश्मेीर 
घार्ी मेें और भी अविक। इसस ेपत्रकार के तौर 
पर हमेार ेवलए अपना कामे जारी रखना मेकु्श्कल 
हो जाता ह।ै n 

साभारः https://article-14.com/
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2 6समान नागररि संकहोता िा गुब््बारा उड़ािर
भी वोट जुटाने िी होोने लगी होै तैयारी 

ईवीएम की गतु््थी  3

‘सुप्रीम कोर््ट से जम्ममू-कश्मरीर के लोग निराश’
सु

जम््ममू-कश््ममीर संविधान सभा अस््थायमी ्थमी, 
जैसा वक भारतमीय संविधान सभा ्थमी। जम््ममू-
कश््ममीर संविधान सभा के 4 सदस्य भारतमीय 
संविधान सभा का विस्सा ्थे। जम््ममू-कश््ममीर 
संविधान सभा ने इसे ्मंजमूरमी दे दमी और जम््ममू-
कश््ममीर संविधान ्में किा गया वक जम््ममू-
कश््ममीर भारत का अवभन्न अंग िै। इसका 
्मतलब यि ्था वक 370 अंवत्म ्था

जम््ममू-कश््ममीर का भारत ्में विलय 
अन्य ररयासतों से अलग ्था। यि 
वदखाने के वलए पयायाप्त ऐवतिावसक 
साक्षय िैं वक जम््ममू और कश््ममीर ने 
अपनमी जनसांख््ययकमी, अपने क्ेत्र और 
भारत और पावकस्तान- दोनों प्रभुत्िों 
के सा्थ अपनमी भौगोवलक अनुरूपता 
को ध्यान ्में रखते िुए इसे अलग 
क्यों रखा

श््वेत िहीीं कबमूतर  सफेद कबमूतर शांनत का प्तरीक हीै। श्रीिगर के लाल च ौक पर कबमूतर तो बहीुत उड़ते हीैं, पर उिका संदेश यही हीै नक जम्ममू-कश्मरीर में सरकार-प्ायोनजत िहीीं, सचमुच में अमि-चैि, खुशहीालरी स््थानपत हीो, तब 
उन्हीें भरी शांनत नमले।

बुररी याद  5 अगस्त, 2019 को संसद से अिुच््छछेद 370 और 35ए रद्द नकए जािे के फैसले करी घोषणा हीुई, तब से हीरी जम्ममू-कश्मरीर के आम लोगों में ठगे जािे का  
अहीसास गहीरा हीै।  दोिों फोर्ोः गेर्री इमेजेज

प्रीमे कोर््ट न ेजम्मेमू और कश्मेीर के वलए 74 साल पहल ेबनाए गोए सिंिैावनक विशषेाविकारों 
को समेाप्त करन ेके नरने्द्र मेोदी सरकार के आदशे को 11 वदसबंर, 2023 को बरकरार 
रखा। उसन ेफैसला सनुाया वक केन्द्र सरकार का अनुच्छछेद 370 हर्ान ेका 5 अगोस्त, 
2019 का फैसला “दभुा्षिनापमूण्ष” नहीं थीा। जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के सबस ेपुराने अखबारों मेें 
स ेएक- द कश्मेीर र्ाइम्स की काय्षकारी संपादक और हाल ही मेें आई वकताब ‘अ 
वडस्मेेंर्ल्ड स्र्छेर्ः द अनर्ोल्ड स्र्ोरी ऑफ कश्मेीर आफ्र्र आवर््टकल 370’ की लवेखका 
अनरुयाधया भसमीन बताती हैं वक िह इस फैसल ेस ेअसहमेत ्तयों हैं।

उनका कहना ह ैवक सपु्रीमे कोर््ट न े“जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के लोगोों को वनराश वकया ह।ै” 
भसीन कहती हैं वक फैसल ेस ेपहल ेही सरकार अपररित्षनीय बदलािों के वलए आिार 
तयैार कर रही थीी। उन्होंन ेकहा वक “नए कानमून, विशषे रूप स ेभमूवमे और नौकररयों से 
सबंवंित, सकेंत दते ेहैं वक (जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर की) मेकु्स्लमे बहलु क्स्थीवत को िीर-ेिीरे 
बदलन ेका रास्ता साफ हो गोया ह।ै” तीन दशकों स ेअविक समेय स ेपत्रकार और अब 
अमेरेरका मेें स्र्टैनफोड्ट यमूवनिवस्षर्ी मेें जॉन एस नाइर् फेलो भसीन न ेकहा, “जब लोकततं्र 
मेें बाकी सब कुछ विफल हो जाता ह,ै तो हमे अदालत की ओर दखेत ेहैं।”

भसीन पहले भी काफी मेखुर रही हैं। जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सरकार न े500 वदनों स ेअविक 
समेय के वलए इरं्रनरे् सिेा वनलवंबत कर दी थीी जो लोकततं्र मेें सबस ेलंबा शर्डाउन 
थीा। उस ि्तत भसीन न ेसपु्रीमे कोर््ट के समेक् यावचका दायर की थीी। इस पर जनिरी, 
2022 मेें फैसला आया वक अवभव्यक््तत की स्िततं्रता के अविकार मेें इरं्रनरे् का उपयोगो 
करन ेका अविकार भी शावमेल है। 

भसीन स ेआवर््टकल 14 के संस्थीापक सपंादक स्मर हलयारकंर न ेबातचीत की। 
सपंावदत अशंः
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DEMOCRACY WORLDNATION
STATES 360°  
In focus this week: Uttarakhand, 
UP, Telangana, Gujarat

‘FUND THE CHANGE  
YOU WANT TO SEE’ 
Crowdfunding swaraj then and 
the end of ‘achche din’ now

THE POWER OF EMPATHY 
AND COURAGE
Meet Ali Abu Awwad and Daniel 
Barenboim, the recipients of the 
Indira Gandhi Peace Prize 2023
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‘Two investigating 
magistrates want 
access to key 
documents as part of  
their probe into 
alleged corruption in 
the sale of  36 
Dassault-built Rafale 
fighter jets to India in 
2016 for 7.8 bn euros’

Aakar Patel

A rational nation, a reasonable State, 
should be able to distinguish 
between a peaceful protest, however 
spirited, and an act of  terrorism. 
That we no longer can is a reflection 

of  two things. One is India’s laws, which, while 
always bad, have now become demented. The 
other is our inability to separate the state from 
the nation. Recent events—not limited to those 
in Parliament—shine a light on both. We need 
to see how.

Cattle slaughter is an economic offence in 
India and not a religious crime. This is because 
the Constitution’s directive principle on this 
issue advises us that cattle are important for 
the economy. Constituent Assembly debates 
are filled with earnest Congressmen telling the 
nation that one reason India was malnour-
ished was because there was insufficient milk 
for our children. And to reverse this, it was 
necessary that cow slaughter be banned.

No evidence was given from elsewhere in 
the world, because none existed. In its early 
manifestos, the Jana Sangh opposed the use of  

argue both sides. The higher court was right in 
overturning the sentence. But the sentence 
was the result of  a law, and the judge was not 
out of  place in convicting the man. Today, say-
ing something is a ‘security threat’ is sufficient 
to imprison—possibly for years if  the present 
is any indication—any group of  youngsters 
making a point. Whose security? What threat? 
These are waters too deep for us to venture 
into because it requires adults to consider such 
things and we are not adults.

In 1919, Gandhi led an all-India strike 
against the Rowlatt Act. In Amritsar, a crowd 
gathered at Jallianwala Bagh, to support the 
strike and join the protest. Punjab’s governor 
Sir Michael O’Dwyer claimed that British rule 
was under threat and responded with violence, 
unleashing the Gurkha and Baloch Regiments 
on the civilians, killing over 300.

The British passed the Rowlatt Act in the 
face of  opposition from all the Indian members 
of  the Imperial Legislative Council. The 
British claimed the law would affect very few 
Indians. However, Gandhi called it an “affront 
to the nation”.

So what was so offensive about the Rowlatt 
Act (more properly, the Anarchical and 
Revolutionary Crimes Act, 1919)? Why were 
Indians so angered by it that they held public 
demonstrations and opposed it in the council? 
The act did away with fundamental principles 
of  the rule of  law. It could hold people without 
charge or trial and it did away with jury trials, 
in favour of  in-camera trials by judges. This is 
called administrative detention, meaning the 

jailing of  someone without a crime having 
been committed, merely on the suspicion that 
they will commit a crime in future. 

The anger that we had when it came to the 
British trampling over our rights appears to 
have vanished when it comes to being 
oppressed by our own elected government. The 
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA), 
under which many Indians have been charged 
and are in jail, does not define ‘terrorist’ or 
‘terrorism’. Because it is so loosely framed, the 
law (which readers would do well to read the 
latest version of) is broad enough to name vast 
numbers of  Indians as terrorists. It has to be 
opposed, by all of  us.

At the age of  22, Bhagat Singh became a 
national celebrity in India. His act of  rebellion, 
his desire to not cause harm to the enemy—the 
bombs were only whiz-bangs that produced 
smoke—and his ability to express himself  
clearly ensured that the media and the public 
were both riveted by him.

What was the law that he was opposing? 
Bhagat Singh threw his smoke bombs to oppose 
the Public Safety Bill. It allowed the govern-
ment to jail people without trial. Just like the 
UAPA. Bhagat Singh was right to oppose it. He 
was right to oppose it in the manner he did. 

We call him a martyr because he was pun-
ished for doing what he did on behalf  of  the 
rest of  us. We call the young people who did 
exactly the same thing for exactly the same 
reason terrorists.  

Views are personal

tractors because that would mean that bullocks 
would have no work.

All this has changed over the years, of  course. 
India is a milk-surplus nation that exports its 
produce. And tractors have long eclipsed bull-
ocks. But cattle slaughter laws not only remain, 
but have been tightened. Gujarat’s punishment 
for cattle slaughter is now life imprisonment. No 
other economic crime attracts such a penalty, but 
we are so impassioned about it, we seem unable 
to turn back from this path.

The law comes with the reversal of  the bur-
den of  proof. In 2019, a Gujarati Muslim was 
accused of  slaughtering a cow to serve beef  at 
his daughter’s wedding. The police told the 
court they could not prove that this had hap-
pened. The forensic sciences laboratory said 
the same thing. The judge sentenced the man to 
10 years in jail nonetheless, saying it was up to 
him to prove that he was innocent and not the 
State to prove his guilt. The Gujarat High Court 
suspended the sentence on the grounds of  
‘judicial discretion’.

Perhaps the court was embarrassed that we 
have such laws on the book in this era. But the 
interesting thing is that you could rationally 

Ashis Ray in London

Nearly six months ago, the 
American publication 
Defense News had request-
ed US president Joe Biden 
to raise the matter of  the 

detention of  its contributor from 
India, Vivek Raghuvanshi, with 
Narendra Modi, whose visit to 
Washington was then imminent. 
Raghuvanshi was in Delhi’s Tihar 
jail at the time.

Thereafter, it reported that ‘senior 
White House officials [had] said press 
freedom would be among the topics 
discussed’ but ‘would not commit to 
specifically intervene in the case (of  
Raghuvanshi)’. Raghuvanshi, a writer 
for Defense News for more than three 
decades, was imprisoned in mid-May 
this year by India’s Central Bureau  
of  Investigation (CBI) on charges  
of  espionage. The CBI has not, howev-
er, shared sufficient details of  his 
alleged wrongdoing.  

Sightline Media Group, which 
owns Defense News, has condemned 
the incarceration and called for  
Indian officials to produce more infor-
mation on the accusations and his 
ongoing confinement.

According to the Hindu newspaper, 
the chargesheet filed by the CBI said 
Raghuvanshi ‘received about Rs 3 
crore from foreign sources over a peri-
od of  time’. The agency accused him 
of  ‘illegally collecting minute details 
of  the Defence Research and 
Development Organisation (DRDO) 
defence projects and their progress’.

He was also charged with gather-
ing ‘information about the future 
procurement to be made for the 
Indian armed forces, which revealed 
the country’s preparedness; classi-
fied communications linked to 
national security’. It was further 
alleged that ‘details about the strate-
gic and diplomatic talks of  India with 
its friendly countries were also 
accessed by the accused and shared 
with foreign intelligence agencies’.

None of  the above is a credible 
charge that will hold up in an indepen-
dent court. A sum of  Rs 3 crore over, 
say, 30 years from an established 
American paper amounts to $12,500 a 
year or about $1,000 a month. Peanuts! 
Even if  received over five years, it is 

Wheels within wheels 
of the Rafale deal
India stonewalls French prosecutors as more  
shocking details come to light

less than what senior journalists in 
India make. 

In case the CBI is unaware of  this, it 
is a journalist’s job to be inquisitive. If  
Raghuvanshi was trying to dig up 
inside information from the DRDO, it 
was his duty as a defence writer to do 
so. It was also his responsibility in his 
professional capacity to be up-to-date 
with the procurement plans of  the 
Indian armed forces, to get hold of  clas-
sified material and familiarise himself  
with the latest strategic and diplomatic 
dialogues in the defence sphere. 

Defense News operates in a highly 
competitive market, and cutting-edge 
information is of  the essence. Also, 
without any specifics of  what  
he allegedly shared with foreign  
intelligence agencies, the CBI charge 
is baseless.

So, why really is Raghuvanshi 
behind bars? According to a Tihar 
insider, Raghuvanshi “did not know 
that writing about (a senior BJP Union 
cabinet minister’s) son… and his 
money from the Rafale deal would 
land him in jail within weeks”.

That commissions exchanged 
hands—in violation of  Indian defence 
ministry regulations—in the Modi 
government’s purchase of  Rafale 
planes from France for the Indian Air 
Force is more than just a suspicion in 
French anti-corruption circles. The 
French online journal Mediapart 
launched by a former editor of  the 
respected French daily Le Monde 
revealed that the Modi government ‘is 
refusing to comply with a request for 
international cooperation made by 
French judges’.

It confirms that ‘two investigating 
magistrates want access to key docu-
ments as part of  their probe into 
alleged corruption in the sale of  36 
Dassault-built Rafale fighter jets to 
India in 2016 for 7.8 billion euros’. 

The inquiry opened in June 2021. A 
request for cooperation was sent to the 
Indian government in November 2022 
by the judges entrusted with a crimi-
nal probe into suspected ‘corruption’, 
‘influence peddling’ and ‘favouritism’.

Mediapart wrote that it had secured 
a copy of  a note written by former 
French ambassador to India 
Emmanuel Lemain, which said: ‘Many 
cases are handled by our Indian part-
ners with very long delays, often in an 

incomplete manner.’ In France, too, 
the government has refused to declas-
sify confidential documents, which the 
judges encountered during a search  
of  Dassault.

Mediapart claimed the CBI and the 
Indian Enforcement Directorate (ED) 
discovered in a separate case that a 
certain ‘Sushen Gupta has received 
12.8 million euros in secret commis-
sions from Dassault, via a system of  
allegedly bogus invoices’. It main-
tained: ‘In one note, Gupta says that he 
had given money to “people… in 
office” to help facilitate the sale of  the 
Rafale jets to India.’

The French judges asked Indian 
authorities to facilitate searches in 
their presence at ‘one of  the offices of  
Gupta’s companies’ as well as at the 
‘headquarters of  Dassault Reliance 
Aerospace Limited (DRAL)’, a joint 
venture company created by Dassault 
and Anil Ambani’s Reliance Group.

Mediapart described Anil Ambani 
as ‘a close friend of  prime minister 
Narendra Modi’. His company  
was reportedly thrust upon Dassault 
as offset partner by the Modi govern-
ment at the expense of  the experi-
enced state-owned Hindustan 
Aeronautics Limited. 

The publication concluded: ‘This 
case (of  non-cooperation) illustrates 
in particular the desire of  the Modi 
government—a desire largely shared 
in Paris—to make sure that the French 
judicial investigation into corruption 

over the sale of  the Rafale jets does not 
reach an outcome.’

The 35-page complaint to the 
French Public Prosecutor’s Office by a 
French watchdog NGO Sherpa—
which this correspondent has seen—
asserts that the multi-role combat air-
craft purchased by the Modi govern-
ment was ‘much more expensive per 
unit’ than the tender price quoted by 
Dassault to Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh’s government, which was pre-
pared to buy 126 planes.

Sherpa notes that the price per unit 
to be paid by the Congress-led admin-
istration was 54 million euros and by 
the Modi regime 217 million euros. 
Even allowing for economies of  scale, 
that is costlier by four times. 

The NGO underlined: ‘Note also 
that the initial call for tenders (by the 
Singh government) specified that the 
expected price must include the cost 
of  weapons and related missiles, a 
two-year warranty, licence fees for 
the manufacturing as well as technol-
ogy transfer.’

The petition argued: ‘It is legiti-
mate to question the considerable 
increase in the unit amount per device, 
while no technical improvements have 
been announced. Furthermore, these 
prices do not seem to be consistent 
with the financial data published by 
Dassault in 2017.’    

Sherpa also pointed out that ‘on 4 
July 2014, the company Airbus, repre-
senting the Eurofighter Typhoon con-
sortium, which was the recipient of  the 
initial call for tenders, addressed to the 
Indian defence ninister (the late Arun 
Jaitley) a new offer. It appears from this 
letter that the company offered a 20 per 

cent reduced price, as well as a propos-
al, as required in the call for tenders, 
technology transfer and creation of  
around 20,000 jobs in India for positions 
of  high qualifications’.    

The submission, then, questioned 
the ‘partnership associating Dassault 
Aviation and the Reliance Group, a 
group belonging to Mr Anil Ambani, 
close collaborator of  Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’, saying ‘the 
Reliance company seemed far from 
having the capabilities and experience 
necessary to engage in collaboration 
with the Dassault group’.

It further pleaded: ‘The selection of  
this partner is therefore at least singu-
lar to the point of  suspecting that acts 
of  corruption, granting undue advan-
tages and influence peddling were 
allegedly committed.’

Also that: ‘The refusal of  the Indian 
government to make public the gener-
al conditions relating to contract 
between Dassault and Reliance rightly 
fuels suspicions weighing on the 
DRAL compensation structure.’

About the choice of  Reliance as an 
offset partner by Dassault, which is a 
public sector enterprise, François 
Hollande, who was president of  
France when the deal was struck, told 
Mediapart: ‘We had no say in the mat-
ter. It was the Indian government 
which proposed this service group…’ 
At a meeting with Hollande in Paris in 
April 2015, Modi, according to Sherpa, 
‘decided to everyone’s surprise to can-
cel the call for tenders (by the 
Congress-led government for 126 air-
craft) in order to purchase 36 Rafales 
in “fly away” condition’.  

The director-general of  Dassault 

Aviation Loik Segalen was quoted by 
Mediapart as telling his company 
board that ‘it was imperative and 
obligatory for Dassault Aviation to 
accept this counterparty (Reliance) in 
order to obtain the Rafale India export 
contract’.

Sherpa also maintained Dassault 
and Thales, a French technology firm 
which provides products and solu-
tions to the former, paid millions of  
euros to Defsys Solutions, a Delhi-
based concern controlled by Sushen 
Gupta and his family, ‘to win the con-
tract’. The payments, the NGO 
claimed, were made via entities called 
Interdev Pte Ltd, registered in 
Singapore; IDS Infotech Limited, 
based in Chandigarh; Infotech and 
Interstellar Holding Private Limited, 
registered in Mauritius.

‘It should be noted that Mr Sushen 
Gupta would be the agent of  Dassault 
in India, from which it results that it  
is possible to qualify it as an interme-
diary between the French group  
and its Indian partners’. This state-
ment, if  true, flagrantly violated the 
government of  India red line of  no 
middlemen in defence acquisitions 
from abroad.

French negotiators ensured that 
the standard anti-corruption clause in 
Indian defence contracts was deleted 
from the final Rafale agreement. The 
Indian defence ministry resisted this, 
but were overruled by the prime min-
ister’s office.  

ASHIS RAY is the longest serving Indian 
foreign correspondent.  The quotes from 

Sherpa’s complaint to French prosecutors have 
been translated from French

PM Narendra Modi with French President François Hollande (left)

Who is(n’t) a terrorist?
We seem to have lost the spine to stand up for our rights
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One aspect of Indian 
cuisine that has always 
fascinated me is the art 
of preserving the best of 
our bountiful seasons 

for the leaner months. While most 
of India doesn’t really have lean 
months—we are an agrarian 
economy after all—there is 
something lovely about our way of 
capturing the essence of a season. 

Come summer and we see the 
peak of what can only be called the 
great Indian bounty. Mangoes, the 
most precious of them all, are 
fruiting. Fish are aplenty in 
markets. The humble jackfruit 
ripens and perfumes the air. 
Berries like the foraged karvanda 
and jamun make their appearance 
by staining the streets with purple 
hues. Pushcarts heave with ice 
apples or tadgolas. Cashew apples 
leave their trace on the tropical air. 
Watermelons are displayed as walls 
of dark green with tempting pink 
insides on highway pit-stops. 

Summer is also the time for 
pickling. The freshest, ripest, 
sourest fruits that make an 
appearance in the heat, are 
lovingly collected and put into 
ancient receptacles and treated 
with much care till they are brined 
and spiced for the year. 

As a child, growing up in 
cosmopolitan Bombay, summer 
was always the season of discovery. 
Not only was it the holidays, which 
meant more time at home, it was 
also time spent around neighbours. 
Oh, the smells! You could tell 
which neighbour was preserving 

what, simply by sniffing. It helped 
that the things being dried, 
preserved or pickled were sharp to 
begin with. 

I remember a particular Goan 
neighbour whose kitchen could be 
smelt from a mile away. You see, 
she would make choriz (Goan 
sausages) and hang their red beads 
around the walls of the kitchen and 
string them through the balconies. 

What felt like a too-pungent 
aroma then, is now something that 
makes my mouth water, as I hunt 
through Goa for the finest 
homemade choriz beads. 

Meanwhile, my Maharashtrian 
neighbour’s home was a sight to 
behold. Deep red chillies and 
perfectly round papads spread over 
chatais and charpais lined the 
small compound outside their 
ground-floor house. The sun was 
used to its fullest potential to 
dehydrate goodies well before the 
coming rains. 

Pickled, spiced 
and salted
Denise D’Silva on the enduring romance of preserving 
and bottling our seasonal bounty for the year ahead

Each of the spices used in pickling is cleaned by hand and dried in the scorching sun; (below left) the dried fish market 
is quite lucrative and the Kolis actually make more money from this trade than from regular fishing

E A T . W A N D E R . R E P E A T

Even now, not far from where I 
live, there are fields of drying fish. 
The Kolis (fishing community) of 
Mumbai stop all fishing activity 
during the monsoon and use the 
harsh summer sun to preserve 
their catch. How, you might 
wonder does fish last a year? 

In square patches of shore 
adjacent to their villages—and 
often right next to swanky high-
rises—the Kolis painstakingly 
spread out the day’s catch after 
sorting it on sand banks that have 
been used for this purpose for 
generations. Depending on which 
way the wind is blowing, streets far 
away are filled with the smell of 
salty fish. And while that might 
seem offensive to some, to me it is 
the smell of Bombay. A reminder 
that we are people of the sea. 

The Kolis tell me that the dried 
fish market is quite lucrative and 
they actually make more money 
from this trade than from regular 
fishing. Judging by the heaps that 
are put on weighing scales and 
displayed by the road, it certainly 
looks like it. 

The East Indian community of 
Mumbai goes a step further in the 
process of drying fish. They apply 
spices to the ubiquitous sukkha 
bombil or dried Bombay Duck, 
which is then packed and sealed, 

and bought by homesick families 
who secretively hide their stock in 
checked-in suitcases on their 
flights back to the west. 

Pickling is one of the main 
summer routines in a traditional 
home. The best produce from the 
garden or the market is sourced, 
spiced and laden with oil to be 
savoured through the year. Each 
home has its own recipe and all of 
them are delicious. Pickling isn’t 
just a matter of following a recipe 
from the books. It is a ritual. One 
that involves the entire family. 
There’s usually someone to wipe 
the vegetables and fruits, someone 
to cut them, someone to prepare the 
barnis (ceramic jars) and always 
someone to eat the bulk of it before 
it reaches the salting stage. 

In Mumbai’s wadis and chawls, 
it was always a community affair. 
Women from different houses 
would clear up their schedules and 
spend afternoons together at one 
chosen lady’s house, making pickle 
while sharing gossip. 

Summer in Mumbai is also the 
time for masalas or spice 
mixes. Many communities like 

the Maharashtrians and East 
Indians make their own masalas 
for the entire year. Places like 
Lalbaug and Masjid Bandar see a 
steady stream of customers picking 
and choosing the best spices. Each 
lady comes equipped with a 
humongous bag and a tattered 
piece of paper that has the 

owners. They’re usually on a first-
name basis, and pleasantries and 
details of respective family 
members are swapped as the spices 
are handed over for pounding. 

The East Indians have a 
fascinating tradition of hand-
pounding spices that is done by a 
troupe of women from Gorai. 
Families book them in January for 
the summer season of April and 
May. Sadly, not many of these 
ladies are left to continue this 
profession. 

I love to watch how the women 
of the houses all around me place 
all manner of spices on brightly-
coloured old sarees under the sun. 
Each of the spices is cleaned by 
hand and turned till crisp in the 
scorching heat. Souring agents like 
the pretty kokum fruit and 
tamarind are also sun-dried and 
preserved in tall barnis that go to 
the back of dark cupboards. 

Mango, in all its stages of 
ripeness, is used in murabbas, aam 
papads, marmalades, jams, 
aamchur, squashes and aam ras to 
stock up for the rest of the year. 

The monsoon and its 
melancholy will be here soon but 
summer is truly a time to tune into 
the nostalgia and romance of little 
jars brimming with seasonal 
goodness and the sweet lull of 
gossip in dappled corridors.   

DENISE D’SILVA is the author of  
The Beyond Curry Indian Cookbook. 

Follow her on Instagram @eatwander.repeat

As a child, growing 
up in cosmopolitan 
Bombay, summer was 
always the season of 
discovery. Oh, the 
smells! You could tell 
which neighbour was 
preserving what, 
simply by sniffing
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NATIONNOW CHRISTIANS
FEEL THE HEAT IN UP

Four Christian institutions 

find themselves in the

crosshairs of the UP police

NUMBERS SPEAK LOUDER 

THAN HASHTAGS 

Why we have little to celebrate

this Women’s Day

P2

P4

P12

AGENDATHE NAME OF  
THE GAMEIn these communally charged

times, life might hang by the

slender thread of a name 

Abdul QadirP rime Minister Narendra Modi did not 

visit Bihar even once in the past two 

years, but early this month, he made 

three trips in five days. This is elec-

tion season, after all, and it’s time for 

The Great Leader to makes some new transfor-

mational promises to make Bihar/ India great 

again. Investments in the state? Government 

jobs? Loans for pakora stalls? What will it be—

the suspense is nail-biting.

Many more visits are surely on the cards in 

days to come because the stakes here are big. 

Bihar accounts for 40 seats in the Lok Sabha, 

and is the only state in the Hindi heartland the 

BJP has not been able to conquer on its own 

steam. So, call it coincidence or careful plan-

ning, the three rallies so far featuring the BJP’s 

pradhan sewak were held in Aurangabad, 

Begusarai and Bettiah (Purvi Champaran), 

seen as upper caste bastions represented by 

BJP members from the powerful Rajput and 

Bhumihar castes. 
More to the point of still needing allies in 

this state, at the rally in Aurangabad, Modi 

made the rare gesture—another such instance 

doesn’t even come to mind—of allowing Nitish 

Kumar to stand by his side under a huge gar-

land that covered them both. It brought to 

mind the many occasions when other BJP 

leaders of note—most recently Rajnath 

Singh—have been shown their place in no 

uncertain terms. Nobody steals any corner of 

the limelight from PM Modi. 

If that made Nitish Kumar feel good, the 

loud laughter of the BJP leaders on the stage 

when he promised never to leave the PM’s 

side again, seemed decidedly insulting. It 

was embarrassing enough for the Opposition 

to have capitalised on it. By laughing at 

Kumar, wasn’t the self-esteem of every Bihari 

hurt? Meanwhile, what could Nitish Kumar 

do but offer hosannas to the PM—after all, 

everything that had been achieved in Bihar 

was due to him.
Nitish Kumar was, as always, being eco-

nomical with the truth. Everybody agrees that 

he delivered during his two tenures as chief 

minister (2005–15), when the UPA government 

was in power at the Centre (till 2014). Since 

then, the double-engine governments of the 

NDA have little to show by way of achieve-

ment in the state, giving rival Rashtriya 

Janata Dal (RJD) and Tejashwi Yadav the 

opportunity to build the ‘17 months versus 17 

years’ narrative, which claims that the RJD–

JD(U)–INC–Left government in the state did 

more in 17 months (since 2022) than Nitish 

Kumar could in 17 years, most of which were 

in alliance with the BJP.

Tejashwi Yadav has been listing some of 

‘his’ achievements: the successful caste sur-

vey in the state, increased reservation for 

backward classes and appointment of school 

teachers and assistant professors in colleges. 

The last was certainly carried out with rare 

competence. There were no leaks and no com-

plaints of favouritism, manipulation of marks 

or appointment of undeserving candidates. It 

even compelled Nitish Kumar to say that one 

of the reasons that prompted him to part  

company with the RJD was because Tejashwi 

Yadav, then deputy chief minister, was hog-

ging the headlines.  
The Lok Sabha election, though, is a differ-

ent ball game. Both resources and candidates 

matter along with organisation and booth-level 

workers. On all these counts, the NDA is miles 

ahead of the I.N.D.I.A. bloc. What is more, 

arithmetic and history both favour the NDA.

If the NDA tally in 2014 of 31 Lok Sabha 

seats was impressive, it was even more  

spectacular in 2019 when it won all but one of 

the 40 Lok Sabha seats in the state. 

The Bharatiya Janata Party had won 22 

seats in 2014, the Lok Janshakti Party 6 and 

Lok Samata Party of Upendra Kushwaha won 

three. JD(U) and RJD, contesting separately, 

bagged just two and four seats, respectively. 

In the 2019 election, BJP and JD(U) contest-

ed together and fielded 17 candidates each, 

winning 17 and 16 seats, respectively. With the 

LJP (Lok Janshakti Party) bagging six seats, 

the NDA sweep was total.

Crucial differences between  

2019 and 2024
In 2019, nationalistic fervour was whipped up 

in the wake of the Pulwama terror attack and 

Balakot airstrike. In 2024, Nitish Kumar and 

JD(U) are pale shadows of themselves and the 

opposition appears less disorganised. The sup-

port of Muslims and Yadavs for the I.N.D.I.A. 

bloc looks surer and there is no ill-will against 

Lalu Yadav, Rahul Gandhi or Tejashwi Yadav 

among the backward classes in the state. The 

Left parties, especially the CPI(ML), which 

joined forces with the opposition in 2020 and is 

part of the I.N.D.I.A., have militant and disci-

plined workers, and will be contesting the Lok 

Sabha election together with RJD and INC for 

the first time.Nitish Kumar seems to have lost the good-

will of the women in Bihar. Inflation and  

joblessness have triggered the migration of 

their menfolk. The government is reluctant or 

indifferent about filling job vacancies. Even 

prohibition, which was welcomed by the 

women, seems to have boomeranged—with 

rampant bootlegging and smuggling of liquor, 

youth are drinking at home and men are being 

booked, fined and thrown in jail. For women, it 

has been a nightmare.

Another important difference is that in 

2019, Lalu Prasad Yadav was in jail. This time, 

he is out and about, meeting people and cam-

paigning despite being in poor health (having 

undergone a kidney transplant). In fact, he 

went against the advice of his doctors to 

address the public meeting at Gandhi Maidan 

on 3 March. His speech, though rambling, was 

enough to rattle the BJP. 

His casual remark, “Kaun hai Narendra 

Modi… kuch nahin hai… Hindu bhi nahin hai 

(Who is Narendra Modi… he is nothing… not 

even a Hindu)”, sent TV channels into a tizzy, 

as avid discussions were held on how a state-

ment that attacked the PM’s family could only 

damage the I.N.D.I.A. bloc. Lalu’s constituen-

cy lapped it up, though, and ‘Modi Ka Parivar’ 

and ‘Modi Ka Asli Parivar’ trended on social 

media across the country. 

A long-time Bihar watcher said that Lalu 

Yadav can effectively be used by Tejashwi as 

a guided missile against the BJP, with  his 

one-liners and barbs being unleashed on a 

daily basis, hitting where it hurts. One way, 

he said, to compensate for limited resources 

(in comparison to the BJP) would be to use 

them innovatively.
The ‘bachcha’ comes of age

BJP leaders continue to deride Tejashwi 

Yadav as a ‘bachcha’, a greenhorn who does 

not know much about politics. Those who 

watched him campaign in the assembly elec-

tion in 2020, when he led the RJD to emerge as 

a single-largest party and came close to steer-

ing the alliance to victory, would disagree. 

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi, RJD's Tejashwi Yadav and Samajwadi Party chief Akhilesh Yadav at the I.N.D.I.A. rally in Patna, 3 March 2024

BATTLE FOR BIHAR

Modi’s grandstanding aside, the emerging shape and solidity of the I.N.D.I.A. bloc in Bihar promises to give the BJP nightmares 

No cakewalk  
for the BJP 

Chances are that even in its UP stronghold, the BJP will 

be hard pressed to repeat the performance of 2019

Saiyyed Zaigham Murtaza

 

T o say that Uttar Pradesh with 80 

Lok Sabha seats is crucial for both 

the NDA and the I.N.D.I.A. is a 

no-brainer. In the last general elec-

tion in 2019, the NDA had bagged 64 

seats (the BJP alone had won 62), the  

BSP–SP alliance 15 and Congress just one.

Five years later, the BJP and the NDA 

hope to do better, riding on the Ram Mandir 

and the PM’s ‘rizz’. Indications, however, are 

that it is not going to be a cakewalk.

With days to go before the schedule of the 

2024 general election is announced, the BJP’s 

boast of sweeping all 80 Lok Sabha seats in the 

state is beginning to ring hollow. The Ram 

Mandir no longer appears the trump card it 

seemed in January. Anti-incumbency on the 

ground is evident and issues raised by the 

Bharat Jodo Nyay Yatra are hitting home.

Another indication is the BJP dragging its 

feet—having confidently renominated 47 of its 

62 sitting MPs, it is yet to announce the 

remaining seats. The Bahujan Samaj Party, 

after announcing it would go it alone, has 

uncharacteristically withheld its list of candi-

dates till now. Poll analysts recall that despite 

the nationalistic frenzy whipped up post- 

Pulwama, and the PM violating conduct rules 

by seeking votes in the name of ‘martyrs’, the 

BJP’s seats declined from 71 in 2014 to 62 in 

2019. Within the BJP echo chamber, the buzz 

remains that it will win at least 50 seats.

Outside, it’s a different story. UP does not 

epitomise the ‘Ram Rajya’ projected in 

hoardings and full-page newspaper adver-

tisements. According to the National Crime 

Records Bureau (NCRB), the per capita 

crime rate in UP is 7.4, the highest in the 

country. Also as per NCRB data, the highest 

number of custodial rapes happen in UP. 

As for the economy, UP recorded a per 

capita income of Rs 70,792 for the fiscal year 

2021–22. This is lower than Pakistan’s 

US$1,588.9 (Rs 1.31 lakh) and sub-Saharan 

Africa’s per capita income, which was US 

$1,700 (Rs 1.4 lakh) in 2022, as per World Bank 

Open Data. Nearly 23 per cent of the state’s 

population is multidimensionally poor, 

while life expectancy, at 66 years, parallels 

that of nations like Ethiopia and Gabon.

Tamil Nadu minister P. Thiaga Rajan 

cited data to assert that  UP would take 

another 64 years to catch up with TN. He 

rubbed it in by pointing out that UP received 

Rs 2.73 for every rupee it contributed to the 

Union of India, while Tamil Nadu received 

only 29 paisa for every rupee since 2020. 

Ergo, UP is being subsidised by TN and other 

southern states. No longer a one-sided match?

The impression of a one-sided election, with 

an opposition helpless before the BJP’s 

money and muscle power, central agencies 

and social engineering, is no longer the only 

narrative on the ground. “We are financially 

and organisationally weak and not as visible 

as the BJP,” conceded a local Congress lead-

er, “which is why selection of the right candi-

dates and extensive campaigns and media 

interactions by leaders are key. We need to 

forcefully communicate what many people 

already acknowledge: while the BJP knows 

how to win elections, the Congress knows 

how to govern”.
Voters’ concerns are the same every-

where, from Meerut, Moradabad, Sambhal, 

Amroha, Badaun and Aligarh to Agra, 

Kanpur, Jaunpur and even Gorakhpur. The 

youth are restive and seeking reassurance. It 

is common knowledge that major employers 

like the railways, the Indian army, paramili-

tary and police forces, the education and 

revenue departments have been recruiting 

fewer people. While crowds flocked to hear Rahul 

Gandhi, Om Pal Singh Rana of Bijnore feels 

that is not enough. Everyone is aware of the 

problems, he says. Rahul Gandhi and the 

I.N.D.I.A. bloc should start speaking about 

the solutions. “He should assure us that the 

economy will be revived, employment will be 

generated, and distress removed from all 

sectors if the alliance comes to power,” Rana 

says forcefully. 
This sentiment is shared by many. The 

alliance must do more than make promises. 

People need to believe that voting the incum-

bent government out will result in positive, 

time-bound changes. This hope must to be 

transmitted to the people.

A veteran journalist who covered 

Maharashtra in the 2004 elections agrees. “In 

Maharashtra, I saw every Congress leader 

out on the street addressing people, some-

times only 50 people. Why do we see only 

Rahul Gandhi on a Yatra? Why can’t 

Congress leaders go out and communicate 

directly?” he wondered aloud.

Adil, who has been looking for a job, con-

curs. “What is the point in voting when the 

BJP creates hype, parrots jumlas and then 

does nothing, while the Opposition talks only 

about what is wrong with the economy and 

the government?” Sumit from Balia says one 

reason for indifference among the youth is 

that they have ceased to expect any change 

through elections.
However, there are others like Faiyaz from 

Barabanki who believe “the BJP can be 

defeated as there is a huge anti-incumbency.” 

Especially, says Dharmendra Singh from 

Aligarh, among small traders, peasants and 

students who are frustrated by the rising 

costs of living, education, health and falling 

family incomes.Tilting the balance
Mayawati may spring a last-minute surprise 

by joining the I.N.D.I.A. alliance. Pointing 

out that BSP voters have been steadily swal-

lowed up by the BJP, some observers believe 

that aligning with the NDA would be fatal. 

With the BSP facing an existential crisis in 

the state, Mayawati may be able to revive the 

party’s fortune by bargaining with the 

Opposition. Such optimism is contested by cynics. Why 

would Mayawati risk alienating the BJP, par-

ticularly if she believes it has a better chance 

of returning to power. And if, as word has it, 

the BSP distributes ticket to the highest bid-

der, the resource-rich BJP is in a better posi-

tion to ‘buy’ her support, if necessary. 

Dalits, it is estimated, constitute 22 per 

cent of UP’s population. There are around 66 

sub-castes within the Dalit community. 

Nearly 50 per of Dalits are Jatavs, the sub-

caste to which Mayawati also belongs. Among 

the rest, the more prominent ones are the 

Valmikis, Pasis, Koeris and Khatiks.

‘Palturam’ Nitish is 

thoroughly exposed and 

has lost face even among 

the state’s womenfolk, who 

stood by him in 2019. 

Joblessness and a failed 

prohibition policy have 

made the state restive

Many believe Mayawati 

may spring a last-

minute surprise by 

joining the I.N.D.I.A. 

bloc. But cynics don’t 

share this optimism 

Why would she risk 

alienating the BJP?

Continued on page 28

Continued on page 28
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‘OPAQUE FUNDS ARE 

DANGEROUS’ 

Meet the Indian Navy veteran 

who revealed the subterfuge 

of the electoral bonds

WAY OUT OF LINE 

On the most expensive 

railway line ever built   

P2

P17

P17

NATION

PROPAGANDA  

UNPLUGGED

Andhra too has seen a 

surge of political films 

ahead of elections      

Avay Shukla 

I
t should come as no surprise that, under 

the influence of our latest soulmate Israel, 

Raisina Hill h
as now become our version 

of Mount Sinai, from where regular  

proclamations are issued by the presiding 

Prophet. The latest—that BJP shall win more 

than 370 seats and NDA 400+ in the coming 

Lok Sabha elections—is, however, pregnant 

with connotations and implications. Is this 

eleventh commandment a sign of confidence, 

a well-prepared alibi, or a smokescreen for 

something worse?

I cannot see any legitim
ate justific

ation for 

any such confidence. At its present tally of 

303, the BJP has plateaued out in the west and 

its Hindi heartland stronghold: it cannot 

improve its tally here. Its prospects are no 

better in the east and south than they were in 

2019; in fact, they have deteriorated in 

Karnataka, Telangana and in the north-east 

with Congress wins in the first two and the 

fires in Manipur in the latter. If a
t all, th

e BJP 

is likely to lose a substantial number of seats: 

according to the data crunching site run by 

Ajay Prakash, the BJP’s total tally is likely to 

come down by 40 seats, at the very least.

Certain recent developments have not 

favoured the BJP either. Its
 insidious efforts 

came a cropper in Jharkhand where the JMM 

retained its government, notwithstanding the 

machinations of the ED and Raj Bhavan. In 

Bihar, Tejashwi Yadav appears to have 

emerged stronger after Nitish Kumar’s defec-

tion. In Chandigarh, the I.N.D.I.A. bloc has 

emerged victorious in the mayoral elections 

and the PM’s party stands fully exposed. 

The striking down of the electoral bonds 

may not amount to much in real terms because 

the BJP has already pocketed Rs 6,500 crore 

thanks to the delay by the Supreme Court in 

deciding the case. It i
s, however, a big moral 

defeat for the government, exposing once 

again the unconstitutional means it a
dopts to 

win elections. That the party is smarting from 

this judgement is evident from the PM’s mock-

ing remarks that today, even if S
udama were 

to give some rice to Krishna, someone would 

file a PIL and the court would strike it d
own! 

Even the brazen retaliation of blocking the 

bank accounts of the Congress two days later 

was struck down by the Income Tax Appellate 

Tribunal in short order.               
                 

                 
                 

                 
             

Seat sharing among the I.N.D.I.A.  part-

ners is not the failure that the bought-out 

media would have us believe: it i
s proceeding 

apace and has been hammered out in UP, 

Delhi and Maharashtra, and appears likely in 

Haryana and Goa. The decision to go their 

separate ways in Bengal and Punjab makes 

sense tactically as it w
ill split th

e anti-in
cum-

bency votes. Don’t let NDTV and India Today 

convince you otherwise with their slanted 

coverage and ‘Mood of the Nation’ Polls—

they reflect more the moods of Messrs  

that it i
s acting from a position of confidence; 

on the contrary, they display a certain desper-

ation and nervousness. The frantic campaign 

to engineer defections of all and sundry have 

degraded the BJP from a washing machine to 

a garbage bin: it i
s now collecting all kinds of 

trash from other parties, people it r
epeatedly 

branded as corrupt, in
cluding the likes of Ajit 

Pawar and Ashok Chavan. Very soon, having 

collected all th
e rubbish from other parties, it 

will b
ecome a patchwork quilt o

f opportunists 

and lose its strong ideological character. 

According to an analysis carried out by the 

digital platform, Knocking News, out of 303 

MPs in the party only 134 are original BJP-

types, the rest are all im
ports from other par-

ties. It i
s becoming a ‘Congress-yukt’ party in 

rapid order.

T
he fear of losing is prompting other 

kneejerk reactions: the constant target-

ing of Rahul Gandhi’s BJY-2 (which was 

not the case in BJY-1), th
e resumed personal 

attacks on him and his family, the renewed 

attempts at polarised violence in Haldwani, 

the frantic rush to introduce the Common 

Civil Codes in BJP-ruled states, the raising 

of the spectre of CAA and NRC by the home 

minister, the reported deactivation of 

Aadhar cards as alleged by the West Bengal 

chief minister, the wholesale conferment of 

Bharat Ratnas in order to appropriate the 

memory of dead legends even as the party 

spurns all that they stood for. The list goes 

on, but it i
ndicates one thing, as surely as the 

mayoral elections in Chandigarh indicated 

brazen rigging of votes—that these are not 

the actions of a party confident not only of a 

victory, but a thumping victory of a two-

thirds majority! 

The BJP may be facing a reality check, 

finally, and in the process, is committin
g one 

blunder after another. With each such fiasco, 

it is
 denting its image even further. 

Its election narrative this time sounds 

decidedly hollow and devoid of any substance; 

it offers nothing but the three ‘M’s—Mandir, 

Masjid and Musalman—a refrain which is 

beginning to sound jaded and repetitiv
e. Real 

economic improvement has bypassed 90 per 

cent of the country’s population and this 

shows in just about every human develop-

ment matrix. 

The so-called Modi’s Guarantees are noth-

ing but discredited jumlas after cosmetic plas-

tic surgery. So, one comes back to the question 

one posed at the beginning of this piece: What 

makes the BJP so confident of a landslide vic-

tory in spite of all th
ese adverse indications?

The clues, perhaps, are to be found in the 

manner in which the ground is being  

prepared—the constant refrain of 400+ seats, 

the slanted pre-poll surveys endorsing these 

estimates, and the amplific
ation of these pre-

dictions by an obliging media. So that when 

the 400+ is declared after the polling, people 

would not question it because they had already 

been pre-conditioned to expect it! 
Could it b

e 

that the BJP has a joker up its sleeve? The 

EVMs perhaps? A national rollout of the 

Chandigarh mayoral model, under the benevo-

lent gaze of the Election Commission?

I really don’t know. But I a
m reminded of 

that intriguing quote from Arthur Conan 

Doyle: ‘When you have eliminated all which is 

impossible, then whatever remains, however 

improbable, must be the truth.’

Think about it. 
And worry.  

AVAY SHUKLA is a retired IAS officer and author of  

The Deputy Commissioner’s Dog and Other 

Colleagues. He blogs at avayshukla.blogspot.com

Samajwadi Party chief Akhilesh Yadav joined the Rahul Gandhi-led Bharat Jodo Nyay Yatra as it passed through Uttar Pradesh

The BJP may be facing 

a reality check, fin
ally, 

and in the process, is 

committin
g one blunder 

after another. With each 

such fiasco, it i
s denting 

its image even further 

370 seats and 

all that jazz

How much hot air does it take to float the 

victory balloons of PM Modi’s imagination?

A.J. Prabal

A three-part investigation carried out by 

Newslaundry, a reader-supported platform 

that serves as a media watchdog, and The 

News Minute, an independent digital platform 

catering largely to South Indian states, took 

the lid off tw
o opaque sources of corporate 

funding to political parties. Unlike the  

electoral bonds scheme that kept the Election 

Commission of India totally in the dark, the 

Electoral Trusts (ETs) do have to declare the 

name of donor companies to the ECI, but there 

is no transparency in how they distribute the 

fund among parties. The investigation also 

found that at least 30 companies donated to 

the BJP, the ruling party, after raids by  

central agencies. These are some of the key 

findings of the joint investigation:  

T
he electoral bond scheme, struck 

down by the Supreme Court in 

February 2024 as unconstitutional, 

has not been the only source of cor-

porate funding for politic
al parties. Another 

source is the Electoral Trusts (ETs) to 

which companies and individuals donate. 

The trusts then distribute the donations 

among politic
al parties. 

The Congress received 19 paise for every 

100 rupees that the BJP received from cor-

porate bodies in 2022–23 through the ETs. 

Out of the total Rs 850.4 crore donated to 

national parties in 2022–23, as much as Rs 

719.8 crore went to the BJP alone, according 

to the Association for Democratic Reforms.

In fact, th
e total money that Congress 

has received in the 10 years between  

2013 and 2023 through ETs is less than  

the amount that the BJP received  

through the same scheme in just one year 

(2022–23). The BJP received over  

Rs 1,893 crore in the 10 years from ETs 

between 2013 and 2023. 

‘There is no clarity on how these trusts 

operate, or how they decide on the sums 

that each politic
al party receives. The mon-

umental disparity in (partial) corporate 

funding for the two biggest parties in the 

fray for the 2024 General Elections raises 

questions about whether a fair playing field 

is even possible–and whether big corpora-

tions should have this large a say in how 

politic
al parties perform in a democracy,’ 

the Newslaundry reported.

Most of the funds received by the BJP 

have come from a single organisation—

Prudent Electoral Trust, set up by the 

Bharti group. While the Tata Group’s 

Progressive Electoral Trust was the first to 

be set up in India in 1996, over the years, 

there have been at least 19 different ETs 

that have been set up, as per Election 

Commission of India (ECI) data. 

Since 2020 however, it i
s only the 

Prudent Electoral Trust that has been col-

lecting significant amounts of money. 

Prudent was earlier called Satya Electoral 

Trust, and was started by the Bharti Group 

in 2013. Except in its first year, Satya/ 

Prudent has consistently given a lot more 

money to the BJP than the Congress. 

In 2019–20, Prudent gave Rs 218 crore to 

the BJP compared to Rs 31 crore to the 

Congress. In 2020–21, the numbers were  

Rs 209 crore for the BJP and Rs 2 crore for 

the Congress. In 2021–22, they gave Rs 337 

crore to the BJP and Rs 15 crore to the 

Congress. In 2022–23, Congress got no 

money from Prudent, whereas the BJP got 

Rs 256 crore. 

In 2022–23, the biggest contributors to the 

Prudent Electoral Trust were Megha 

Engineering and Infrastructure Ltd (MEIL) 

(Rs 87 crore); Serum Institute of India Pvt 

Ltd (Rs 50 crore); Bharti A
irtel Ltd (Rs 10 

crore); M
edha Servo Drives Pvt Ltd (Rs 10 

crore); and Medha Traction Equipment Pvt 

Ltd (Rs 5 crore). Prudent also gave money to 

Bharat Rashtra Samithi in Telangana (Rs 90 

crore) and YSR Congress in Andhra 

Pradesh (Rs 16 crore). Four of the top five 

donors are based out of Hyderabad.  

When the Newslaundry team visited 

Prudent Electoral Trust’s office on Bahadur 

Shah Zafar Marg in New Delhi, a receptionist, 

who introduced himself as Sanjiv, said direc-

tor Mukul Goyal “does not meet anyone”. 

“There are so many people like you who 

come every day,” he said, refusing to part 

with Goyal’s number and sharing his own 

email address instead. The nameplate on the 

office entrance read ‘Mukul & Ganesh  

Chartered Accountants’.

‘We reached out to Prudent Electoral 

Trust over email as well, asking them about 

how decisions are made on funds distribut-

ed to various parties. We have not received 

any response from them so far. This article 

will b
e updated with their response if a

nd 

when we receive one. We also reached out 

to several companies that have donated to 

Prudent, in
cluding MEIL, Serum Institute, 

ArcelorMittal, M
edha Servo Drives, TVS 

group, but did not receive a response from 

any of them,’ th
e report reads. 

Continued on page 28The martial art of extracting donations

Adani and Aroon Purie than that of the com-

mon public. 

The revived farmers’ agitation, too, is bad 

news for the ruling party, and will become 

even worse if violence ensues, as appears like-

ly, given that the government has learnt no 

lessons from the 2021 agitation. Its reliance on 

brute force as a panacea for all protests cannot 

deliver forever and the people are beginning 

to recognise it fo
r the tyrannical regime it is

. 

There is widespread sympathy for the farmers 

this time, except perhaps among the pam-

pered elites of Delhi who do not even know the 

difference between MSP and MRP, and can’t 

be bothered so long as their Zomato delivery 

arrives on tim
e.

The government’s febrile actions over the 

last couple of months also do not demonstrate 
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Navin Kumar

The prime minister’s 14 visits to 
Maharashtra since the announce-
ment of general elections on 16 
March show how important the 
state is in his scheme of things. The 

state with 48 Lok Sabha seats, the highest 
after Uttar Pradesh, holds the key to 7 Lok 
Kalyan Marg. Five years ago, the BJP had 
contested 25 seats and won 23 of them. Its 
then ally, the unified Shiv Sena, had won 18 
seats, giving the NDA a total tally of 41 seats 
from Maharashtra. 

In 2024 it is imperative for the BJP and its 
allies to maintain the 2019 numbers or mini-
mise losses. After the first three phases of 
polling, with two more rounds to follow on 13 
and 20 May, the NDA appears to be strug-
gling. While it has put up a brave front and 
blamed the low polling percentage on the lack 
of enthusiasm among opposition supporters, 

most people believe it has been detrimental 
for the ruling alliance, which is contesting 28 
seats in the state. 

The lack of enthusiasm is evident from 
the relatively low voter turnout. The BJP 
was expected to pull out all the stops after 
the first two phases and ensure a higher 
polling percentage but that does not seem to 
have worked. On the ground, there is more 
sympathy for Uddhav Thackeray and 
Sharad Pawar. Lack of trust between NDA 
allies is an additional detriment. While the 
prime minister continues to spearhead the 
NDA’s campaign in the state along with 
home minister Amit Shah, he looks increas-
ingly tired and listless. Even at the 
Ahmednagar rally, his speech lacked the 
usual fire and brimstone.    

Vivek Bhavsar, political journalist in 
Mumbai, is not surprised. Two factors, he 
feels, are working against the BJP in the 
state. Anti-incumbency against its 10-year 

rule is very real; and while the PM and Amit 
Shah keep denying it, the belief that the 
party is anti-reservation has become stron-
ger. BJP leaders have themselves contribut-
ed to this perception. This week, Diya 
Kumari, the deputy chief minister in BJP-
ruled Rajasthan was quoted as saying that 
the party required a two-thirds majority in 
the Lok Sabha to amend the Constitution 
and put an end to the system of reservation. 

Bhavsar opines that aggressive cam-
paigning on this point by the INDIA bloc and 
Rahul Gandhi in particular has sharpened 
the message, which has percolated among 

Dalits, Adivasis, Christians and Muslims. 
Having faced the brunt of Hindutva 

aggression, these communities seem to 
have had enough of polarised and commu-
nal campaigns. “Uddhav Thackeray’s soft 
Hindutva is more appealing in a peaceful 
state like Maharashtra,” says Bhavsar, add-
ing that civil society groups among these 
communities have taken it upon themselves 
to campaign against the BJP and Modi with-
out waiting for any party to back them. 

Bhavsar says people also took umbrage to 
the BJP breaking up Maharashtra’s two 
regional parties, the Shiv Sena and the NCP. 

While Marathas naturally found the BJP’s 
role in splintering the party founded by 
Balasaheb Thackeray unacceptable, even 
BJP supporters find it galling that Ajit Pawar, 
accused by PM Modi as the kingpin of a Rs 
70,000-crore scam, today shares the platform 
with him and has been installed as the deputy 
chief minister. In one stroke, the BJP’s 
anti-corruption plank collapsed in the state, 
Bhavsar points out. 

They have also fielded several tainted can-
didates who were being investigated by the 
ED and the CBI while they were in the 
Opposition. The moment they switched over 
to the BJP, their sins were forgotten, lending 
credence to the Opposition’s jibe that the BJP 
is a washing machine. No wonder BJP work-
ers and supporters feel betrayed and have 
chosen to stay away from this election.

  

Most commentators in the state believe 
that the tussle between the BJP and 
chief minister Eknath Shinde over 

seat-sharing also damaged the alliance. The 
BJP had made no secret of its desire to contest 
in 35 seats. It was willing to let its two allies 
contest in the remaining 13 seats. Eventually, 
the BJP had to be content with 28 seats with 
Shiv Sena (Shinde) contesting in 15 constitu-
encies and NCP (Ajit Pawar) in five. Shinde, 
conscious that the BJP could not afford to 
ditch him until the assembly election, played 
his cards well and got his pound of flesh. 

He had warned the BJP that any attempt 
to make him look like a puppet would boo-
merang on the alliance, says political ana-
lyst Rajendra Thorat.

ENVIRONMENTNATION
THE WRITING ON  
THE WALL…
…is not what the big-media
pundits would have you think   

WHY UTTARAKHAND  
IS IN FLAMES
It’s election season and forest
fires are low priority for  
the state administration
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Sabha constituencies, it is pre-
mature to call the election. 
However, with elections over 
the halfway mark and polling 

completed in 283 constituencies, there are at 
least three clear indications. First, this election 
is not a one-horse race; second, the INDIA bloc 
is putting up a far better fight than was expect-
ed; and finally, whatever the final result, PM 
Modi’s stature has taking a beating. Politically 
he has been considerably weakened, even iso-
lated within his own party. If he loses, the 
knives will be out. 

This is evident from his increasingly des-
perate claims at election rallies. On the day of 
polling in the third phase, he alleged that a 
Congress government, if voted to power, 
would put a ‘Babri lock’ on the Ram Mandir. 
He exhorted people to choose between ‘Vote 
Jihad’ and ‘Ram Rajya’. On the same day he 
said that a Congress government would select 
cricket teams on the basis of religion with 
preference given to minorities. 

Campaigning in Telangana on 8 May, a 
day after the third phase of polling, the PM 
asked why Rahul Gandhi and the Congress 
had stopped their attacks on Messrs Adani 
and Ambani after the elections got under-
way. Had they received vanloads of black 
money from them? Hilarious given the prime 
minister’s proximity to Gautam Adani and 
the meteoric rise in this Gujarati industrial-
ist’s fortunes over the last decade. Earlier, 
Modi resorted to fearmongering by telling 
dairy farmers in Gujarat that a Congress 
government would take their buffaloes and 
give them to Muslims.

In the process, Narendra Modi, ‘master of 
messaging’, may have scored a few self-goals. 
With his communal innuendos, the prime min-
ister has not only repeatedly violated provi-
sions of the Representation of People’s Act but 
also exposed himself to possible disqualifica-
tion after the election. Why is he risking it? Is 
it because he can read the writing on the wall? 

All three phases so far have recorded lower 
polling than in 2019, a pointer to the wave-less 
election and possible fatigue over Modi and his 
communal rhetoric. Pollsters seem to agree. It 
is not a one-sided election, said Sanjay Kumar 
of CSDS (Centre for the Study of Developing 
Societies) on Tuesday. “There is a fierce battle 
between the BJP and the INDIA bloc as per the 
trends I have observed,” he added. 

Pollster Pradeep Gupta, of Axis My India, 
did not expect a major upheaval. Declining to 
comment till the last vote is counted, he 
believed it will be a decisive mandate. 
Yashwant Deshmukh from C-Voter, while say-
ing it would be unfair to commit which way  

the vote is tilting, hinted that the election is 
turning out to be more ‘regional’ than ‘national’. 
None of them seemed to believe that the elec-
tion is done and dusted or that the BJP’s return 
to power is a foregone conclusion.

Deshmukh pointed out that in contrast to 
the BJP, which derives strength from its cen-
tral leaders, primarily prime minister 
Narendra Modi and home minister Amit Shah, 
the Opposition draws its strength from region-
al leaders and chief ministers. The Congress 
campaigns in Karnataka, Telangana and 
Himachal Pradesh are indeed being spearhead-
ed by its chief ministers. Campaigns of other 
regional parties in the INDIA bloc are also led 
by local leaders, an advantage in the absence of 
a national narrative and a Modi wave.

Chief ministers in NDA-ruled states, be it 
Gujarat, Maharashtra or Bihar, are seen as 
puppets, and far less popular and effective than 
the chief ministers of states governed by the 
Opposition. In Karnataka, the Congress cam-
paign is spearheaded by chief minister 
Siddaramaiah and deputy chief minister D.K. 
Shivakumar, and in Telangana by chief minis-
ter Revanth Reddy, both pulling punches above 
their weight. 

In Rajasthan, where the BJP won the assem-
bly election comfortably late last year, people 
are not familiar with the name of the new chief 
minister, Bhajan Lal Sharma. He is instead 
known as ‘Parchi wala mukhyamantri’, allud-
ing to the slip of paper carrying his name that 
was read out at the BJP’s legislature party 
meeting announcing the next chief minister. 
They spoke fondly about Ashok Gehlot, the 
Congress chief minister they had voted out. 
Analysts think it unlikely that the BJP will 
repeat its 2019 performance when it won 24 of 
25 seats in the state. 

The ruling party and the prime minister 
himself have incessantly harped on ‘Modi 
ki guarantee’ and ‘gifts from Modi’. No 

effort was spared in projecting Modi as a 
benevolent ruler whose image adorned every-
thing from vaccination certificates to bags of 
rationed foodgrains and selfie-points at rail-
way stations. The prime minister’s insatiable 
urge to hog the mike, take credit for everything 
and prompt people to feel grateful for having 
partaken of ‘Modi ka namak’ may finally have 
reached saturation point.

This dissatisfaction has been accelerated 
by the economy working for the rich and not 
quite working for the poor. CPI(M) leader 
Sitaram Yechury summed up the report card 
on ‘Viksit Bharat’: “Household savings are at 
a 47-year record low, household indebtedness 
at a record high, stagnant real wages, per-
sistent high inflation, growing unemploy-

tion for an interview on BJP’s post-Modi  
succession planning,” tweeted a horrified 
Swapan Dasgupta, former BJP Rajya Sabha 
Member on Tuesday, vindicating Garg’s senti-
ment. The PM will undoubtedly see an interna-
tional conspiracy to unseat him even as he has 
gone on record to suggest that Pakistan wants 
Rahul Gandhi as India’s PM.

***

Dr H.V. Vasu, academic and activist, points 
out a distinct class and gender divide in voter 
preferences in Karnataka. The rich intend to 
vote for the BJP while women and poorer sec-
tions prefer to vote for the Congress. 
Emphasising the class divide across caste and 
community, he points out that well-off Dalits 
and Muslims were more likely to vote for the 
BJP than the Congress. This interesting trend 
may not be confined to Karnataka alone.

Dr Vasu has been supervising surveys for 
the Kannada portal Eedina.com which had 
accurately forecast the numbers before the 
assembly election last year. Eedina’s surveys, 
he informed The Frontline in a podcast, are not 
conducted only around election time but are a 
regular exercise.

Uttam Sengupta on why enthusiasm for ‘brand Modi’ is waning and what it’ll mean in days to come

ment, people surviving by borrowing and 
using their credit cards, 1,100 government 
projects abandoned…”. A ‘shining India’ for 
some but a ‘suffering India’ for most, he 
quipped. No wonder the prime minister has 
been speaking less about his achievements and 
more about how dreadful the Opposition is. 

Political commentators on a host of 
YouTube channels have been less inhibited 
than pollsters on national TV. They say the 
general election could eventually turn out to be 
the sum of all its parts. They also categorically 
say that while Narendra Modi still remains the 
most ‘popular’ or ‘preferred’ national leader—
the BJP has done its utmost to turn the election 
into a referendum on Modi—there is much less 
enthusiasm for ‘brand Modi’ than before. Many 
commentators have gone out on a limb to 
assert that Modi is on his way out. 

Veteran commentator Shravan Garg felt 
that foreign countries and investors like 
Tesla’s Elon Musk got wind of the shift ahead 
of Indians when the latter put off his much- 
anticipated visit to India after the first phase 
of polling. Garg told SatyaHindi.com from 
Indore, “BJP ke liye ab kuch bacha nahin… ab 
Modi hai toh namumkin hai (It is all over for 
the BJP)”. 

“I am telephoned by an Australian publica-

The prime minister’s 
insatiable urge to take 
credit for everything and 
prompt people to feel 
grateful for having 
partaken of ‘Modi ka 
namak’ may finally have 
reached saturation point

Mr. Modi’s flailing desperation
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quantities scribbled down. This 
paper is guarded fiercely, as 
recipes are handed down 
generations and is absolutely not 
the sort of thing that is shared. 

At this time of the year, it is 
such a delight to walk through 
some neighbourhoods that still 
have spice mills, because the 
aromas are mindboggling. Most 
households have their own trusted 
spice mill and maintain deep 
familial relationships with the 
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It’s becoming clear that the BJP is under 
pressure in the ongoing elections. Even in 
the northern states, where barely weeks 
ago few would have given the opposition 
parties a fighting chance. His critics and 

admirers are both listening closely to prime 
minister Narendra Modi’s words, alert to the 
tiniest inflections. In his campaign speeches 
and in the sudden rash of interviews he has 
obliged various media players with. Those 
words, straight from the horse’s mouth, should 
indeed be revealing, considering all the trusty 
sources that provide ground-intelligence 
inputs to the horse. 

If the bare fact of these staged interviews 
were not already a signal that there was a 
perceived need to (re)build a narrative, there 
are also noticeable changes in theme, tone and 
tenor, and those changes are revealing to all 
but those who make and sell all the parapher-
nalia of the cult of Modi. 

His critics obviously wish the BJP loses this 
election and loses it badly. They are finding his 
speeches incoherent and his U-turns an indica-
tion of how rattled he is. For example, his 
assertion that a Congress government would 
take away everything from everyone else and 
give it to Muslims. The prime minister has 
obligingly provided this lot with more grist in 
his campaign speeches (just say ‘mangalsutra’ 
or ‘buffalo’ and watch their reaction). 

His admirers focus on the prime minister’s 
energy, his ability to meet punishing schedules 
at the age of 74. For them, there is no question 
of Modi retiring from active politics at 75, 
never mind that the rule applies to lesser mor-
tals in the BJP. He is unquestionably fit for 
another term, they gush, countering Arvind 
Kejriwal’s recent bombshell that Amit Shah, 
who is still in his 50s—even if he looks decep-
tively older—will replace Modi as prime minis-
ter next year, should the NDA win. His devo-
tees still expect Modi to pull a rabbit out of the 
hat and ensure that the NDA sails past the 
400-seats mark. They still find his election 
speeches ‘clever’, ‘smart’, designed to grab 
headlines and confuse the Opposition. 

The most noticeable U-turn he made in the 
interviews was to completely disavow that his 
campaign speeches had communal overtones. 
Doing so, he said in one such interview to a TV 
channel, would render him unfit for public life. 
For his fans in the media, this was ample proof 
he was not rattled, that he was now certain of 
victory, and didn’t have to pretend to be, in the 
colourful vocabulary of right-wing trolls, a 
‘sickular librandu’.

However, Congress’s data analytics man 

Praveen Chakravarty, also now the chairman 
of the All India Professionals’ Congress, says 
nobody really knows the election score at this 
point in time. Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
and Union home minister Amit Shah, by virtue 
of being the PM’s confidant, are the two most 
likely, he says, to know the approximate num-
bers. They will be receiving daily progress 
reports from the Intelligence Bureau and 
friendly foreign powers, and are the best elec-
tion weather vanes. 

Chakravarty calculates that the prime min-
ister delivered as many as 81 speeches between 
9 March and 8 May this year. Till mid-April, his 
speeches were peppered with boasts of ‘Abki 
baar, 400 paar’. The reference to ‘400 paar’ 
tapered off, then stopped, as the prime minister 
started amping up the anti-Muslim rhetoric. He 
started talking of Muslims usurping national 
resources. He began attacking the Congress 
manifesto, and said a Congress government 
would be weak, divisive and disastrous. In a 
return to the BJP’s old favourite Muslim- 
appeasement song to berate the Congress, he 
said the party just wanted to appease its favour-
ite minority, and end all reservations for OBCs, 
SC and STs and give them to Muslims. 

In the first week of May, he changed direc-
tion. Somewhat out of the blue, he accused the 
two largest business houses in the country, 
owned by the Adanis and Ambanis, of sending 
sackfuls of black money in “tempos” to the 
Congress. That comment set a cat among the 
pigeons—the stock market crashed and the 
Congress seized the opportunity to demand an viewers, from media companies that all claim 

to bring you the unvarnished truth, has inter-
viewed Rahul Gandhi even once. 

Some say the prime minister wants to cre-
ate a more personable persona for himself, that 
he may even be preparing for a graceful exit, 
just in case... Elections are farthest from his 
mind, he told Times Now. Yeah, right! 

***    
After the fourth round of polling, Amit Shah 
blurted out that by his reckoning, the NDA was 
set to win 190 of 380 seats where voting had 
concluded. The inscrutable mask was back on 
the next day: “Modiji has already won 270 seats 
and secured a majority”; the target now is ‘400 
paar’. Asked by CNBC to comment on the stock 
market crash, Shah advised investors, with an 
all-knowing smile, to buy now because on 
counting day (4 June), the markets would sure-
ly shoot up again. He could be bluffing to keep 
up the morale of party workers or scheming 
behind the scenes to engineer a victory or he 
may know for certain. Who can tell? 

All its bluster notwithstanding, there’s enough and more circumstantial evidence that the BJP is struggling in these elections

picture of injured innocence. He grew up 
among Muslims, he said; he had several 
Muslim friends, and on Eid, Muslim neigh-
bours sent food to his family. How could he 
possibly “do Hindu–Muslim”? He was merely 
stating facts and exposing the Congress mani-
festo, he said. To a third interviewer from 
another channel, he claimed he grew up partic-
ipating in Muharram processions.

“There is a point to this backtracking—the 
BJP is getting word from the ground that the 
Yadavs, OBCs and Muslims are consolidating 
behind the INDIA bloc. Modi does not give a 
flying fish for Muslims, but he cannot afford 
that kind of consolidation. So, damage con-
trol,” posted political analyst and commenta-
tor Prem Panicker. 

The flurry of media interviews in the first 
fortnight of May, upwards of 20 by some esti-
mates, have by themselves set tongues wag-
ging. It is unlike Modi to offer clarifications 
and justifications. Why, then, is he giving so 
many interviews, sometimes more than once 
to the same channel in one week? On questions 
doubtless prompted by the PMO in advance. 
Paid PR? None of these scrupulous TV inter-

“There is a point to this 
backtracking—the BJP 
is getting word from the 
ground that the Yadavs, 
OBCs and Muslims are 
consolidating behind  
the INDIA bloc”

Straws in the electoral wind

PM Modi on an interview spree: (Clockwise from top left) With Amish Devgan (News18), Chitra Tripathi (Aaj Tak), Arnab Goswami (Republic TV)  
and  Rubika Liyaquat (News18)
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…and why it looks like the BJP high command has  
miscalculated the gains it can make here

Shikha Mukerjee
 

Everyone has high hopes in West 
Bengal, this time. Each of the four 
principal contestants—the Trinamool 
Congress, the Bharatiya Janata 
Party, the Congress and the Left, led 

by the Communist Party of India (Marxist)—
believes it will win more seats in 2024 com-
pared to both the 2019 Lok Sabha elections 
and the 2021 state assembly elections.

On the face of it, the political space in 
West Bengal seems fairly settled after the 
radical rearrangements it underwent, first in 
2011 with Mamata Banerjee’s spectacular 
triumph over the CPI (M)-led Left Front, 
which ended 34 uninterrupted years of the 
Left being in power. The second shakedown 
was in 2019, when the BJP, riding a wave of 

nationalist fervour post the Pulwama attack, 
won 18 Lok Sabha seats, and its vote share 
shot up from 17 per cent in the 2014 general 
election to over 40 per cent in 2019.

In many ways, the 2019 Lok Sabha election 
was a watershed. The Trinamool Congress 
seat tally dropped sharply, from 34 seats in 
2014 to 22 seats in 2019, though its vote share 
increased to 43.3 per cent, keeping it ahead of 
the BJP as the new challenger.

The major shift in voter preference was 
from the Left to the BJP. In 2014, its vote  
share was close to 30 per cent—this dropped 
to 7.5 per cent in 2019. The decline in the 
Congress vote share was around 5 per cent, a 
big loss but one that did not radically alter its 
ranking. 

Given that between them the Trinamool 
Congress and the BJP snared 40 out of the 42 

Lok Sabha constituencies in West Bengal, 
with the Congress winning two seats and the 
CPI(M) none, the expectation that each will 
improve its position in 2024 is intriguing. 

It is not as though the dominant Trinamool 
Congress is visibly weaker or in turmoil, 
thereby creating an opportunity for the BJP 
to expand it footprint and usurp territory. As 
of now, there is no challenge to Mamata 
Banerjee’s leadership, there are no succes-
sion fights underway and the control of the 
organisation is still very much in her hands.

As the party with the most at stake in this 
general election, the BJP declared at the out-
set that it would win 35 seats in West Bengal. 
Adding 18 seats would take it closer to the 
target of 370 seats announced by prime min-
ister Narendra Modi in his last speech at the 
concluding session of the 17th Lok Sabha. 

That was an unrealistic target. 
From establishing leads in 121 assembly 

segments in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, the 
BJP’s tally dropped to only 77 seats in the 
2021 state assembly elections, registering a 
loss of advantage in 44 seats. These losses 
included assembly seats in North Bengal 
where it had scooped seven out of eight seats 
in the Lok Sabha election.

Since the rout in the 2021 state assembly 
election, the BJP’s problems have actually 
grown. There is friction within the party 
between the old guard who nurtured the 
BJP’s expansionist drive and the new 
entrants, almost all of whom moved from the 
Trinamool Congress, led by Suvendu 
Adhikari and his associates. 

There are differences within the BJP on 
political strategy and which issues to pitch to 

voters. The disconnect between the party’s 
high command, middle rung and grassroots is 
likely to damage its prospects in this election.

The BJP may also have miscalculated on 
the return it can expect from a botched noti-
fication of the rules under the Citizenship 
Amendment Act (CAA). The failure of its 
relentless communally divisive campaign, as 
proven by the 2021 state assembly results, 
suggests that the BJP has limited under-
standing of the political-social-cultural issues 
in West Bengal.

What the BJP lacks is what the CPI(M) 
has in large quantities—deep roots and for-
midable organisational muscle memory that 
came into play in full force during the 
enforced and abrupt Covid lockdown. 
Without needing directions, bands of  
Red Volunteers sprang into action organis-
ing relief and emergency services. This  
is what the CPI(M) has always done and  
it earned the party the goodwill it had lost  
in recent years. 

Reconnecting with the people in urban 
areas and working at recovering its rural 
bases over the past three years leads the 
CPI(M) to believe its vote share will increase 
and that it can win more than one seat in this 
election.

With spiralling confrontations between the 
opposition and the Modi-led BJP over funda-
mentals enshrined in the Constitution, the 
successful establishment of an opposition 
bloc—the Indian National Inclusive 
Developmental Alliance—is proof that the 
CPI(M) and the Trinamool Congress can work 
together when it is politically imperative.

investigation by the ED (Enforcement 
Directorate), the Income Tax department and 
the CBI (Central Bureau of Investigation). 
Never again, though: just as suddenly as he 
had lashed out, he fell completely silent on the 
Amabni–Adani “black money to Congress” 
charge. Significantly, not a single interviewer 
asked him to explain what he meant.

Earlier this week, in the face of video evi-
dence to the contrary—quickly brought to 
public attention by fact-checker Mohammed 
Zubair—the prime minister denied ever 
describing Muslims as infiltrators and people 
who breed like mice. “I have never spoken of a 
Hindu–Muslim divide; if I do, I will no longer 
be fit for public life,” he told Rubika Liyaquat 
of News18, when she asked if it was necessary 
for him to speak of Muslims in those terms. 
“Main hairan hoon ji… kisne aapko kah diya… 
Musalmaan ki baat kyun karte hain… garee-
bon ke bacche zyada hote hain… maine na 
Hindu kaha, aur na Musalmaan kaha,” he said 
with righteous indignation. 

A few days earlier, in an interview with 
Navika Kumar of Times Now, he was asked the 
same question. The prime minister presented a 

Mamata Banerjee with the Matua community in Betai, West Bengal, 2 May 2024

KOLKATA

Hope springs left,  
right and centre
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Rashme Sehgal

TThe timing and ferocity of the 
farmers’ protests across Haryana 
has caught the BJP by surprise. 
Having successfully driven wedges 
between different farmers’ 

organisations, sowed doubts and kept 
leaders busy in protracted dialogues over 
the last two years, how could it realistically 
expect their anger to have dissipated? With 
campaigning in full swing for the 10 Lok 
Sabha seats in Haryana (all won by the BJP 
in 2019), the BJP has received a rude shock. 

Posters have come up across the state 
warning BJP candidates and campaigners 
against entering villages. As farmers 
intensified protests in Hisar, Sirsa, 
Fatehabad, Jind, Sonipat and Rohtak 
districts, candidates forcing their way 
through have often been physically stopped. 

Last week, farmers blocked former 
deputy chief minister Dushyant Chautala’s 
mother Naina Chautala’s entourage from 
entering Roj Khera in the Hisar Lok Sabha 
constituency. In the violent clash that 
followed, some of her supporters were hurt. 
Most BJP and Jannayak Janta Party (JJP) 
candidates have now been provided security 
cover to enable them to campaign.

Even so, the entire Chautala clan, 
including father Ajay Chautala and his other 
son Digvijay, as well as BJP’s Hisar nominee 
Ranjit Singh Chautala, are being heckled 
and prevented from entering village after 
village. Farmers holding black flags opposed 
Dushyant’s cavalcade from entering Nara 
and Gamra villages, forcing him to walk. 

BJP candidates in Punjab have met with 
similar expressions of anger by villagers 
who are in no mood to overlook the wounds 
inflicted on them during the 2020–21 agitation 
against the three draconian farm laws and 
the sacrifices made by their ‘brothers’ in 
order to get them repealed. 

Memories of the ‘Dilli Chalo’ agitation 
have been revived. The way authorities used 
iron nails, barbed wire and concrete 
barricades to prevent the farmers from 
bringing their protests to the doorstep of the 
capital is something they are not willing to 
forgive or forget.

Farmers’ organisations in Punjab have 
put up posters stating, ‘Kisana da Delhi jana 
bandh hai, BJP da pinda vich auna bandh 
hai (Farmers are banned from entering 
Delhi, BJP is banned from entering villages)’. 
Videos have gone viral on Facebook and 
Instagram. 

Baldev Singh Zira, general secretary of 
the BKU (Bharatiya Kisan Union) Krantikari 
group, condemned the government for the 
death of Shubhkaran Singh and the use of 

tear gas and pellets against protesting 
farmers, blinding many. The long shadow of 
those actions saw farmers laying siege to the 
Moti Bagh Palace residence of former Punjab 
chief minister Amarinder Singh after a 
protester was killed at a poll meeting being 
addressed by Preneet Kaur, his wife and BJP 
candidate from Patiala. 

Confusion has been compounded by the 
switching over of several Congress 
candidates, including Preneet Kaur, who has 
been a four-time MP from the Congress and 
had worked along with her husband Captain 
Amarinder Singh (then also in the Congress) 
to put pressure on the Modi government to 
repeal the farm laws in 2021. Or take the case 
of Ravneet Singh Bittu, a sitting Congress 
MP from Ludhiana who has recently moved 
to the BJP which has fielded him from the 
same seat this time. Bittu has also been at 
the receiving end of the farmers’ ire, despite 
his reminding them that he supported them 
right through their agitation, even sleeping 
on the ground in the freezing cold at Jantar 
Mantar in solidarity. 

The one candidate who has succeeded in 
mollifying the angry farmers somewhat is 
Hans Raj Hans, the popular Sufi singer who 
was earlier an MP from north-west Delhi but 
is now contesting from Faridkot. He goes 
from village to village begging for 

forgiveness. Though he has been turned 
away on occasion, he believes their anger is 
somewhat tempered. Off the record, he likes 
to joke that his name should now be changed 
to ‘Minnat Raj Minnat’ (Pleader Raj 
Pleading) since all he has done in this 
election is plead with the farmers.

Former Haryana chief minister Manohar 
Lal Khattar’s recent tactless remark, “Kuch 
log sirphirey aise hote hain jo apni dabangai 
chalate hain (some people are so crazy and 
wayward, flaunting and flexing their 
authority), the more they protest, the more 
people associate themselves with the 
Bharatiya Janata Party”, has spurred 
further protests. 

On 21 April, a day after Khattar’s 
comment, farmers staged a protest against 
BJP’s Sirsa candidate Ashok Tanwar during 
his public meeting in Dabwali town. The 
farmers’ intention to gherao him was 
stymied by a police cordon around him.  

According to Pagri Sambhal Jatta Kisan 
Sangharsh Samiti, a farmers’ union which is 
part of the Samyukta Kisan Morcha, these 
protests are all part of ‘Jawab Do, Hisab Lo’ 
(Answer and be accountable).

The BJP brass had hoped that getting a 
large number of Congressmen to cross over 
into their fold would mollify the farmers’ 
anger but this has not happened. Since  

17 April, farmers have been blocking the 
tracks at the Shambhu railway station, 
demanding the release of three farm activists 
arrested by the Haryana Police. This has 
resulted in the short termination or diversion 
of almost 100 trains a day.

After his party leaders were booed and 
greeted with black flags as they attempted to 
enter the villages, especially in the Malwa 
and Majha belts of Punjab, state BJP chief 
Sunil Jakhar on 6 May lodged a complaint 
with Chief Electoral Officer C. Sibin stating 
that the AAP government had failed to 
ensure their right to campaign. Again, Sunil 
Jakhar was a Congress stalwart who left in 
2022 because he believed the party was facing 
an ‘existential crisis’. It has not been a happy 
landing for him. Although Punjab has seen a 
major polarisation of Hindu votes, Jakhar 
has always maintained that a mainstream 
political party must take all sections of 
society with it.

The BJP believes the farmers’ protests 
are being driven by the Jat population which 
comprises 23 per cent of the populace. Their 
attempt has been to bypass the Jat voters 
and focus on the OBC section which 
comprises 40 per cent of the population in 
Haryana.  Said a political analyst, “That 
explains why Khattar, a non-Jat was made 
chief minister. Sainis are also a powerful 
community in Haryana and it is to woo them 
that they have now installed a Saini (Nayab 
Singh Saini) as chief minister.”

Former chief minister Bhupinder Hooda 
believes the farmers’ protests and banning 
candidates from entering their villages is 
justified, given that Haryana has the highest 
unemployment rate in India and that the 
introduction of the Agniveer scheme has 
ruined the prospects of hundreds of young 
men from his state.

Khattar would like to believe that these 
protests “will ultimately prove beneficial to 
the BJP”. On the ground, however, it is the 
candidates who are feeling the heat and are 
blaming the Congress for fanning this 
agitation. (Doubtless, in the Jat belt of 
Haryana, the Congress appears to be on a 
strong wicket.)

In a belated attempt to win votes, Digvijay 
Chautala has openly admitted in a video that 
the BJP is facing this crisis because of “their 
arrogance and misdeeds”. 

Haryana goes to vote on 25 May while 
voting in neighbouring Punjab will take 
place on 1 June. While the Congress is 
expected to do well in the rural constituencies, 
the BJP is pinning its hope on the urban 
constituencies of Jalandhar, Ludhiana and 
Gurdaspur in Punjab. Whether they can 
buck the tide of Hindu consolidation remains 
to be seen.  

CHANDIGARH
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Farmers turn up the heat on the BJP
Posters have come up across the state warning BJP candidates and campaigners against entering villages

The BJP brass had 
hoped that getting a 
large number of 
Congressmen to cross 
over into their fold 
would mollify the 
farmers’ anger but 
this has not happened
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The impact in West Bengal will be evident 
in this Lok Sabha election. The rivalry 
between the Trinamool Congress on the one 
hand and the Congress–CPI(M)-led Left on the 
other is no less: the difference is in singling 
out the BJP as their common enemy. While 
this is not a strategy chalked out in any 
dialogue between these parties, it seems to be 
a mutual understanding. As a nudge to voters, 
it could work. Dismayed by the rampant 
corruption in the Trinamool Congress, voters 
now have a choice—they could vote for the 
Congress-CPI(M) instead of the BJP. A decline 
in the latter’s vote share would hurt its 
prospects in this election, while benefiting  
the former.

There is always the risk that the micro-
motives that underlie individual voter 
preferences may not add up to the macro-
outcome desired by the anti-BJP opposition. 
That is a chance both the Congress-CPI(M)  
and the Trinamool Congress seem prepared  
to take, because the stakes are very high at 
this point.

All three parties in opposition to the BJP 
share a common goal <beyond> the 2024 Lok 
Sabha election in West Bengal. The vacuum 
created after the CPI(M) was decimated was 
an open invitation to the BJP to step forward 
and fill it, which is what happened between 
2016 and 2019 as the party’s vote share and 
presence grew. Reclaiming the political space 
ahead of the 2026 state assembly elections is 
necessary as much for the Trinamool 
Congress as it is for the Congress-CPI(M) to 
prevent the BJP from disrupting social 
equilibrium with its agenda of triggering 
majoritarian paranoia in a state where there 
is little hostility against the widely dispersed 
primarily Bengali-speaking Muslim minority.   

With three phases of polling still remaining 
in West Bengal, the contest has narrowed to a 
fight between the BJP on the one hand and the 
three parties in opposition to the BJP on the 
other. Every party hopes to emerge the 
winner, knowing that there will inevitably be 
a loser.  

Hope springs left,  
right and centreStraws in the electoral wind
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Shah’s reputation as a cunning, know-
it-all Chanakya was dented, however, in 
his home state of Gujarat. The party 
appears to be in turmoil, even after poll-
ing got over in the state on 7 May. 
Newspaper headlines screaming ‘BJP ma 
babaal’ (Turmoil in the BJP) are hard to 
miss. A bigger blow to Shah’s reputation 
was his failure to prevent a BJP legislator 
from withdrawing in favour of his nomi-
nee for the post of IFFCO (Indian Farmers 
Fertiliser Cooperative) director. Shah 
himself called on the rebel MLA, Jayesh 
Radadiya, but Radadiya was defiant and 
defeated Shah’s candidate Bipin Patel. Is 
the hold of the Modi–Shah duo weakening 
in their home state?

There are other signs of churn. Uttar 
Pradesh, where the BJP had appeared 
invincible, especially after the consecra-
tion of the Ram Mandir, looks far more 
vulnerable now, especially in eastern 
Uttar Pradesh, where polling is due in the 
next three phases. Priyanka Gandhi’s 
presence in Amethi and Rae Bareli has 
brought the election alive even in adjoin-
ing constituencies. Mayawati has tried to 
arrest the drift of Dalit voters from the 
BJP to the INDIA bloc, and the BJP will 
hope she succeeds. 

Even a few weeks ago, close contests 
seemed unlikely in Uttar Pradesh, but the 
BJP no longer looks invincible, not even 
in its strongholds. Akhilesh Yadav’s deci-
sion to contest from Kannauj, which the 
BJP had won in 2019, is seen as a 
game-changer in the region, and may well 
affect the outcome in Kanpur as well. 

Controversial former WFI (Wrestling 
Federation of India) chief Brij Bhushan 
Sharan Singh, dropped by the BJP in 
favour of his son, embarrassed the party 
by saying that he did not agree with Yogi 
Adityanath’s ‘bulldozer Raj’. Another 
Rajput don close to the BJP, Raja Bhaiyya, 
a.k.a. ‘Kunda ka Gunda’ (so named by 
former UP chief minister Kalyan Singh), 
declared that his supporters were free to 
vote for whoever they liked. 

Reports that Amit Shah was camping 

in Uttar Pradesh and was closeted with 
senior government officials strengthened 
speculation that chief minister Yogi 
Adityanath was being sidelined and 
would be replaced after the election. 

In Bihar, Tejashwi Yadav is on a roll. He 
caused a flutter when he said that Nitish 
Kumar may be in the NDA physically, 

but he was spiritually with the INDIA 
bloc. Nitish gave prime minister Modi’s 
nomination in Varanasi a miss on grounds 
of illness, providing further grist for the 
rumour mills. 

In West Bengal, Left voters who had 
swelled the BJP’s vote percentage in 2019, 
are said to be returning to the Left, a pos-
sibility the BJP had not foreseen. Despite 
the deployment of CAPF (Central Armed 
Police Forces) personnel in large numbers 
at the request of the BJP, at least three 
BJP candidates in Bengal—Jagannath 
Sarkar in Ranaghat, Dilip Ghosh in East 
Bardhaman-Durgapur and ‘Rajmata’ 
Amrita Roy, who is taking on Mahua 
Moitra of Trinamool Congress in 
Krishnanagar—have accused the CAPF of 
helping Trinamool Congress. 
Sandeshkhali and CAA (the Citizenship 
Amendment Act), issues the BJP was 
banking on to corner Mamata Banerjee’s 
TMC, seem to have fizzled out.

Even in BJP-ruled Uttar Pradesh, sit-
ting BJP member of Parliament from 

Kannauj Subrat Pathak fumed at security 
forces in a polling booth and warned that 
he would initiate vigilance inquiries 
against them all. At the very least, these 
are signs that the ruling party’s grip is 
slackening. Samajwadi Party chief 
Akhilesh Yadav, who is taking on Pathak 
and is widely expected to win, also com-
plained that the police were not allowing 
voters to reach booths to cast their votes. 

Two hundred kilometres from 
Kannauj, in Bareilly, also in UP, another 
video went viral of two home guards 
assaulting a man and berating him for 
accepting free rations from the govern-
ment and yet voting against the govern-
ment. The victim was reportedly a Dalit 
watchman and had objected to the home 
guards mouthing obscenities at people 
voting against the BJP.

Political scientist Suhas Palshikar 
articulated what may be on the minds of 
many citizens. ‘A worrying thought: if, 
after numerous machinations and sys-
tem takeovers, the ruling party is cut to 
size, what sabotage and mayhem will it 
unleash?’ A voter in Bengaluru last 
month warned that voters must ensure 

that the person inking their finger actu-
ally releases the control unit before they 
cast their vote. Some polling personnel 
are in cahoots with political parties, he 
said, warning that they may try to dupe 
gullible voters into thinking that they 
had cast their votes when, in fact, the 
control unit has not been released to 
record the next vote. In Ujjain, voters 
accused a presiding officer of influencing 
voters with her chant of ‘Modi-Modi’ 
inside the booth. She was later seen apol-
ogising for her mistake.

At the end of the fourth round of poll-
ing, Yogendra Yadav, co-founder of politi-
cal party Swaraj India and a well-regarded 
psephologist in his earlier life, reasoned, 
with a state-wise break-up at the ready, 
that the BJP and NDA were struggling to 
reach the half-way mark. He said they 
would end up well below their 2019 tally, 
but he also agreed with Pradeep Gupta of 
polling agency Axis My India in ruling 
out a 1977-like scenario. 

He still does not see the BJP plunging 
below 200 seats or the INDI alliance secur-
ing 300 seats. So much for which way the 
wind is blowing. Go figure!  

Akhilesh Yadav’s 
decision to contest from 
Kannauj, which the 
BJP had won in 2019, is 
seen as a game-changer 
in the region, and may 
well affect Kanpur too

Farmers protest at the Haryana–Punjab border at Shambhu, 21 February 2024 
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BJD supporters at a Lok Sabha election campaign rally in Odisha, May 2024

Modi’s vitriolic 
campaign is apparently 
spurred by the hope of a 
major revival of the BJP 
in Odisha. The BJP’s 
vote share in the state 
had jumped from 21.9% 
in 2014 to 38.9% in 2019

Nandlal Sharma

The Jharkhand Mukti Morcha 
(JMM) is disappointed that 
President Droupadi Murmu, a for-
mer governor of Jharkhand, 
couldn’t spare time to meet a dele-

gation of party leaders led by chief minister 
Champai Soren, who had sought audience 
with Murmu. The new chief minister gave 
vent to his frustration by saying that BJP 
leaders seem to treat mineral-rich Jharkhand 
like an ATM machine. “They neither have 
any emotional connect with the people of 
Jharkhand nor are they serious about our 
issues”, he added. Amusingly, the present 
state president and former chief minister 
Babulal Marandi had quit the BJP saying he 
was expected to raise money all the time. 
Marandi, whom critics call ‘Babulal 
Marwari’ for his alleged proximity to busi-
nessmen, is back to being the BJP president 
but his anti-corruption plank has lost much 
of its heft with his party patronising 
mine-owners and moneybags.

This is also the reason why the continued 
incarceration of former chief minister 
Hemant Soren has not dented his image or 
popularity. It has impacted JMM’s election 
campaign and alienated tribals who believe 
that Soren was implicated in a frivolous case 
to prevent him from campaigning in the Lok 
Sabha election. The sense of hurt and alien-
ation was evident in the traditional spring 
festival of Sarhul, when several floats in the 
pageant figured Soren behind bars. Adivasis 
tend to be stoic about injustice and prisons 
do not intimidate them; but the simmering 
anger one senses beneath their surface calm 
is unmistakable.

The Bharatiya Janata Party is finding it 
hard to justify Soren’s imprisonment on cor-
ruption charges, and not only because their 
own hands are not quite clean. Soren is in 
prison for a benami land deal, an allegation 
he has denied. His arrest, however, is not the 
only grievance that tribals, who constitute 
less than one-third of the population of the 
state, hold against the saffron party. 

Its troubles have been compounded by 
the PM and the home minister’s anti-Muslim 
rhetoric. Jharkhand, though no stranger to 
communal riots and mob lynching incidents, 
has seen a spurt in communal rhetoric over 
the last decade. When Modi, addressing a 
rally in Chaibasa, asserted that he would not 
allow Jharkhand to be turned into Bengal, 
there was incomprehension among the peo-
ple, simply because Muslims have lived in 
relative harmony in the state for so long. 

Modi and Amit Shah’s claim that reserva-
tion for SC-ST-OBCs is safe only as long as 
they are in power has failed to cut any ice. 
This is partly because it was the Hemant 
Soren-led government that passed the Bill to 
give OBCs 27 per cent reservation, which 
was stalled by the Governor, a nominee of 
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BJP’s mineral-rich ‘ATM’ state has had enough of it 
the Centre. (State-level BJP leaders are 
unable to explain why.) And partly because, 
contrary to the BJP’s expectations, the 
Congress manifesto has actually become a 
reference point. 

On a campaign stop in the state, Congress 
leader Rahul Gandhi spoke of the Opposition’s 
commitment to a ‘Sarna’ code. The BJP and 
the RSS have always treated non-Christian 
tribals as Hindus. Tribals, however, have 
been demanding a separate identity, pointing 
out that they worship nature and follow the 
‘Sarna dharma’. They want the state to recog-
nise their distinct identity, a demand to 
which the BJP has been cold. 

There are other undercurrents. 
Resentment has been brewing against 
outsiders and migrants into Jharkhand 

after the state was formed in November 2000. 
These ‘rent seekers’ have usurped jobs, land, 
mining leases and contracts. They are also 
seen to dominate political parties, especially 
the two national parties. While the BJP, after 
experimenting with non-tribal Raghubar 
Das as chief minister has fallen back on 
Babulal Marandi, the Congress continues to 
be led and micro-managed by non-tribal 
leaders from outside the state.

The clamour for a ‘domicile’ policy based 
on land records or the Bihar Bhumi Khatiyan 
dating back to 1932 is another major elector-
al issue, but is not reflected in the media. 
The INDIA bloc is cushioned somewhat 
because a bill proposing a new domicile pol-
icy was passed by the state assembly and 
sent to the Governor for assent by the JMM-
led coalition government. The Governor has 
neither returned it nor given his assent. BJP 
leaders have stayed mum on an issue which 
it recognises as a minefield. On the ground, 
though, it is an important talking point not 
only for older people, but for both tribal and 
non-tribal youth. They want preference to be 
given to local residents in at least Group C 
and D jobs in the state and central govern-
ment, as well as in the PSUs. 

The sizeable and politically empowered 
Kurmi community, known as the ‘Mahatos’ 
in Jharkhand, are also up in arms. They had 
played an important role in the Jharkhand 
movement. Leaders like Binod Bihari 
Mahato and Nirmal Mahato had led the agi-
tation from the front with Shibu Soren and 
A.K. Roy. The restive Kurmi youth have now 
come together under the banner of 
‘Jharkhand Loktantrik Krantikari Morcha’ 
led by Jairam Mahato. The Morcha has field-
ed eight candidates for the Lok Sabha and 
could chip away the votes of both the BJP 
and the INDIA bloc, making elections in the 
state even more unpredictable.    

The BJP was pressured to drop its sitting 
MP from Dhanbad, P.N. Singh, who has been 
winning the Lok Sabha seat for the last three 
elections, and forced to field one of its ‘local’ 
MLAs, Dhulu Mahato, from the seat. In the 

Giridih Lok Sabha seat too, three Mahato 
candidates fielded by different political par-
ties are the main contestants. The domicile 
policy is a key issue in both these constituen-
cies. The BJP was compelled to field a new 
candidate from Hazaribagh as well, to count-
er the heat generated by the Morcha, which 
has spearheaded agitations in the region, 
demanding employment for local people in 
this belt dotted by coal mines, thermal power 
plants and steel plants.

In the last Lok Sabha election, the BJP 
had won 12 of the 14 seats in the state. The 
party had won the Dhanbad seat by a margin 
of over four lakh votes while the Giridih seat 
was also won by the BJP’s ally, Chandra 
Prakash Choudhary of the AJSU (All 
Jharkhand Students’ Union). This time the 
stiff challenge comes not just from the INDIA 
bloc but also the Morcha.    

The Kurmis in the state, it is believed, 
had voted en masse for the BJP in both 2014 
and 2019. The community has been asking 
for reservation and inclusion in the 
Scheduled Tribes list. In 2022 and in 2023, 
agitations had led to three ‘Rail Roko’ cam-
paigns, which effectively brought train 
movement to a standstill for several days. 
The BJP had then promised to consider their 
dual demands. With the realisation that this 
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Modi and the martial art of losing allies
Ashutosh Mishra

As the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) ramps up its campaign in 
Odisha, Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s desperation is mounting. 
The niceties that once character-

ised his relationship with the Odisha chief 
minister Naveen Patnaik—who is among 
the few regional satraps on whom the BJP-
led NDA could rely to bail it out in 
Parliament—have been abandoned. The 
ferocity of the PM’s attacks on Patnaik has 
compelled the usually mild-mannered chief 
minister to respond to the barbs of his one-
time friend. This kind of a recriminatory 
campaign has rarely been seen in the state.

The first salvo in this war of words was 
fired by Modi when he addressed his maid-
en election rally in Odisha at Berhampur on 
6 May, taunting Patnaik for his poor knowl-
edge of Odia and Odia culture. On 11 May, 
while addressing rallies in Kandhamal, 
Bolangir and Bargarh Lok Sabha constitu-
encies, Modi even questioned his knowledge 
about the state he ruled.  

“Naveen Babu is the chief minister of 
Odisha for so many years. I want to challenge 
Naveen Babu. Why are people upset with 
you? Because (if) you make him stand any-
where and ask him to spell out the names of 
districts and their ‘capital’ he won’t be able 
to do that. How can a chief minister, who 
cannot tell names of the districts and their 
headquarters, be expected to understand 
your plight?” asked Modi at Kandhamal.  

In Bolangir, Modi invited people to ask 
Patnaik to name 10 villages in the Kantabanji 
assembly constituency from where Patnaik 
has filed his nomination papers this time 
along with his traditional seat (Hinjili in 
Ganjam). The Kantabanji assembly segment 
is part of the Bolangir Lok Sabha constitu-

ency, and Patnaik has chosen to contest it in 
a strategic move to contain the BJP’s influ-
ence in western Odisha, where they had 
won all five Lok Sabha seats in 2019.

At Bargarh, the prime minister targeted 
Patnaik’s Man Friday, the Tamil Nadu-born 
former IAS officer V.K. Pandian, who is the 
Biju Janata Dal’s chief strategist in these 
elections. Taking a dig at Pandian, who is 
believed to be remote-controlling the govern-
ment even after taking voluntary retirement 
from service and joining politics, Modi said, 
“Do you know the entire government in 
Odisha has been outsourced? There is a 
super CM (an obvious reference to Pandian) 
who is above the democratically-elected gov-
ernment and the chief minister. Do you want 
the state to go into the hands of those who 
have no understanding of Odisha?”

form. “Odisha’s natural wealth is coal. You 
(the Centre) take coal from Odisha. But you 
forgot to hike the royalty on coal even once 
in the last 10 years,” Patnaik reminded the 
prime minister.  

Narendra Modi is taking a calculated 
risk by targeting his former ally. He seems 
ready to burn the bridges he had assiduous-
ly built with regional satraps like Patnaik 
over the years. With the BJP-led NDA gov-
ernment lacking the requisite numbers in 
the Rajya Sabha, there have been several 
occasions when Patnaik’s party bailed it out 
in the Upper House, be it for the abrogation 
of article 370, triple talaq or the Citizenship 
Amendment Act (CAA). 

Patnaik, in fact, had exposed himself to 
criticism from minority community 
leaders by extending support to the 

CAA. His party’s backing of the Modi gov-
ernment ever since it came to power for the 
first time in 2014 made a mockery of the 
BJD’s stand of maintaining equidistance 
from both the BJP and the Congress. It also 
threatened to dent the secular credentials of 
the chief minister who had ended his party’s 
alliance with the BJP in 2009 in the wake of 
communal riots in Kandhamal.  

The regional party led by Patnaik not 
only extended support to NDA’s presidential 
candidates, handpicked by Modi, it also 

backed the candidature of Harivansh 
Narayan Singh for the post of Rajya Sabha 
deputy chairperson in 2020 in deference to 
the PM’s wishes. Such was the bonhomie 
between Modi and Patnaik that BJP leader 
and railway minister Ashwini Vaishnaw 
was twice sent to the Rajya Sabha from 
Odisha with the BJD’s support. What 
Patnaik got in return was financial assis-
tance from the Centre in the wake of disas-
trous cyclones like Fani which left the 
Odisha coast completely devastated in 2019. 

On balance, it was the BJP that gained 
the most from this friendly understanding, 
with the BJD holding 12 of the 21 Lok Sabha 
seats in the state, the BJP currently holding 
eight and the Congress one. 

Modi’s vitriolic campaign is apparently 
spurred by the hope of a major revival of the 
BJP in Odisha. The BJP’s vote share in the 
state had jumped from 21.9 per cent in 2014 
to 38.9 per cent in 2019. The BJD’s vote share 
had dipped marginally, going down from 
44.8 per cent in 2014 to 43.3 per cent in 2019. 

Post-poll data showed that the BJP’s 
vote share increased largely at the cost of 
the Congress, which fell from over 26 per 
cent in 2014 to 14 per cent in 2019. However, 
the BJP failed to translate its Lok Sabha 
success in the Assembly polls. Even though 
it emerged as the main opposition party, 
winning 23 seats in the Assembly, it was 
still far behind the BJD which won a record 
fifth term with 112 of the 147 seats at stake. 
The BJP’s Assembly vote share, however, 
rose from just 18.2 per cent in 2014 to 32.8 
per cent in 2019. 

The BJP faced a major setback in the 2022 
panchayat polls where it won 42 zila parish-
ad seats compared to the 297 it had won in 
2017. The BJD swept the 2022 panchayat poll, 
bagging a record 766 zila parishad seats out 
of the total 852. Things haven’t changed 
much since then, and the BJP’s wildest hope 
is to bag 15 Lok Sabha seats. 

Similarly, in the 147-strong state assem-
bly, the party can, at best hope to double its 
present tally of 23. 

This hardly seems worth the risks that 
Modi is taking by attacking a reliable ally. 
Taking the BJD and Patnaik’s support for 
granted in Parliament is poor politics, feel 
observers. The attacks may well make it 
difficult for Patnaik and Pandian to extend 
support to the NDA in future, even if they 
want to.  

could alienate tribal voters in several states, 
the BJP has now decided to maintain a  
studied silence. Kurmis feel betrayed and 
are infuriated.

When Union minister Arjun Munda was 
the chief minister in 2004, recalls Ranchi-
based activist Manzar Imam, he had for-
warded a recommendation to include 
Kurmis in the ST list to New Delhi. As a 
Union minister dealing with tribal affairs, 
however, Munda dragged his feet and sought 
a report and recommendation from the 
Tribal Research Institute (TRI) in Ranchi. 
This too has added fuel to the fire and 
Munda, who is contesting from Khunti, is 
also feeling the heat. Ram Tahal Choudhary, 
a veteran Kurmi leader who had briefly left 
the BJP this year before returning to the 
fold, was heckled and manhandled when he 
went to campaign for Munda in the Tamar 
assembly constituency.

Jharkhand is a microcosm of India with 
diverse communities, cultures, languages 
and dialects. The BJP’s one-size-fits-all  
prescription and its anti-minority virulence 
and talk of infiltrators from Bangladesh  
do not have the traction they receive  
elsewhere. The chances that the BJP would 
be able to repeat its 2019 performance in the 
state are slim.  

The BJP’s one-size-fits-
all prescription and its 
anti-minority virulence 
and talk of infiltrators 
from Bangladesh do 
not get much traction 
in Jharkhand

RANCHI

BHUBANESWAR

JMM workers demonstrate against the BJP over the arrest of former chief minister Hemant Soren

He then called upon people to vote for his 
party which, he said, was the only way of 
putting an end to BJD’s misrule in the state. 
He also brought up the issue of the missing 
keys to the ratna bhandar (treasury room) 
of the Jagannath temple in an attempt to 
make an emotional connect with people 
while attacking the state government’s 
alleged inefficiency. 

Patnaik, who usually refuses to be pro-
voked, responded in a video statement 
where he tore into Modi: “Honourable prime 
minister, how much do you remember about 
Odisha? Even though Odia is a classical lan-
guage, you forgot about it. You have allotted 
Rs 1,000 crore to Sanskrit but zero to Odia.” 

He took a dig at Modi for forgetting about 
Odissi though the state had sent him propos-
als for the recognition of this classical dance 
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A
rvind Kejriwal has been released 
for a few days to campaign, after 
which he has to return to jail. He 
has not been convicted, of course, 

and is in jail merely because the BJP opposes 
his bail. 

What the judges observed about Kejriwal 
is telling. He is ‘the chief minister of Delhi 
and a leader of one of the national parties. No 
doubt, serious accusations have been made, 
but he has not been convicted. He does not 
have any criminal antecedents. He is not a 
threat to society’.

The court also noted that the case was reg-
istered in 2022, but Kejriwal was arrested on 
21 March this year, days before voting began 
on 19 April. Kejriwal missed more than a 
month of the initial campaign and was there-
after kept in jail while three phases of the 
election were carried out. 

It was his wife who was campaigning on 
his behalf around the country. Will such an 
election be considered ‘free and fair’ when 
results are out on 4 June? Locking up your 
opponents while you are free to campaign is 
the sort of ‘election’ that happens in nations 
that are called autocracies.

Hemant Soren, the former chief minister 
of Jharkhand, Manish Sisodia, the deputy 
chief minister of Delhi, and Kalvakuntla 
Kavitha of the Bharat Rashtra Samithi, 
which ran the previous government in 
Telangana, are all in jail. Not a single one of 
these jailed politicians is a convict. They are 
merely accused, that too accused by the BJP, 
of having done something wrong.

The BJP’s argument in court is that politi-
cians should not be treated differently from 
other accused, so should not be granted bail 
simply to campaign. What it is not saying is 
that it considers democracy irrelevant and 
elections incidental to its desire to keep its 
opponents locked up. 

Surely what the court noted in the Kejriwal 
case also applies to the rest? They have no 
antecedents of criminal activity. They are not 
an immediate threat to society. Their only 
crime seems to be that they are all leaders of 
political parties that are campaigning for 
these general elections.

Kejriwal got a rousing reception on his 
release; the BJP was not pleased. One of its 
national executive members tweeted that ‘by 
picking a side right in the middle of elections, 
the lordships that be have made themselves a 
part of the campaign. When the billion ballots 
speak, they may not like it’.

The problem, of course, is that the courts 

are being forced into this. The real question is 
whether one should take the BJP at its word 
when it says that it is not attacking democra-
cy with its actions. India is quite divided on 
this, with the prime minister’s supporters 
egging him on.

For argument’s sake, let us assume that 
the Opposition and its supporters are in 
fact totally biased, and therefore their 

opinions can be ignored. What does the out-
side world, which presumably has less of a 
stake or no stake at all in the results of the 
Lok Sabha elections, feel about the route 
India has taken?

We need only go back to what has been said 
several times, over several years, including in 
this column. The outside world says that India 
is not only sliding into authoritarianism, it is 
no longer even a democracy.

Freedom House, a non-profit that promotes 
democratic governance and human rights 
around the world, says ‘the BJP has increas-
ingly used government institutions to target 
political opponents’. This is a fact. Freedom 
House ranks India as being ‘partly free’. This 
is also a fact—indeed, it reflects Kejriwal’s 
current position as much as it does the state 
of our nation.

The Economist Intelligence Unit’s 
Democracy Index monitors civil liberties, 
pluralism, political culture and participation 
in political culture as well as in the electoral 
process. In 2014, India was ranked 27th. 

In 2020, India was classified as a ‘flawed 
democracy’. Last year, our ranking slipped to 
41, as a ‘result of democratic backsliding 
under the leadership of Narendra Modi’. It 
also made other observations about the gov-
ernment’s attack on minorities, which we 
need not go into here.

In 2017, CIVICUS, a global alliance of civil 
society organisations, rated India’s civil 
space as ‘obstructed’; it has since fallen to 
‘repressed’. Is ‘repressed’ the sort of word that 
is used for democracies? No.

In March 2022, CIVICUS said: ‘India has 
been added to a watchlist of countries that 
have seen a rapid decline in civic freedoms’ 
and that Modi ‘continues to resort to drastic 
measures to silence critics’. Jailing them 
during elections is one good way to silence 
your critics, particularly articulate ones like 
Kejriwal and Sanjay Singh, who was also 
jailed by the Enforcement Directorate with-
out a conviction and was also recently grant-
ed bail.

Finally, the University of Gothenburg’s 
V-Dem report says India has suffered ‘one of 
the most dramatic shifts among all countries 
in the world over the past 10 years’. It said 
that under Modi, India lost its status as a 
democracy and was classified as an ‘electoral 
autocracy’, joining nations like Hungary and 
Turkey. 

On freedom of expression, media and civil 
society, India was ‘as autocratic as is 
Pakistan, and worse than both Bangladesh 
and Nepal’.

When these reports began to come out after 
2014, the Modi government and its supporters 
scoffed and said they were biased. 

Today, in 2024, the BJP jails its opponents 
during an election and still believes—or at 
least wants us to believe—that all it is doing is 
following the rules of democracy.  

Views are personal

Voters now in their thirties will probably remember the electoral storm 
that blew over India in 2014. Those older will have a deeper context. 
Every national election is arguably different, but the 2014 and 2019 

editions marked some important departures from the past. For one, they rang 
down the curtain on an era of coalition politics in India.

In 2014, Narendra Modi mounted his bid to power in Delhi on the back of 
his reputation as a doer during his long stint as Gujarat chief minister 
between 2001 and 2014. For fence-sitters at the time, enamoured of his 
go-getting reputation, the Gujarat riots of 2002 and its ‘management’ by 
Modi’s state government, were discomfiting but they were still willing to “give 
Modi a chance”. His doer reputation—also largely a media creation—was in 
some ways the springboard for his ambition to recast the parliamentary 
election into a presidential-style gladiatorial contest, projecting himself as the 
strongman with a laser focus on getting things done.

The Sangh parivar saw both promise and purchase in the strategy. The 
capture of institutions over time, including most importantly the capture of the 
mainstream media narrative, cemented this strategy. The monstrous, 
overpowering influence of social media has coincided with Modi’s reign and 
the BJP has been quick to learn how to maximise its reach and influence among 
the people. For that reason alone, Amit Malviya, the national convenor of the 
BJP’s IT cell, is an important cog in the party’s propaganda wheel.

Going into these elections, the collective wisdom of the BJP/ Sangh 
propaganda machinery was that the time had come to go to the people to 
elect a monarch. In case anyone missed it, the ruling party is contesting the 
2024 Lok Sabha polls not as the BJP’s bid to return to power but a vote for 
‘Modi’s Guarantee’ that ‘better things are in store’. That guarantee is 
supposedly worth its weight in gold in the popular imagination. The promise 
of better days ahead is, of course, loaded, a code for all sorts of things—it’s a 
wet dream for swathes of the country that want the dawn of a Hindu Rashtra, 
and it’s a nightmare for others, who desperately want to shake off that very 
real prospect if the BJP returns to power, legitimately or otherwise.

To track back briefly, 2014 was a watershed election that gave the BJP a 
majority on its own—the first time for any party in 30 years since 1984. Even in 
that epochal election, though, the BJP, with 282 seats, went only slightly past 
the simple majority mark of 272. The general election in 2019 was again an 
unusual one with the BJP and prime minister Modi converting the Pulwama 
terror attack—a huge blot on the government and a glaring security failure—
into a campaign showcasing the Modi government’s muscular response to 
foreign/ Pakistani aggression, through the expedient of a token air strike inside 
Pakistan. When, in fact, even the strike (in Balakot) was botched, resulting in 
the tragic loss of a pilot and a fighter plane inside Pakistan and a helicopter 
and six personnel, shot down by mistake inside Indian territory. Nevertheless, 
the ‘ghar me ghus ke maara’ rhetoric generated a patriotic frenzy that secured 
the BJP a record 303 seats and the NDA 353 seats in the Lok Sabha, giving the 
government a free pass in the lower House to do what it desired.

How different is the ongoing election? The BJP should have found itself in a 
sweet spot, having hurriedly and somewhat clumsily gone through with the 
consecration of the Ram Mandir and with central agencies going on a 
rampage against the Opposition. Putting opposition leaders in jail, freezing the 
bank accounts of the principal opposition party, intimidating opposition 
leaders to defect or else, welcoming defectors from everywhere and fielding 
the probable winners among them as BJP candidates should have put it in an 
unassailable position. With more men, muscle and money than all the 
Opposition put together—and by doing its damnedest to strangulate any 
resistance—the BJP should have found it easy to win this time too. Barely 
weeks ago, ‘400-paar’ was made to look like a cinch, but with voting done and 
dusted for 381 (of 543) seats at the time of writing, there are indications (see 
Straws in the electoral wind, Page 1) that a different outcome is possible.

It is apparently visible on the ground, in the North as much as the South, in 
the East as well as the West. The arrogance of the BJP, its inability to convincingly 
address everyday issues of unemployment and inflation, the yawning gulf 
between people’s lived experience and ‘Modi’s  guarantees’, the veiled threats to 
rewrite the Constitution and a motley assortment of local issues are apparently 
creating a perceptible draught against the BJP. A threatened breed of 
independent analysts—seen mostly on YouTube, for reasons well known but 
best set aside for now—are predicting that the BJP, even the NDA, will fall short. 
Yet there are hushed whispers even among those who see a different outcome 
on the horizon that if 4 June does see a mandate for change, the current regime 
will resist a peaceful transfer of power. Be afraid!

H E R A L D  V I E W The Kejriwal case: ‘democracy’ really?

Modi’s flip-flop on Muslims

Prime Minister Narendra Modi began 
his election campaign by claiming 

that if the Congress came to power at 
the Centre, it would snatch properties 
from Hindus and distribute them 
“among those who have more children”. 
In the previous sentence he was talking 
about Muslims and thus nobody was in 
doubt about who he meant by those 
“who have more children”. His remarks 
drew widespread flak and hundreds of 
people complained to the Election 
Commission that the prime minister 
was making communally divisive 
remarks. The ECI, as expected, took no 
action on these complaints. For two 
phases, Modi stuck to this line of attack 
on the Congress. But it did not seem to 
work. Then suddenly, during an 
interview with his ‘tonic’ pal Rubika 
Liaquat, Modi made a somersault and 
said that he never targeted Muslims and 
that the day he does it, he will have no 
right to remain in public life! Really? 

Dr Mehmood Ali, Delhi

Congress is back to basics

Apropos ‘The Congress’s sharp pro-
poor agenda signals big change’ (NH, 

12 May), it is a fact that the Congress 
party’s pro-people, welfarist manifesto 
has found resounding acceptance among 
the people. The Congress party’s 
ideological stance was ‘never before as 
clear as it was during the era of bank 

nationalisation under Indira Gandhi’. 
The author observes, ‘...the Congress 
has rejected Manmohan Singh and all 
that he brought to the table, whether it 
says so explicitly or not.’ The Congress 
manifesto is so strong that the ruling 
BJP and its supreme leader, instead of 
telling people about their achievements 
(are there any?), are endlessly talking 
about the Congress manifesto.

Satyaprakaksh Sharma, Bhopal

No end to human greed?

Apropos ‘Why Uttarakhand is in 
flames’ (NH, 12 May), it is worrisome 

that there are over 150 fires raging in 
the Garhwal region of Uttarakhand and 
nearly 500 fires burning in the forests of 
the Kumaon range, as is evident from 
satellite images. The question is how did 
these fires start at such massive scale? 
As per the report, the state 
administration claims that 90 per cent of 
the fires that have spread across Pauri 
Garhwal, Chamoli, Almora and around 
the Mussoorie hills are manmade. 
Although villagers do traditionally burn 
forest floors to stimulate the growth of 
fresh grass, environmentalist Reenu 
Paul sounds more realistic as she claims 
that the majority of fires are the 
handiwork of the real estate lobby 
which uses this (burnt) forest land to 
develop colonies—of course, in 
connivance with the local bureaucracy. 

Shikha Penuli, Dehradun

Aakar Patel

Facts peel away the fiction of ‘free and fair’ elections

F
or thousands of years now, there 
have been different religions in 
India and yet we are all Indians. The 
majority of us are Hindus, and 

Muslims are in great numbers, as also are 
Sikhs, Christians, Jains, Buddhists, Parsis 
and many others. This has been going on 
for thousands of years. All these religions 
have made India their home. India does not 
belong to any one of them alone. There has 
never been a question of one religion trying 
to suppress the others. If anyone tries to do 
it now, he will be very foolish and will 
cause great damage to the country. 

India can progress in only one way and 
that is when all Indians, irrespective of 
their professions, province or religion, live 
in harmony with one another and march 
together. They may hold different views and 
opinions, but they must not live in 
compartments politically or otherwise.

You have gathered here in great 
numbers and perhaps most of you live in 
Amritsar. Almost all of you must be 
Punjabis. But you are not merely the 
citizens of Amristar or of the Punjab—you 
are first and foremost the citizens of India. 
And as the citizens of India, you have 
certain rights, and at the same time some 
responsibilities too because there can be no 
rights without responsibilities…

The first step towards fulfilling our 
responsibilities is to learn the lesson of 
unity…Why is it that in spite of all our bitter 
experience of the past, these communal 
organisations raise their heads in our 
country and create problems and tension? 
What is the matter? It is something for us to 
consider. I can understand difference of 
opinion amongst us, on political or economic 
matters. I understand and accept the 
difference in ideologies of the various parties 
like the communist or socialist parties. 
There can be different ways of looking at the 
problems of a country. But I simply cannot 
understand communalism in politics and it 
simply shows that we are forgetting all our 
past experiences in India and in the Punjab. 

Communalism has done incalculable 
harm in the past. The Muslim League, an 
intensely communal party, spread a bitter 
poison throughout the country and did 
great damage. But somehow it was removed 

from here and it is no longer powerful at 
least in India. We thought that we were at 
last rid of this terrible disease. But it is our 
misfortune that the disease is spreading 
once again in a different form, among the 
new communal organisations of the Hindus 
and the Sikhs. It is strange that we have not 
been able to learn a lesson even now. 

Can any intelligent man in Punjab think 
that there can be progress made here if 
there is constant tension between the 
Hindus and the Sikhs? You must think 
about this. Both will bring ruin upon 
themselves. And I cannot understand what 
there is to quarrel about? All their problems 

can be very easily solved. But the 
fundamental thing is that the Punjab can 
progress only if all the citizens of the 
Punjab whether they are Hindus, Sikhs or 
Christians learn to live together in 
harmony and do not isolate themselves into 
separate compartments. 

This is a broad fact and it applies to the 
whole of India. India cannot achieve 
progress if there is no unity among her 
people…So we have to change our mental 
attitudes somewhat and get rid of these 
communal notions. It has ruined us in the 
past and lowered us in the eyes of the world. 
What is the sense in getting into the same 
old rut once again at a time when we have 
just won freedom and got an opportunity to 
progress? What is this foolishness? 

So, I am laying stress on this repeatedly 
because we have to put an end to it. 

Everyone in India, whether he is a Muslim 
or a Hindu or Sikh or Christian, has the 
right to follow his own religion and 
traditions peacefully. All religions are 
worthy of respect and there should be no 
obstacles in the way of anyone. But if you 
try to bring religion into politics and try to 
create barriers, then you are following an 
extremely dangerous path. Religion is a 
sacred subject and if you try to drag it into 
the mire, you will be degrading both 
religion and politics…

Let us work together to create a new 
India and a new Punjab. Remember that 
when individuals or nations are engaged in 
big tasks, they too grow in stature. I am by 
no means a big man. I am an ordinary 
Indian, with an ordinary education and 
some intelligence. What sacrifice have I 
made which has not been made over and 
again by innumerable people in the Punjab 
and all over the country? Then how did I or 
the others grow? 

We grew because of two or three factors. 
Firstly, we came under the shadow of a 
great man like Mahatma Gandhi and some 
of his greatness got rubbed on us. Secondly, 
we were engaged in a mighty task and that 
also added to our stature. Those who hold 
their heads high and gaze at the stars 
naturally grow taller. This is the case with 
nations too. You will find that periods of 
greatness in the history of any country 
always coincide with their being engaged in 
some mighty effort and not when they were 
busy in petty squabbles. 

So we grew, and now once again we have 
an opportunity to grow. To try to make the 
condition of 35 crore people better is a 
mighty task. We can do it if all of us work 
together and each one of us stands on his 
own feet and does his duty. It will take time 
and means hard work, great toil and sweat 
and tears. But it is not impossible. So, I put 
all these thoughts of mine and make an 
effort to see that everyone marches in step. 
Ultimately, the best of governments cannot 
do anything unless the people are willing  
to cooperate.  

Selected and edited by MRIDULA MUKHERJEE, 
former professor of history at JNU and former 

director of Nehru Memorial Museum & Library

The dangers of communal hatred
N E H R U ’ S  W O R D

The ongoing Lok Sabha election campaign has been marked by blatant communal dog-whistling by the topmost leaders 
of the party in power, though reportedly with rapidly diminishing returns. But 73 years ago, the then prime minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru converted the first election campaign into a virtual referendum on the demand for a Hindu Rashtra, and 

delivered a resounding defeat to its proponents with the rivals winning only 10 seats and six per cent of the vote! We bring to you this week 
extracts from a speech he gave in Amritsar on 22 December 1951 which demonstrates this.

If you try to bring 
religion into politics 

and try to create 
barriers, then you are 
following an extremely 

dangerous path

Today, the BJP jails 
its opponents during 
an election and still 
believes—or at least 
wants us to believe—
that all it is doing is 
following the rules  

of democracy

A time to hope,  
a time to fear



19 MAY 2024

www.nationalheraldindia.com NATION 5

Lalu Prasad Yadav recently reminded 
prime minister Narendra Modi of a 
promise he had made in 2014. Not 
only had he pledged to ensure the 
reopening of the state’s sugar mills—

closed for four decades—he had also prom-
ised to come down for a cup of tea made with 
the sugar produced there. When pray, he 
asked, would Modi have that sweetened tea, 
given that the mills were still closed?

An aggressive Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) 
has been relentless in reminding the prime 
minister of his past guarantees. What hap-
pened to the special economic package he 
had announced for Bihar, asked Lalu Prasad 
Yadav’s daughter Misa Bharati. What about 
the special category status to the state? What 
have you done after winning the last two 
elections in 2014 and 2019?

Such questions are making it difficult for 
BJP and RSS workers to defend ‘Modi’s 
Guarantees’ in the state. The very mention of 
those magic words leads to derisive laughter 
and lewd jokes. On his roadshow last Sunday 
(12 May), the PM made a bad situation even 
worse. In an interview to NDTV’s Marya 
Shakil, he declared that while the NDA had 
won 39 of the 40 Lok Sabha seats in Bihar 
last time, this time they’d win all 40: “Shayad 
iss baar hum ek bhi nahin harengey (Perhaps 
this time we won’t lose even a single seat)”. 
With most observers convinced that the NDA 
could lose as many as 15–20 seats in the state, 
it’s the ‘perhaps’ that pricks the PM’s bom-
bastic bubble.

This was Narendra Modi’s first road-
show in Patna (indeed the first for any 
national leader). The litmus test has always 
been to address rallies at the historic Gandhi 
Maidan, as the INDIA bloc leaders did in 
March. More funereal than celebratory, the 
PM’s roadshow also caused massive public 
disruptions with the closure not only of air-
space but also Patna Junction. No trains 
were permitted to stop at Patna Junction 
that evening, and passengers had no choice 
but to board from Danapur station, 12 kilo-
metres away. Missed flights and traffic jams 
marked the day.

The PM’s expression was glum and his 
body language listless and mechanical. 
Standing by his side was the even more 
downcast chief minister Nitish Kumar,  

holding the lotus in his hand. Old-timers 
recalled the predicament of his mentor 
George Fernandes, when he had insisted on 
contesting the 2009 Lok Sabha election as an 
Independent. Once a redoubtable leader from 
Muzaffarpur and one of the architects of the 
National Democratic Alliance, Fernandes 
had ended up fifth. Together, Nitish and he 
had helped mainstream the BJP.

The NDA cannot afford to lose too many 
seats in Bihar, West Bengal and Uttar 
Pradesh in the remaining three rounds 

of polling till 1 June. 
While Uttar Pradesh was clearly favoured 

by the PM, Bihar received a relative cold 
shoulder. For 13 of the 19 years since 2005, 
Nitish Kumar has been the BJP’S oldest 
‘secular ally’, though he did break away 
twice (in 2013 and 2022). Work on the ambi-
tious Ganga Expressway was inaugurated 
by Nitish Kumar on 11 October 2013, four 
months after snapping ties with the BJP and 
when UPA-II was still in power in Delhi. The 
blueprint of the Patna Metro was also pre-
pared before 2014.

Bihar fared better during the UPA years 
under Dr Manmohan Singh as prime minis-
ter. Neither NDA-I under Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee (1998–2004) nor the UPA (2004–
2014) were discriminatory towards a state 
governed by a different alliance. Thiswas 
partly because both the RJD and JD(U) 
were no pushovers and did not have to 
plead for grants and aid from the centre.  
Since 2014, however, Nitish Kumar has not 
been able to remind Narendra Modi that 
he had publicly promised a special package 
of Rs 1.25 lakh crore for the state while  
campaigning during the assembly election 
in 2015. Union ministers from the  
state have been reduced to being the  
PM’s cheerleaders.

RJD and JLP (Lok Janshakti Party) lead-
ers who were ministers in the UPA govern-
ment did not oppose or stall grants for Bihar. 
On the contrary, Bihar received generous 
grants from the Backward Region Grant 
Fund (BRGF), created by the Manmohan 
Singh government in 2006. The state govern-
ment received Rs 8,753 crore during the 11th 
Five Year Plan (2007–12) and Rs 12,000 crore 
during the 12th Five Year Plan (2012–17). Be it 

the Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana, the 
East-West Corridor, the Golden Quadrilateral 
(work on which actually started during the 
Vajpayee era) or other National Highway 
projects and centrally-sponsored schemes, 
Bihar received its due share.

As railway minister, Lalu Prasad Yadav 
brought projects worth several thousand 
crores to Bihar including the Rail Wheel 
Plant in Saran and the electric locomotive 
factory in Madhepura. The then union rural 
development minister late Raghuvansh 
Prasad Singh was equally generous in grant-
ing funds for rural roads in Bihar. MNREGA 
was also introduced by the UPA. 

Nitish claimed credit for construction- 
driven projects during that period, but New 
Delhi did not seem to mind and Union minis-
ters from Bihar were not hostile.  

Despite the development of road and rail 
infrastructure and the near total electrifica-
tion of Bihar by 2014, industrialisation failed 
to take off. The only exception were the brew-

eries following the new excise policy which 
aggressively promoted liquor vends in large 
numbers. (In April 2016, Nitish Kumar took a 
U-turn and implemented total prohibition.)

Even during the Vajpayee years, Bihar 
witnessed considerable development, 
despite the carving out of the  

mineral-rich region into the separate state of 
Jharkhand in November 2000. 

Despite legendary tussles between the 
Rabri Devi government in the state and the 
NDA government at the Centre, 11 Union 
ministers from Bihar were instrumental in 
ensuring several significant projects such as 
the NTPC plant in Barh, a rail project in 
Harnaut, doubling and gauge conversion of 
various rail routes, the Koderma–
Hazaribagh connection, rail bridges over 
the Ganga between Patna–Sonepur and 
Munger–Khagaria.

The UPA years also saw the central uni-
versity of South Bihar come up in Gaya and a 
central university of North Bihar in Motihari, 
besides the off-campus branch of Aligarh 
Muslim University in Kishanganj. Initially, 
the project to revive Nalanda University as 
an international university also received the 
union government’s attention, with Nobel 
Laureate Amartya Sen as chairman of the 
mentor group. 

Nitish Kumar took a keen interest in 
opening the Chandragupta Institute of 
Management in Patna and the Chanakya 
National Law University. The Aryabhatt 
Knowledge University was formed to admin-
ister all the technical institutes in the state 
and an Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) 
was established in Patna. All this before 2014. 
The Indian Institute of Management (IIM) in 
Bodh Gaya began functioning from 2015. 

Come 2024, with very few exceptions, 
they are all languishing. Amartya Sen was 
chucked out unceremoniously, presumably 
because he was critical of Modi as chief 
minister of Gujarat. “Today nobody knows 
what is happening in Nalanda University 
and in the off-campus branch of Aligarh 
Muslim University,” commented Basant 
Kumar Mishra, who retired from Patna 
University and writes regularly on educa-
tion, adding that not much can be said 
about the rest either.  

PATNA

S T A T E S  3 6 0 °                B I H A R

BJP workers all at sea over Modi’s ‘guarantees’ 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s roadshow in Patna, 12 May 2024

Soroor Ahmed on the prime minister’s broken promises and the UPA’s forgotten achievements 

Bihar fared better during 
the UPA years. Neither 
NDA-I under Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee (1998–2004) nor 
the UPA (2004–2014) under 
Manmohan Singh were 
discriminatory towards a 
state governed by an 
opposing party

The rain gods have been kind. 
Heavy rainfall across Uttarakhand 
on 10 May helped put out over a 
thousand fires that had already 
burnt down vast tracts of its 

precious deodar and chir forests. Before it 
could recover from that calamity, this 
fragile state finds itself in the midst of 
another disaster.

The Char Dham Yatra to Gangotri, 
Yamunotri and Kedarnath started on 10 May. 
The doors to the Badrinath temple were 
opened on 12 May. Over one lakh pilgrims 
made a headlong rush to the shrine—and the 
arrangements to manage this sudden uncon-
trolled traffic were just not adequate.

Two pilgrims died in the melee making 
their way up to Yamunotri while several 
were injured. Traffic jams to Yamunotri 
extended for more than five kilometres with 
yatris complaining of being stuck in their 
vehicles for hours on end.  Yatris trekking up 
to Kedarnath were ill prepared for the snow 
and heavy rain that awaited them at those 
heights. Hotels were charging astronomical 
amounts that they could ill afford, and no 
other provision had been made.

The story in Badrinath was no different. 
Pilgrims swaddled in blankets to keep out 
the cold began to form long queues outside 
the Badrinath temple from 2 a.m. in order to 
get a glimpse of the lord as soon as the temple 
doors opened after the long winter break. 
But with the pandas giving priority to VIP 
darshans, the common people, who had 
waited for 8 to 10 hours, broke into angry 
protests and sloganeering.

Why should there be so much mismanage-
ment for such a prestigious event which 
fetches the state hundreds of crores in 
revenue and provides employment to 
thousands? The chief secretary of the state 
Radha Raturi has sent out a letter 
emphasising that since they were expecting 
10 lakh yatris in the first ten days, she had 
requested ‘dignitaries and state officials to 
avoid visiting the Dham from 10–25 May’. 
Raturi fails to specify how the situation is 
likely to improve after 25 May. Chances are 
it will only get worse given the unpredictable 
weather conditions and the fact that 
landslides have increased with soil further 
loosening because of the forest fires.

What brings millions of devotees to the 
Char Dham given that in 2023, more than 300 
yatris died not only in landslides but also 
due to cardiac problems exacerbated by high 

Reckless ‘development’ and heedless religious tourism are taking a heavy toll on the fragile Garhwal Himalayas, writes Rashme Sehgal 

altitudes? What is the psychology of the 
average yatri that makes them rush to these 
shrines without keeping in mind basic 
health and safety issues? The opening of the 
Char Dham yatra is preceded by a 
mesmerising advertising campaign on 
social media and television. The music and 
the words are so seductive that for the yatris, 
it is akin to setting foot in paradise. The bait 
is hard to resist.

Some changes have been introduced. For 
one, all pilgrims are now required to register 
online. Without this mandatory registration, 
they are not allowed entry into the temple 
precincts. This does not seem to have curbed 
the enthusiasm of the devotees.  

The barrage of criticism that the 
administration faced in mishandling the 
first three days has forced them to initiate 
further changes. With vehicles being stuck 
for five to six hours on the road leading up to 
Yamunotri, district magistrate M.S. Bisht 
has stated that a minimum number of 
vehicles will now be allowed to ply on the 
roads leading up to both Gangotri and 
Yamunotri.  Gates have been set up at 13 

points along the route to divert all excess 
vehicles thereby enabling a smoother flow.

The locals living in these areas have 
taken to social media to register their 
complaints at this large influx of pilgrims. 
One hotel owner in Chamoli tweeted, ‘We 
welcome the yatris but there must be some 
regulation. The government has failed to 
create proper infrastructure. The result is 
that we have to make arrangements in case 
of some emergency but we have limited 
means at our disposal’.

Residents demand that the flow to each 
dham be regulated. “At an average, not more 
than 5,000 people should be allowed to visit 
each dham in a day. There is no space to 
accommodate more,” said Amol Rawat, a 
businessman from Badrinath.

Atul Sati, who heads the Joshimath 
Bachao Sangharsh Samiti, regrets the lack 
of health facilities along the length of the 
Char Dham yatra. “There are no 
cardiologists, no oxygen cylinders, no basic 
health facilities,” he said, adding, “The 
public must be given time to acclimatise 
before reaching these heights”.

Residents demand that 
the flow to each dham be 
regulated. “Not more 
than 5,000 people should 
be allowed to visit each 
dham in a day. There is 
no space to accommodate 
more,” said Amol 
Rawat, a businessman

Visitors throng the Kedarnath shrine in Uttarakhand, 10 May 2024

Another major point made by local 
residents is that yatris must be warned not 
to throw garbage all over the place. By the 
time the yatra ends, there are huge 
mountains of garbage strewn across the 
hillsides which make their way into the 
rivers, polluting them even further. A social 
activist from Gangotri pointed out, “Many 
of the people who come on the first couple of 
days are social influencers and bloggers 
who are being paid to visit these places. 
This is a new trend”.

Environmentalist Reenu Paul regrets 
that the government is putting so much 
strain on the ecosystem. “We had just 
finished with the forest fires and now we 
have hordes of people rushing up these 
mountains. Our Garhwal Himalayas are 
being given no time to regenerate.”

Experts also raise questions about how 
this revenue-driven model is riding 
roughshod over such an ecologically 
sensitive environment, with no lessons 
learnt from the major subsidence that 
continues in Joshimath and several other 
towns in the state.

Hemant Dhyani, environmental expert 
and former member of the Supreme Court’s 
high-powered committee on the Char Dham 
project, had warned that the state government 
was exploiting these fragile Himalayas much 
beyond their carrying capacity. 

This commercial exploitation can be 
gauged from the fact that this year, massive 
posters of Paytm QR codes have been placed 
outside both the Kedarnath and Badrinath 
temples so that people can give dakshina by 
making online payments.

Unpredictable rainfall patterns, massive 
construction and hill cutting of arterial roads 
have seen an increase in landslides. However, 
the government seems unconcerned over the 
fallout of having such a large population 
descend suddenly on these slopes.

Chief minister Pushkar Singh Dhami is 
promoting the idea of building more dhams 
in the state obviously to attract more 
tourists.  UP chief minister Yogi Adityanath, 
on his recent visit to the shrine of Neem 
Karoli Baba in Kainchi, insisted this too 
must be developed into a dham which would 
attract more than five lakh yatris a day.

What havoc these unsustainable practises 
will have on the environment does not worry 
our politicians. Such demonic exploitation 
of our sacred devbhoomi (abode of the gods) 
can only serve to destroy it.  

Say hello to blind faith
C H A R  D H A M  Y A T R A

Photo: Getty Images
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Debabrata Biswas in Boston

The student movement against the 
brutal Israeli invasion of Gaza 
started with the first Gaza 
Solidarity Encampment at 
Columbia University, which saw 

more than a hundred demonstrators 
arrested on 18 April 2024. On 23 April, 
Columbia students staged a walkout at the 
university campus in Washington DC and 
posted a call on social media for students of 
other universities: ‘We will seize our 
universities and force the administration 
to divest from any Israeli connections, for 
the people of Gaza! Join the popular 
university, take back our institutions.’

On 25 April, students at UCLA 
(University of California, Los Angeles) set 
up a Gaza Solidarity Encampment inside 
their university campus. On 28 April, 
clashes occurred between pro-Palestinian  
students chanting “second Nakba” (a ref-
erence to the expulsion of Palestinians 
from their homes by Israeli forces in 1948) 
and pro-Israeli students staging 
StandWithUs rallies. On 26 April, police 
dismantled the encampment, arresting 132 
protesters and shooting at them with rub-
ber bullets. On the same day, students 
from Georgetown University and George 
Washington University established a joint 
encampment in response to the 
International Court of Justice’s ruling that 
Israel has violated the Genocide 
Convention set by the UN. 

They were later joined by students from 
Howard University, George Mason 
University, University of Maryland and 
Baltimore. It wasn’t long before students 
from many other colleges/ universities 
including Ivy League universities—
Harvard, MIT, Yale, Tufts, Boston, Emory, 
UNC–Capitol Hill, Brown, NYU, UPenn—
joined the movement. April saw student 
protests escalating on more than 60 uni-
versity campuses across the US, spreading 
to educational institutions in Europe 
(Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Ireland, 
Finland, Spain, UK), Australia, Canada, 
Egypt, Japan, Mexico, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Yemen, marking global outrage against 
the genocide. Demands include severing 
financial ties with Israel and its affiliated 
entities, transparency over financial ties 
and amnesty for protesters, as well as an 
end to US military support for Israel as 
part of the Boycott, Divestment and 
Sanction (BDS) movement. 

While 14 universities in the UK saw stu-
dents setting up encampments,  Edinburgh 
University students went on hunger strike, 
like their counterparts in Princeton. As in 
the US, the methods adopted were civil dis-
obedience, encampment and picketing, and 
in Amsterdam, as in the US, the riot police 
were called out. French police, too, applied 

What student outrage is really up against

force to disperse student demonstrators at 
Sorbonne University. 

As of 8 May, over 2,400 protesters have 
been arrested in the US, including faculty 
members and professors, with more than 
30 protesters injured and hospitalised  
so far. 

The Republican Party as a whole has 
vehemently criticised the movement as 
anti-Semitic, as has President Biden, for-
mer president Donald Trump, many US 
governors and, of course, Israeli prime 
minister Benjamin Netanyahu. 

While many Democratic leaders are not 
sympathetic to the students’ movement, 
over 200 groups have expressed support for 
the protesters. Senator Bernie Sanders, 
leading Democrats and progressive mem-
bers of Congress such as Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez, Ilhan Omar, Rashida Tlaib 
and Irvine mayor Farrah Khan have rallied 
behind the students. 

Sanders told CNN, “I worry very much 
that President Biden is putting himself in a 
position where he has alienated not just 
young people but a lot of the Democratic 
base in terms of views on Israel and this 

war”. Sanders drew comparisons with 
Vietnam, noting former president Lyndon 
Johnson’s decision not to run in 1968 amid 
growing anger over the war in Vietnam. 

Just like the protesters of the 1960s and 
the 1980s (anti-apartheid in South 
Africa), today’s students are being 

arrested, suspended and expelled for show-
ing solidarity with Palestinians. The 54th 
anniversary of the ‘Kent State Massacre’ is 
also drawing unfortunate parallels. On 4 
May 1970, the Ohio National Guard opened 
fire during anti-Vietnam demonstrations 
on the Kent State University campus, kill-
ing four students and unleashing a surge of 
protest across the country. 

And while in terms of scale and motiva-
tion the campus protests over the past 
three weeks may seem much smaller, they 
could have a political fallout given the tight 
rematch between Biden and Trump. 

America waged war directly with North 
Vietnam for five years, with nearly 1.9  
million Americans drafted and more than 
50,000 killed or missing in action. While no 
US troops are fighting in Israel’s war on 

Gaza, without its unconditional military 
and financial aid such an assault would not 
be possible. 

The indiscriminate killing of civilians 
and the carpet-bombing of schools, hospi-
tals, homes and infrastructure by Israel has 
rightly been termed genocide by the 
International Court of Law. Over 253 per-
sons have been taken hostages, more than 
80,000 injured and over 35,000 Palestinians 
killed—75 per cent of them women and chil-
dren. All these atrocities have swayed pub-
lic opinion against Israel—support for 
Israel’s military assault dropped from 50 
per cent in a November Gallup poll to 36 
per cent in late March.

Senator Sanders commented that the US 
is actually waging a proxy war in Gaza and 
cannot avoid moral responsibility for the 
inhuman suffering inflicted on the civilians 
of Gaza by Israel. President Biden, who last 
month signed a bill to provide $14 billion 
additional aid to Israel, has faced growing 
criticism over his handling of the crisis, 
with hundreds of thousands of voters cast-
ing ‘uncommitted ballots’ in Democratic 
primaries in recent months to express their 
frustration and anger. 

“In 1968, one of the great failures of the 
party establishment was that they ignored 
anti-war youth and continued the horrific 
war in Vietnam and alienated young vot-
ers, and I feel like they’re at risk of doing 
the same thing,” said political strategist 
Abbas Alawieh.

It is hard to imagine university authori-
ties agreeing to divest from companies that 
have direct business relations with Israel:  
Microsoft, Google, Amazon, Cisco, 
Lockheed Martin, Caterpillar, General 
Electric... As for political parties, the 
Israeli lobby in America is very strong. The 
AIPAC (American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee), which advocates pro-Israel 
policies, is one of the biggest donors to the 
Democratic Party, and Joe Biden is very 
attached to them.

Yet one cannot overlook the role of pub-
lic opinion in shifting policies and exerting 
political pressure. For example, Evergreen 
State College in Olympia, Washington 
reached a deal with students to work 
towards divesting from ‘companies that 
profit from gross Human Rights violation 
and/ or the occupation of Palestinian 
Territories’. 

While demonstrations have spread to 
more than 154 campuses in 49 states, it’s 
still too soon tell what impact might be 
achieved before classes let out for summer. 
But one thing is clear: with Presidential 
elections less than six months away, Biden 
is rattled by the magnitude of the protests. 
If they’ve had some role in his freezing the 
shipment of arms and ammunition to Israel 
on the eve of Israel’s full-scale invasion of 
Rafah, it is no small victory.   

It is hard to imagine  
university authorities 
agreeing to divest from 
companies that have direct 
business relations with 
Israel—Microsoft, Google, 
Amazon, Cisco, Lockheed 
Martin, Caterpillar, 
General Electric... 

Party-hopping in UK 

If it’s the season of ‘Aaya Ram–Gaya Ram’ 
in Indian politics with almost daily 
political defections, election-bound 

Britain is not doing too badly either on this 
front. In recent weeks, two MPs belonging 
to Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s ruling 
Tory party have defected to the Labour 
party as the latter appears set to win the 
coming general elections.

The latest to cross the floor is Natalie 
Elphicke, saying that the Tories “have 
become a byword for incompetence and 
division”.

She accused Sunak of “broken 
promises” and abandoning key pledges, 
especially on immigration. His government 
was “failing to keep our borders safe and 
secure”, with illegal migration touching 
“record levels”.

Yet not so long ago, she was accusing 
Labour of having “no plan of their own to 
tackle illegal immigration” while hailing 
Sunak’s controversial plan to deport illegal 
immigrants as “world-leading”.

Perhaps this is what political 
opportunism looks like.

Elphicke’s defection came barely weeks 
after another MP and a former minister 
Dan Poulter left the party to join Labour. 
He said he was leaving in protest against 
the government’s “lack of focus” on public 
services, especially the National Health 
Service. 

Labour leader Keir Starmer is facing 
criticism for betraying the party’s values 
by admitting “unprincipled” right-wing 
Tories.

I beg your pardon? Politics and 
principles?

Gaza’s shadow over London

The streets of London have become 
veritable battlegrounds for pro-
Palestinian supporters and Jewish 

groups with many of the capital’s 160,000 
Jews claiming they no longer feel safe.

They have accused pro-Palestinian 
protesters of intimidating them by raising 
anti-Semitic slogans. Police are having a 
field day trying to maintain peace between 
rival groups amid accusations that they are 
being “soft” on alleged Palestinian 
“provocateurs”. 

The Tory party has launched a 
campaign against Scotland Yard, which is 
controlled by Labour mayor Sadiq Khan’s 
administration.

Police Commissioner Mark Rowley was 
forced to apologise after an incident in 
which Gideon Falter, the boss of the 
Campaign Against Anti-Semitism (CAA), 
was stopped by the police from approaching 
a noisy pro-Palestinian protest. He was 
advised to leave the scene as he was 
“openly Jewish” and his presence could be 
“provocative”.

However, Rowley rejected calls for his 
resignation and defended his force’s 
“professional” handling of the incident.

“A couple of turns of phrase were 
clumsy and offensive… and we’ve 

apologised for that. The wider actions and 
intent of the officer were professional and 
in the best tradition of British police trying 
to prevent disorder,” he said.

Meanwhile, the Gaza conflict looms 
large over the coming general elections 
with the Labour party’s “pro-Israel” stance 
eliciting mounting anger from Muslim 
voters in London and cities in northern 
England. 

The issue has already cost the party 
dozens of seats in recent regional polls. 

A grassroots Muslim vote campaign has 
given Labour leader Keir Starmer 18 
demands to be met if he wants to win back 
the community’s support. These include an 
apology from Starmer for his stance and a 
promise to sever military ties with Israel.

The campaign said it would support only 
like-minded candidates in the general 
election. About 3.9 million people in Britain 
identify as Muslim.

Look out, Mr Starmer.

Monty Panesar’s botched-up 
political debut

Like many of his Indian peers, former 
English cricketer Monty Panesar has 
been on a political journey. 

In 2016, he backed the Tory party’s Zac 
Goldsmith—brother of Jemima Goldsmith 
and former Pakistan prime minister Imran 
Khan’s brother-in-law—for mayor of 
London. Goldsmith lost.

Eight years later, Panesar himself came 
close to joining frontline politics. He was to 
stand as a parliamentary candidate for the 
far-left demagogue George Galloway’s 
Workers Party whose staunch pro-
Palestinian stance has made him popular 
in the predominantly Muslim areas of 
northern England. 

The House of Commons just missed out 
on having another Indian-origin member 
on its benches, as after a number of gaffes, 

he is reported to have opted out of the race. 
However, he is apparently in no hurry to 
quit politics altogether and will live to fight 
another day.

Panesar is the latest in a long line of 
English cricketers—C.B. Fry, Robin Marlar 
and Ted Dexter—who joined politics with 
the aim of making it to Parliament, but 
failed. 

Women’s woes

Unhappy Indian women can take some 
comfort from the fact that British 
women are not wallowing in 

happiness either.
Research has found that they are ‘sadder 

and more stressed’ than their European 
counterparts. An annual study of almost 
80,000 women from 143 countries concluded 
that ‘negative emotions’ (worry, stress and 
anger) have risen among the women of UK 

since 2020, while falling across Europe. 
And while women say they are not 

surprised by the statistics, feminist writer 
Claire Cohen wrote, ‘What does surprise 
me is that it’s not worse. Every woman I 
know feels this way to some extent—it’s 
why the wellbeing industry, geared towards 
self-care, has exploded’.  

How about a similar study about Indian 
women?

And, finally, a woman was recently told 
by a government hospital staffer that, 
according to their records, she had been 
dead for four months, to which she replied, 
“I’m not, I’m still talking to you”.

Pro-Palestinian protests across the United States, Canada, Australia and UK
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Roopchand Debnath is not willing to part ways with his loom even as other weavers in 
this Tripura village have moved away amid dropping incomes and government apathy 

Rajdeep Bhowmik  
and Deep Roy 

There is no shortage of weavers 
here on paper but it’s all over 
(practically) once I die,” sighs 
Roopchand Debnath as he takes a 
break from weaving on the 

handloom in his bamboo hut. Apart from 
the loom, which takes up most of the space, 
are piles of junk—broken furniture, metal 
spare parts and pieces of bamboo, among 
other things. There is barely any room for 
more than one person. 

Roopchand, 73, lives in Gobindapur on 
the outskirts of Dharmanagar city, on the 
border of India and Bangladesh, in the 
state of Tripura. A narrow pitch road leads 
into the village, once home to 200 weaver 
families and over 600 artisans, according to 
the locals. The office of the Gobindapur 
Handloom Weavers’ Association stands 
among the few houses in narrow lanes, its 
corroded walls a reminder of mostly 
forgotten glory. 

“There was not a single house here that 
did not have a loom,” recounts Roopchand, 
who belongs to the Nath community (listed 
as Other Backward Classes in the state). 
The sun is bright and he wipes the sweat 
off his face before continuing. “Society 
used to respect us. Now, no one cares. Tell 
me who would respect a profession that 
doesn’t have any money?” he asks, voice 
cracking with emotion. 

The veteran weaver recalls making the 
handwoven nakshi sarees which had 
elaborate floral motifs. But in the 1980s, 
“When Purbasha (the handcraft emporium 
of the government of Tripura) opened an 
outlet in Dharmanagar, they told us to 
discontinue making nakshi sarees and start 
making plain sarees,” says Roopchand. 
These were low on detailing and overall 
quality, and hence cheaper. 

Slowly, he says, nakshi sarees faded out 
in the region, and today, he adds, “there 
are neither any artisans left nor supply of 
spare parts for the looms”. His words are 
echoed by Rabindra Debnath, acting 

president of the Weavers’ Association for 
the last four years who says, “There was no 
market for the clothes we used to make.” 
At 63, he cannot keep up with the physical 
demands of weaving any more. 

By 2005, Roopchand had stopped 
weaving nakshi sarees altogether and 
switched to the gamcha. “We never used to 
make gamchas. All of us wove only sarees. 
But we had no choice,” recounts one of the 
last masters of the loom in Gobindapur. 

“Since yesterday, I have woven just two 
gamchas. I will make barely Rs 200 selling 
these,” says Roopchand and adds, “This is 
not my earning alone. My wife helps me 
with winding the yarn. So it is the earning 
of an entire family. How does one survive 
with this income?” 

Roopchand gets down to weaving after 
breakfast, around 9 a.m. and continues till 
a little after noon. He pauses for a bath and 
lunch before resuming work. He usually 
does not work in the evenings now, as it 
causes his joints to ache. But when he was 
younger, Roopchand says, he worked “till 
late in the night”. 

At the loom, most of Roopchand’s 
working day is spent weaving gamchas.   

“Earlier, we used to dye these yarns 
ourselves. For the past 10 years or so, we 
have been purchasing dyed yarns from the 
Weavers’ Association,” he tells us and adds 
that he too uses his own gamchas. 

But when did things change in the 
handloom industry? Roopchand says, “It 
was primarily with the introduction of 
power looms and a decline in the quality of 
yarns. Weavers like us can’t compete with 
power looms.” 

Power looms are expensive, making it 
difficult for most weavers to make the 
switch. Additionally, in villages such as 
Gobindapur, there are no shops that sell 
spare parts for the loom, and repair work is 
challenging, which is a deterrent for many 
of the weavers. Now, Roopchand says, he is 
too old to use the machines. 

“I recently bought yarns (22 kg) worth Rs 
12,000 which used to cost me around Rs 9,000 
till last year; with my current state of health 
it will take me around 3 months to make 

children. Two daughters are married, and 
his two sons (one a mechanic and other a 
jeweller) live not too far away from their 
residence. When asked if people are losing 
touch with traditional art and craft, the 
maestro introspects, “Even I have failed. 
Why else could I not inspire my own 
children [to take up the craft]?” 

Across India, the household income of 
93.3 per cent of handloom workers is 
below Rs 10,000 while in Tripura, 86.4 

per cent of the household income of 
handloom workers is below Rs 5,000 
(Fourth All India Handloom Census,  
2019–2020). “The craft has been dying 
slowly here,” says Arun Bhowmik, 
Roopchand’s neighbour. “We are not doing 
enough to preserve it.” 

His thoughts are echoed by Nanigopal 
Bhowmik, another senior resident of the 
village, “People want to work less and earn 
more,” he sighs and says. “Weavers have 
(always) lived in huts and mud houses. Who 
wants to live like that?” Roopchand adds. 

Apart from a lack of income, persistent 
health issues plague the weavers. “My wife 
and I spend Rs 50,000–60,000 on medical bills 
every year,” says Roopchand. The couple 
suffers from shortness of breath and cardiac 
complications, a fallout of the profession. 

There have been some efforts by the 
government to preserve the craft. But 
Roopchand and others in the village think 
it is not making a difference. “I have 
trained over 300 weavers through the Deen 

Dayal Hathkargha Protsahan Yojana (a 
central government initiative launched in 
2000),” Roopchand says. “It is hard to get 
trainees,” he continues, “people mostly 
show up for the stipend. It is not possible to 
produce skilled weavers like this.” The 
state of affairs is made worse by “the 
mismanagement of handloom storage, 
wood mites infestation and destruction of 
yarn by rats,” Roopchand adds. 

Handloom exports have decreased by 
almost 50 per cent between 2012 and 2022, 
from around Rs 3,000 crore to around Rs 
1,500 crore annually (Handloom Export 
Promotion Council) and the funds from the 
ministry have also dried up. 

The future of the handloom in the state 
looks bleak. Roopchand says, “I feel this is 
beyond repair.” But he pauses for a 
moment and is able to offer a solution. 
“More involvement from women would 
help,” he says, “I have seen a tremendous 
workforce, almost entirely run by women, 
in Sidhai Mohanpur (a commercial 
handloom production site in West 
Tripura).” One way of remedying the 
situation, he says, would be to offer a fixed 
daily wage to the existing artisans. 

When asked if he has ever thought of 
quitting, Roopchand smiles. “Never,” he 
says with resolve, “I have never put greed 
ahead of my craft.” There are tears in his 
eyes as he rests his hand on the loom. “She 
may leave me, but I never will.”  

Courtesy: People’s Archive of Rural India (PARI)

Roopchand at his loom; wife Basana (left) divides her time between household chores and 
helping Roopchand

The last handloom  
weaver of Gobindapur 
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around 150 gamchas which I will sell (to the 
Weaver’s Association) for just around Rs 
16,000,” Roopchand says helplessly. 

Roopchand was born in Sylhet, 
Bangladesh around 1950 and 
immigrated to India in 1956. “My father 

continued weaving here in India. I studied 
till Class 9 before dropping out of school,” 
he says. The young Roopchand then took a 
job in the local electricity department. “The 
work was too demanding and the pay too 
low. So, I quit after four years.” 

He then decided to learn how to weave 
from his father, a generational weaver. 
“The handloom (industry) paid well at that 
time. I have even sold sarees for Rs 15 a 
piece. I couldn’t have paid my medical 
expenses or married off my (three) sisters 
had I not been in this craft,” he says. 

Basana Debnath, his wife, remembers 
that she started helping him to weave right 
after they got married. “We used to have 
four looms at that time and he was still 
learning from my father-in-law,” she says 
over the sound of her husband operating 
the loom in the other room. 

Basana’s day runs longer than 
Roopchand’s. She wakes up early, performs 
the household chores and prepares lunch 
before helping her husband with winding 
yarns. Only in the evening is she able to 
get some rest. “All the work of winding the 
yarn and making skeinings is done by 
her,” Roopchand acknowledges. 

Roopchand and Basana have four 
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l���क््यया आपको उम््ममीद थमी कक सपु्मी्म कोर््ट 
11 कदसबंर, 2023 को कुछ दूसर े ककस््म 
कया फैसलया दगेया?
जब लोकततं्र मेें बाकी सब कुछ विफल 

हो जाता ह,ै तो हमे अदालत की ओर दखेते 
हैं। इसवलए कोर््ट स े कुछ उम्मेीदें थीीं। इसने 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के लोगोों को वमेलन ेिाल े विशेष 
विशषेाविकारों के नकुसान पर अपनी अवंतमे मेहुर 
और मेजंमूरी दकेर उन्हें वनराश वकया ह।ै  

l���सपु्मी्म कोर््ट के फैसले कया सयार ्यह ह ैकक 
जम््म-ूकश््ममीर के भयारत ्में किल्य के बयाद 
कोई आतंररक सपं्भतुया नहीं बचमी थमी, और 
प्थ्मदषृ्र््यया ऐसया कोई ्मया्मलया नहीं ह ैकक 
अनचु्छछेद 370 को खत््म करन ेके रयाष्ट्रपकत 
के आदशे दभुयाभािनयापरू्भा थ े ्यया शक्क्त कया 
एक बयाहरमी प््योग थया। 
मेैं कानमूनी विशषेज्ञ नहीं हमू ंलवेकन जहा ंतक 

मेैं दखेती हमू,ं ऐस े वनष्कष्ष पर पहुचंन े के वलए 
कोई उवचत स्पष्र्ीकरण नहीं है। यह फैसला कई 
कानमूनी व्याख्याओं पर प्रकाश डालता ह ै और 
अस्पष्र्ताओं स े भरा ह।ै यह ‘यवद आप उन्हें 
मेना नहीं सकत,े तो उन्हें भ्रवमेत करें’ का एक 
उत्ककृष्र् मेामेला ह।ै जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के कानमूनी 
और राजनीवतक इवतहास का अध्ययन करन ेिाले 
वशक्ाविदों और कानमूनी विशषेज्ञों न ेइसके विपरीत 
तक्क वदया ह।ै भारत मेें विलय स्िचावलत नहीं थीा, 
इस ेअनचु्छछेद 370 द्ारा सील और पुख्ता वकया 
गोया थीा। वदलचस्प बात यह ह ै वक अदालत ने 
कहा, ‘इसवलए हमेन ेमेाना ह ैवक अनचु्छछेद 367 
का सहारा लकेर अनचु्छछेद 370 मेें वकए गोए 
सशंोिन अविकार स ेइतर हैं।’ और यह वक ‘ऐसे 
गोपु्त तरीके स े ऐस ेसशंोिनों की अनमुेवत दनेा 
विनाशकारी होगोा।’ अदालत न ेकहा वक अनचु्छछेद 
370 (1) (डी) के तहत शक््तत का प्रयोगो 
करके अनचु्छछेद 370 मेें सशंोिन नहीं वकया जा  
सकता ह।ै तो वफर अनचु्छछेद 370 कैस ेखत्मे 
वकया जा सकता ह?ै 

l���प्धयान न््यया्ययाधमीश चदं्रचड़ू न ेकहया कक सत्या 
कया प््योग केिल तभमी दभुयाभािनयापरू्भा ह ैजब 
इसकया इरयादया “धोखया दने े कया हो”, और 
चूकंक धोखया दने े कया कोई इरयादया नहीं थया, 
इसकलए केन्द्र सरकयार को अनचु्छछेद 370 
को हर्यान ेके कलए रयाज््य सरकयार स ेअन्ुमकत 
लने ेकमी कोई आिश््यकतया नहीं थमी। क््यया 
आप इस बयात स ेसह्मत होंग ेकक धोखया दनेे 
कया कोई इरयादया नहीं थया?
वफर, ि ेइस वनष्कष्ष पर कैस ेपहुचं?े उन्होंने 

केन्द्र सरकार के इरादों को कैस ेमेापा? 5 अगोस्त, 

2019 स ेपहल ेकी घर्नाओं की जाचं यह वदखाने 
के वलए पया्षप्त होगोी वक यह लक्षय स ेबहतु दमूर ह।ै 
कुछ वदन पहल ेही कश्मेीर मेें दहशत का मेाहौल 
थीा। अमेरनाथी यात्रा अचानक स्थीवगोत कर दी गोई 
और पय्षर्कों को जबरन पकै करके िापस भजेा 
जा रहा ह।ै िहा ंसवैनकों की अवतरर्तत तनैाती की 
गोई और सरकार न ेयह कहकर लोगोों के डर को 
दमूर वकया वक ‘सुरक्ा कारणों’ स े ‘य े वनयवमेत 
अभ्यास थी’े। ्तया यह िोखा दने ेका इरादा नहीं 
ह?ै 5 अगोस्त स ेपहल ेकी रात को इरं्रनरे् और 
फोन बदं कर वदए गोए और पमूर ेराजनीवतक नतेतृ्ि 
को वगोरफ्तार कर वलया गोया। ्तया य ेिोख े के 
लक्ण नहीं थी?े

l���सकं्पे ्में, सपु्मी्म कोर््ट के फैसल े ्में कहया 
ग्यया ह ै कक जम््म-ूकश््ममीर कमी सकंिधयान 
सभया अस्थया्यमी थमी, और अनचु्छछेद 370 
अस्थया्यमी थया। क््यया आप उसके सयाथ 
सह्मकत व््यक्त करेंगमी?
सवंििान सभा अस्थीायी थीी, जसैा वक 

भारतीय सवंििान सभा थीी। उनका कामे सवंििान 
का मेसौदा तयैार करना थीा और उन्हें भगंो कर 
वदया गोया। जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान सभा के 4 
सदस्य- शखे मेोहम्मेद अब्दलु्ला, वमेजा्ष अफजल 
बगेो, मेौलाना मेसमूदी और मेोती रामे बगैोरा- भी 
भारत और जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के बीच व्यिस्थीाओं 
पर सहायता और सलाह दने े के वलए भारतीय 
सवंििान सभा का वहस्सा थी।े अनचु्छछेद 370 (तब 
अनचु्छछेद 306ए) को भारतीय सवंििान सभा द्ारा 
एक अस्थीायी प्राििान के रूप मेें शावमेल वकया 
गोया थीा। परतं ु यह अस्थीायी नहीं थीा वक इसे 
त्यागोा जा सके। (अनचु्छछेद) 370 भारत और 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के बीच सिंिैावनक कड़ी थीी। 
यह अस्थीायी थीा तावक जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान 
सभा, जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान का मेसौदा तयैार 
करत ेसमेय इस ेमेजंमूरी दने ेया अस्िीकार करने 
पर वनण्षय ल ेसके। जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान सभा 
न ेइस ेमेजंमूरी दे दी और जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सवंििान 
मेें कहा गोया वक जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर भारत का अवभन्न 
अगंो ह।ै इसका मेतलब यह थीा वक 370 अवंतमे 
थीा। इस ेहर्ान ेस ेजम्मेमू-कश्मेीर और भारत के 
बीच कानमूनी सबंिं पर सिाल खड़ा हो गोया ह।ै 

l���चनुयाि कमी तयारमीखें चनुयाि आ्योग पर कनभभार 
हैं। क््यया आपको लगतया ह ैकसतबंर, 2024 
तक चनुयाि होंग?े

मेझु ेचनुाि की तारीखों की मेागंो करन ेिाले 
वकसी भी यावचकाकता्ष की याद नहीं आती। यह 
अजीब ह ैवक सपु्रीमे कोर््ट को चनुािों की घोषणा 
करनी चावहए। यवद हा,ं तो वसतबंर, 2024 तक 
्तयों जबवक उसस ेपहल ेससंदीय चनुाि होन ेहैं?

l���जसैया कक आपन े अपनमी पसु्तक ्में 
बतया्यया है, जम््म-ूकश््ममीर कमी तथयाककथत 
स्िया्यत्तया को दशकों स े खत््म कर कद्यया 
ग्यया थया। (आपन ेकलखया ह ैककः) सघं सचूमी 
्में 97 प्किक्ष्र््यों ्में स े94 कजस पर केन्द्र 
सरकयार के पयास कयाननू बनयान े कमी किशषे 
शक्क्त ह;ै 5 अगस्त, 2019 को अनचु्छछेद 
370 को परूमी तरह स ेहर्याए जयान ेस ेपहले 
सकंिधयान के 395 अनचु्छछेदों ्में स े 260 
और 12 अनसुकूच्यों ्में स ेसयात को जम््म-ू 
कश््ममीर तक बढ़या कद्यया ग्यया थया। ्मखु््य 
न््यया्ययाधमीश चंद्रचड़ू न े इस े ‘सिंधैयाकनक 
एकमीकरर्’ कमी एक सतत प्करि्यया  
कहया। तो, अनचु्छछेद 370 को कनरस्त करने 
स ेियास्ति ्में क््यया हयाकसल हुआ?
अनचु्छछेद 370 एक खोखल ेआिरण मेें बदल 

वदया गोया थीा लवेकन इसका अक्स्तत्ि जम्मेमू-
कश्मेीर के भारत मेें विलय की विशषे पररक्स्थीवतयों 
और इसकी वििावदत प्रककृवत का प्रमेाण थीा। 
गोौरतलब ह ै वक इसन े भमूवमे अविकारों, व्यापार 
वनिशे और नौकररयों के सबंिं मेें जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर 
के स्थीायी वनिावसयों के विशषे विशषेाविकारों 
और अविकारों की भी रक्ा की। इसवलए जम्मेमू-
कश्मेीर की स्िायत्तता खत्मे होने के बािजमूद, 
370 (और 35ए जो जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के स्थीायी 
वनिावसयों को पररभावषत करता थीा) न ेलोगोों के 
विशषे और विवशष्र् अविकारों की रक्ा की जो 
उनके दवैनक जीिन स ेसबंवंित थी।े इसस ेराज्य 
की मेकु्स्लमे बहलु क्स्थीवत की भी रक्ा हईु। यह 
भारत के वलए भी मेहत्िपमूण्ष थीा ्तयोंवक जम्मेमू-
कश्मेीर ‘िमे्षवनरपके् और लोकतावंत्रक भारत’ मेें 

एकमेात्र मेकु्स्लमे बहमुेत िाला राज्य थीा।
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर पनुगो्षठन अविवनयमे के बाद 

कई जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर कानमूनों को पमूरी तरह से 
वनरस्त या सशंोवित वकया गोया, और दमूरगोामेी 
पररणामेों के साथी नए कानमूनों को अपनाया गोया। 
उदाहरण के वलए, विवभन्न कानमूनों के कई खडंों 
मेें ‘स्थीायी वनिासी’ शब्द को हर्ा वदया गोया 
थीा। अविक मेहत्िपमूण्ष रूप स ेवसविल सिेा भतती 
अविवनयमे मेें ‘स्थीायी वनिासी’ को ’अवििास’ 
के साथी प्रवतस्थीावपत करके सशंोिन वकया 
गोया वजसस े पमूि्षितती राज्य के बाहर भारतीय 
नागोररकों के वलए सरकारी सिेाओं मेें नौकररयां 
खलु गोईं। स्िचावलत रूप स े जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर 
सवंििान के सभी अविवनयमेों मेें िाराए,ं विशषे 
रूप स ेनौकररयों और भमूवमे स्िावमेत्ि के सबंिं 
मेें वजसके वलए स्थीायी वनिासी होन ेका प्रमेाण 

आिश्यक थीा- पीआरसी (स्थीायी वनिासी प्रमेाण 
पत्र)- अथी्षहीन हो गोया थीा। सरकार न े26 भमूवमे 
कानमूनों को वनरस्त कर वदया या बदल वदया वजसने 
ऐवतहावसक भमूवमे सिुारों और अन्य ककृवष सिुारों 
के लाभ को उलर् वदया। कुछ कानमून िास्ति मेें 
लोगोों के वलए फायदमेेदं हो सकत ेहैं, उदाहरण के 
वलए िन अविकार अविवनयमे लेवकन काया्षन्ियन 
कमेजोर ह।ै कुल वमेलाकर हावन की भािना ह।ै 

l���प्धयान न््यया्ययाधमीश चदं्रचड़ू न े कहया कक 
िह इस बयात स ेसह्मत नहीं हैं कक जम््म-ू
कश््ममीर सकंिधयान भयारतमी्य सकंिधयान के 
सयाथ एक अकवितमी्य सबंधं कया सकेंत दतेया 
ह ै्यया इस्में सपं्भुतया कनकहत ह।ै उन्होंन ेकहया 
कक ्यह तथ््य कक जम््ूम-कश््ममीर भयारत कया 
अकभन्न अगं है, भयारतमी्य सकंिधयान के 
अनचु्छछेद 1 और 370 के अलयािया जम््ूम-
कश््ममीर सकंिधयान कमी धयारया 3 स ेहमी स्पष्र् हो 
जयातया है। भयारतमी्य सकंिधयान कया अनचु्छछेद 1 
कहतया ह,ै ‘इकंि्यया, जो कक भयारत ह,ै रयाज््यों 
कया एक सघं होगया।’ न््यया्य्मकूतभा कौल न ेकहया 
कक जम््ूम-कश््ममीर न े बयाकमी रर्ययासतों से 
किल्य के कलए केिल ’थोड़या अलग’ रयास्तया 
अपनया्यया। क््यया ऐकतहयाकसक ररकॉि्ट इन 
दयािों कया स्मथभान करतया ह?ै क््यया ि ेआपके 
किचयार ्में सहमी हैं?
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर भारत के असयंवमेत सघंिाद 

का केन्द्र वबदं ु थीा। इसका मेतलब यह थीा वक 
भारत के साथी इसके सबंिं कई अन्य राज्यों की 
तरह नहीं थी।े यह वकसी भी तरह स ेसवंििान की 
पररभाषा ‘भारत, जो वक भारत ह,ै राज्यों का एक 
सघं होगोा’ स ेमेले नहीं खाता। 

जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर का भारत मेें विलय अन्य 
ररयासतों स ेअलगो थीा। यह वदखान ेके वलए पया्षप्त 
ऐवतहावसक साक्षय हैं वक जम्मेमू और कश्मेीर ने 
अपनी जनसाकं्ख्यकी, अपन ेक्ते्र और भारत और 
पावकस्तान- दोनों प्रभतु्िों के साथी अपनी भौगोोवलक 
अनरुूपता को ध्यान मेें रखत ेहएु इस ेअलगो ्तयों 
रखा। इसका विलय विशषे पररक्स्थीवतयों मेें हुआ 
जब आवदिासी हमेलािरों न े हमेला वकया और 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के वघर ेहएु राजा न ेभारत स ेमेदद 
मेागंोी। पररग्रहण पत्र पर डोगोरा सम्ार् द्ारा सशत्ष 
हस्ताक्र वकए गोए थी ेऔर पररग्रहण के साथी लॉड्ट 
मेाउंर्बरे्न को एक पत्र भी भजेा गोया थीा वजसमेें 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के अनमूठछे मेामेल ेकी परैिी की गोई 
थीी। इसके अलािा, विलय पत्र मेें मेहाराजा ने 
वलखा थीा वक “मेरे े विलय पत्र को अविवनयमे 
या भारतीय स्िततं्रता अविवनयमे के वकसी भी 
सशंोिन द्ारा तब तक बदला नहीं जा सकता जब 
तक वक इस तरह के सशंोिन को इस दस्तािजे के 
पमूरक दस्तािजे द्ारा मेरे ेद्ारा स्िीकार नहीं वकया 
जाता ह”ै और “कुछ भी नहीं”। इस दस्तािेज मेें 
मेझु ेभारत के वकसी भी भविष्य के सवंििान को 
स्िीकार करन ेके वलए वकसी भी तरह स ेप्रवतबद्ध 
मेाना जाएगोा या ऐस ेवकसी भी भविष्य के सवंििान 
के तहत भारत सरकार के साथी व्यिस्थीा मेें प्रिेश 
करन ेके वलए मेरे ेवििके को बाध्य वकया जाएगोा।

विलय पत्र के साथी सलंग्न अनसुमूची न ेस्पष्र् 
रूप स ेभारतीय ससंद को केिल तीन विषयों - 
रक्ा, विदशे मेामेल ेऔर सचंार - पर जम्मेमू और 
कश्मेीर के वलए कानमून बनान ेकी शक््तत दी।

l���न््यया्य्मकूतभा कौल न े 1947 के पयास्तनु 
आरि्मर्, 1989 के बयाद कश््ममीरमी 
पकंितों के पलया्यन कया उल्लखे कक्यया, 
‘अतंरपमीढ़मीगत आघयात’, रयाज््य और 
गरै-सरकयारमी लोगों वियारया ्मयानियाकधकयारों 
के उल्लघंन कमी बयात कमी और दकक्र् 
अफ्मीकया कमी तजभा पर एक सत््य और सलुह  
आ्योग कमी कसफयाररश कमी। क््यया ऐसया 
आ्योग ्मदद करगेया?
हालावंक ऐस ेआयोगो प्रभािी होत े हैं लवेकन 

उनका प्रभाि सीवमेत होता ह।ै ि े तभी प्रभािी 
होत े हैं जब वकसी वििाद का समेािान प्रवरिया 
मेें हो। आप सलुह कैस ेकर सकत ेहैं और कोई 
समेािान कैस ेकर सकत ेहैं? इसके अलािा, मेझुे 
यकीन नहीं ह ैवक यह सझुाि ्तयों वदया गोया है 
जबवक चचा्ष का विषय जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर पनुगो्षठन 
अविवनयमे की ििैता थीी।

l���एक स्थयानमी्य और पत्रकयार के रूप ्में क््यया 
आप बतया सकतमी हैं कक अनचु्छछेद 370 को 
कनरस्त करन ेऔर उसके बयाद केन्द्र सरकयार 
वियारया जम््म-ूकश््ममीर के अकधग्रहर् न ेआपके 
पशेिेर और व््यक्क्तगत जमीिन को कैसे 
बदल कद्यया?
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के स्थीायी वनिासी के रूप 

मेें मेैं व्यक््ततगोत रूप स ेउतना ही प्रभावित हईु 
वजतना वक कोई अन्य नागोररक। भमूवमे स्िावमेत्ि 
और व्यािसावयक वनिशे के बार ेमेें वचतंाए ंमेझु 
पर समेान रूप स ेलागोमू होती थीीं। 

पमूर ेढाचं ेको वगोरान ेऔर राज्य को विघवर्त 
करन ेके वलए सरकार न ेकई प्रवतबिं लगोाए थी-े 
िारा 144 और सचंार प्रवतबिं के कड़छे प्राििान। 
कश्मेीर घार्ी और जम्मेमू के्त्र के मेकु्स्लमे बहलु 
वजलों मेें अगोल ेछह मेहीनों के वलए पमूरी तरह 
स ेऔर वफर, उसके अगोल ेछह मेहीनों के वलए 
आवंशक रूप स े इरं्रनरे् प्रवतबिं के अलािा, 
लैंडलाइन फोन और मेोबाइल भी कामे नहीं कर 
रह ेथी।े इसका असर एक पत्रकार के रूप मेें मेरेे 
कामे पर पड़ा। यही िजह ह ै वक मेैंन े इरं्रनरे् 
शर्डाउन के वखलाफ 2019 मेें सपु्रीमे कोर््ट का 
दरिाजा खर्खर्ाया। 

हालावंक प्रवतशोि की कार्षिाई मेें सरकार ने 
कश्मेीर र्ाइम्स को सभी विज्ञापन मेदद िापस ले 
वलए। बाद मेें उन्होंन ेश्ीनगोर मेें हमेार ेकाया्षलय 
को सील कर वदया जो एक वकराय ेके सरकारी 
भिन मेें चल रहा थीा। उन्होंन ेहमेार ेसभी बवुनयादी 
ढाचं,े काया्षलय की फाइलें और अवभलखेागोार भी 
जब्त कर वलए वजसस ेहमेार े वलए कामे करना 
असभंि हो गोया। हमेें िीर-ेिीर ेवहन्दी और डोगोरी 
सवहत सभी वपं्रर् संस्करण बंद करन ेपड़छे।  

अनचु्छछेद 370 के वनरस्त होन े के बाद 
स े पमूि्षितती राज्य मेें नागोररक स्िततं्रताए ं खतरे  
मेें हैं और पत्रकारों, नागोररक समेाज  
काय्षकता्षओं और कई अन्य लोगोों की व्यापक 
वहरासत, वनगोरानी और अपरािीकरण के कारण 
जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर मेें भय की भारी भािना ह-ै कश्मेीर 
घार्ी मेें और भी अविक। इसस ेपत्रकार के तौर 
पर हमेार ेवलए अपना कामे जारी रखना मेकु्श्कल 
हो जाता ह।ै n 
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2 6समान नागररि संकहोता िा गुब््बारा उड़ािर
भी वोट जुटाने िी होोने लगी होै तैयारी 

ईवीएम की गतु््थी  3

‘सुप्रीम कोर््ट से जम्ममू-कश्मरीर के लोग निराश’
सु

जम््ममू-कश््ममीर संविधान सभा अस््थायमी ्थमी, 
जैसा वक भारतमीय संविधान सभा ्थमी। जम््ममू-
कश््ममीर संविधान सभा के 4 सदस्य भारतमीय 
संविधान सभा का विस्सा ्थे। जम््ममू-कश््ममीर 
संविधान सभा ने इसे ्मंजमूरमी दे दमी और जम््ममू-
कश््ममीर संविधान ्में किा गया वक जम््ममू-
कश््ममीर भारत का अवभन्न अंग िै। इसका 
्मतलब यि ्था वक 370 अंवत्म ्था

जम््ममू-कश््ममीर का भारत ्में विलय 
अन्य ररयासतों से अलग ्था। यि 
वदखाने के वलए पयायाप्त ऐवतिावसक 
साक्षय िैं वक जम््ममू और कश््ममीर ने 
अपनमी जनसांख््ययकमी, अपने क्ेत्र और 
भारत और पावकस्तान- दोनों प्रभुत्िों 
के सा्थ अपनमी भौगोवलक अनुरूपता 
को ध्यान ्में रखते िुए इसे अलग 
क्यों रखा

श््वेत िहीीं कबमूतर  सफेद कबमूतर शांनत का प्तरीक हीै। श्रीिगर के लाल च ौक पर कबमूतर तो बहीुत उड़ते हीैं, पर उिका संदेश यही हीै नक जम्ममू-कश्मरीर में सरकार-प्ायोनजत िहीीं, सचमुच में अमि-चैि, खुशहीालरी स््थानपत हीो, तब 
उन्हीें भरी शांनत नमले।

बुररी याद  5 अगस्त, 2019 को संसद से अिुच््छछेद 370 और 35ए रद्द नकए जािे के फैसले करी घोषणा हीुई, तब से हीरी जम्ममू-कश्मरीर के आम लोगों में ठगे जािे का  
अहीसास गहीरा हीै।  दोिों फोर्ोः गेर्री इमेजेज

प्रीमे कोर््ट न ेजम्मेमू और कश्मेीर के वलए 74 साल पहल ेबनाए गोए सिंिैावनक विशषेाविकारों 
को समेाप्त करन ेके नरने्द्र मेोदी सरकार के आदशे को 11 वदसबंर, 2023 को बरकरार 
रखा। उसन ेफैसला सनुाया वक केन्द्र सरकार का अनुच्छछेद 370 हर्ान ेका 5 अगोस्त, 
2019 का फैसला “दभुा्षिनापमूण्ष” नहीं थीा। जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के सबस ेपुराने अखबारों मेें 
स ेएक- द कश्मेीर र्ाइम्स की काय्षकारी संपादक और हाल ही मेें आई वकताब ‘अ 
वडस्मेेंर्ल्ड स्र्छेर्ः द अनर्ोल्ड स्र्ोरी ऑफ कश्मेीर आफ्र्र आवर््टकल 370’ की लवेखका 
अनरुयाधया भसमीन बताती हैं वक िह इस फैसल ेस ेअसहमेत ्तयों हैं।

उनका कहना ह ैवक सपु्रीमे कोर््ट न े“जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर के लोगोों को वनराश वकया ह।ै” 
भसीन कहती हैं वक फैसल ेस ेपहल ेही सरकार अपररित्षनीय बदलािों के वलए आिार 
तयैार कर रही थीी। उन्होंन ेकहा वक “नए कानमून, विशषे रूप स ेभमूवमे और नौकररयों से 
सबंवंित, सकेंत दते ेहैं वक (जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर की) मेकु्स्लमे बहलु क्स्थीवत को िीर-ेिीरे 
बदलन ेका रास्ता साफ हो गोया ह।ै” तीन दशकों स ेअविक समेय स ेपत्रकार और अब 
अमेरेरका मेें स्र्टैनफोड्ट यमूवनिवस्षर्ी मेें जॉन एस नाइर् फेलो भसीन न ेकहा, “जब लोकततं्र 
मेें बाकी सब कुछ विफल हो जाता ह,ै तो हमे अदालत की ओर दखेत ेहैं।”

भसीन पहले भी काफी मेखुर रही हैं। जम्मेमू-कश्मेीर सरकार न े500 वदनों स ेअविक 
समेय के वलए इरं्रनरे् सिेा वनलवंबत कर दी थीी जो लोकततं्र मेें सबस ेलंबा शर्डाउन 
थीा। उस ि्तत भसीन न ेसपु्रीमे कोर््ट के समेक् यावचका दायर की थीी। इस पर जनिरी, 
2022 मेें फैसला आया वक अवभव्यक््तत की स्िततं्रता के अविकार मेें इरं्रनरे् का उपयोगो 
करन ेका अविकार भी शावमेल है। 

भसीन स ेआवर््टकल 14 के संस्थीापक सपंादक स्मर हलयारकंर न ेबातचीत की। 
सपंावदत अशंः
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DEMOCRACY WORLDNATION
STATES 360°  
In focus this week: Uttarakhand, 
UP, Telangana, Gujarat

‘FUND THE CHANGE  
YOU WANT TO SEE’ 
Crowdfunding swaraj then and 
the end of ‘achche din’ now

THE POWER OF EMPATHY 
AND COURAGE
Meet Ali Abu Awwad and Daniel 
Barenboim, the recipients of the 
Indira Gandhi Peace Prize 2023
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‘Two investigating 
magistrates want 
access to key 
documents as part of  
their probe into 
alleged corruption in 
the sale of  36 
Dassault-built Rafale 
fighter jets to India in 
2016 for 7.8 bn euros’

Aakar Patel

A rational nation, a reasonable State, 
should be able to distinguish 
between a peaceful protest, however 
spirited, and an act of  terrorism. 
That we no longer can is a reflection 

of  two things. One is India’s laws, which, while 
always bad, have now become demented. The 
other is our inability to separate the state from 
the nation. Recent events—not limited to those 
in Parliament—shine a light on both. We need 
to see how.

Cattle slaughter is an economic offence in 
India and not a religious crime. This is because 
the Constitution’s directive principle on this 
issue advises us that cattle are important for 
the economy. Constituent Assembly debates 
are filled with earnest Congressmen telling the 
nation that one reason India was malnour-
ished was because there was insufficient milk 
for our children. And to reverse this, it was 
necessary that cow slaughter be banned.

No evidence was given from elsewhere in 
the world, because none existed. In its early 
manifestos, the Jana Sangh opposed the use of  

argue both sides. The higher court was right in 
overturning the sentence. But the sentence 
was the result of  a law, and the judge was not 
out of  place in convicting the man. Today, say-
ing something is a ‘security threat’ is sufficient 
to imprison—possibly for years if  the present 
is any indication—any group of  youngsters 
making a point. Whose security? What threat? 
These are waters too deep for us to venture 
into because it requires adults to consider such 
things and we are not adults.

In 1919, Gandhi led an all-India strike 
against the Rowlatt Act. In Amritsar, a crowd 
gathered at Jallianwala Bagh, to support the 
strike and join the protest. Punjab’s governor 
Sir Michael O’Dwyer claimed that British rule 
was under threat and responded with violence, 
unleashing the Gurkha and Baloch Regiments 
on the civilians, killing over 300.

The British passed the Rowlatt Act in the 
face of  opposition from all the Indian members 
of  the Imperial Legislative Council. The 
British claimed the law would affect very few 
Indians. However, Gandhi called it an “affront 
to the nation”.

So what was so offensive about the Rowlatt 
Act (more properly, the Anarchical and 
Revolutionary Crimes Act, 1919)? Why were 
Indians so angered by it that they held public 
demonstrations and opposed it in the council? 
The act did away with fundamental principles 
of  the rule of  law. It could hold people without 
charge or trial and it did away with jury trials, 
in favour of  in-camera trials by judges. This is 
called administrative detention, meaning the 

jailing of  someone without a crime having 
been committed, merely on the suspicion that 
they will commit a crime in future. 

The anger that we had when it came to the 
British trampling over our rights appears to 
have vanished when it comes to being 
oppressed by our own elected government. The 
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA), 
under which many Indians have been charged 
and are in jail, does not define ‘terrorist’ or 
‘terrorism’. Because it is so loosely framed, the 
law (which readers would do well to read the 
latest version of) is broad enough to name vast 
numbers of  Indians as terrorists. It has to be 
opposed, by all of  us.

At the age of  22, Bhagat Singh became a 
national celebrity in India. His act of  rebellion, 
his desire to not cause harm to the enemy—the 
bombs were only whiz-bangs that produced 
smoke—and his ability to express himself  
clearly ensured that the media and the public 
were both riveted by him.

What was the law that he was opposing? 
Bhagat Singh threw his smoke bombs to oppose 
the Public Safety Bill. It allowed the govern-
ment to jail people without trial. Just like the 
UAPA. Bhagat Singh was right to oppose it. He 
was right to oppose it in the manner he did. 

We call him a martyr because he was pun-
ished for doing what he did on behalf  of  the 
rest of  us. We call the young people who did 
exactly the same thing for exactly the same 
reason terrorists.  

Views are personal

tractors because that would mean that bullocks 
would have no work.

All this has changed over the years, of  course. 
India is a milk-surplus nation that exports its 
produce. And tractors have long eclipsed bull-
ocks. But cattle slaughter laws not only remain, 
but have been tightened. Gujarat’s punishment 
for cattle slaughter is now life imprisonment. No 
other economic crime attracts such a penalty, but 
we are so impassioned about it, we seem unable 
to turn back from this path.

The law comes with the reversal of  the bur-
den of  proof. In 2019, a Gujarati Muslim was 
accused of  slaughtering a cow to serve beef  at 
his daughter’s wedding. The police told the 
court they could not prove that this had hap-
pened. The forensic sciences laboratory said 
the same thing. The judge sentenced the man to 
10 years in jail nonetheless, saying it was up to 
him to prove that he was innocent and not the 
State to prove his guilt. The Gujarat High Court 
suspended the sentence on the grounds of  
‘judicial discretion’.

Perhaps the court was embarrassed that we 
have such laws on the book in this era. But the 
interesting thing is that you could rationally 

Ashis Ray in London

Nearly six months ago, the 
American publication 
Defense News had request-
ed US president Joe Biden 
to raise the matter of  the 

detention of  its contributor from 
India, Vivek Raghuvanshi, with 
Narendra Modi, whose visit to 
Washington was then imminent. 
Raghuvanshi was in Delhi’s Tihar 
jail at the time.

Thereafter, it reported that ‘senior 
White House officials [had] said press 
freedom would be among the topics 
discussed’ but ‘would not commit to 
specifically intervene in the case (of  
Raghuvanshi)’. Raghuvanshi, a writer 
for Defense News for more than three 
decades, was imprisoned in mid-May 
this year by India’s Central Bureau  
of  Investigation (CBI) on charges  
of  espionage. The CBI has not, howev-
er, shared sufficient details of  his 
alleged wrongdoing.  

Sightline Media Group, which 
owns Defense News, has condemned 
the incarceration and called for  
Indian officials to produce more infor-
mation on the accusations and his 
ongoing confinement.

According to the Hindu newspaper, 
the chargesheet filed by the CBI said 
Raghuvanshi ‘received about Rs 3 
crore from foreign sources over a peri-
od of  time’. The agency accused him 
of  ‘illegally collecting minute details 
of  the Defence Research and 
Development Organisation (DRDO) 
defence projects and their progress’.

He was also charged with gather-
ing ‘information about the future 
procurement to be made for the 
Indian armed forces, which revealed 
the country’s preparedness; classi-
fied communications linked to 
national security’. It was further 
alleged that ‘details about the strate-
gic and diplomatic talks of  India with 
its friendly countries were also 
accessed by the accused and shared 
with foreign intelligence agencies’.

None of  the above is a credible 
charge that will hold up in an indepen-
dent court. A sum of  Rs 3 crore over, 
say, 30 years from an established 
American paper amounts to $12,500 a 
year or about $1,000 a month. Peanuts! 
Even if  received over five years, it is 

Wheels within wheels 
of the Rafale deal
India stonewalls French prosecutors as more  
shocking details come to light

less than what senior journalists in 
India make. 

In case the CBI is unaware of  this, it 
is a journalist’s job to be inquisitive. If  
Raghuvanshi was trying to dig up 
inside information from the DRDO, it 
was his duty as a defence writer to do 
so. It was also his responsibility in his 
professional capacity to be up-to-date 
with the procurement plans of  the 
Indian armed forces, to get hold of  clas-
sified material and familiarise himself  
with the latest strategic and diplomatic 
dialogues in the defence sphere. 

Defense News operates in a highly 
competitive market, and cutting-edge 
information is of  the essence. Also, 
without any specifics of  what  
he allegedly shared with foreign  
intelligence agencies, the CBI charge 
is baseless.

So, why really is Raghuvanshi 
behind bars? According to a Tihar 
insider, Raghuvanshi “did not know 
that writing about (a senior BJP Union 
cabinet minister’s) son… and his 
money from the Rafale deal would 
land him in jail within weeks”.

That commissions exchanged 
hands—in violation of  Indian defence 
ministry regulations—in the Modi 
government’s purchase of  Rafale 
planes from France for the Indian Air 
Force is more than just a suspicion in 
French anti-corruption circles. The 
French online journal Mediapart 
launched by a former editor of  the 
respected French daily Le Monde 
revealed that the Modi government ‘is 
refusing to comply with a request for 
international cooperation made by 
French judges’.

It confirms that ‘two investigating 
magistrates want access to key docu-
ments as part of  their probe into 
alleged corruption in the sale of  36 
Dassault-built Rafale fighter jets to 
India in 2016 for 7.8 billion euros’. 

The inquiry opened in June 2021. A 
request for cooperation was sent to the 
Indian government in November 2022 
by the judges entrusted with a crimi-
nal probe into suspected ‘corruption’, 
‘influence peddling’ and ‘favouritism’.

Mediapart wrote that it had secured 
a copy of  a note written by former 
French ambassador to India 
Emmanuel Lemain, which said: ‘Many 
cases are handled by our Indian part-
ners with very long delays, often in an 

incomplete manner.’ In France, too, 
the government has refused to declas-
sify confidential documents, which the 
judges encountered during a search  
of  Dassault.

Mediapart claimed the CBI and the 
Indian Enforcement Directorate (ED) 
discovered in a separate case that a 
certain ‘Sushen Gupta has received 
12.8 million euros in secret commis-
sions from Dassault, via a system of  
allegedly bogus invoices’. It main-
tained: ‘In one note, Gupta says that he 
had given money to “people… in 
office” to help facilitate the sale of  the 
Rafale jets to India.’

The French judges asked Indian 
authorities to facilitate searches in 
their presence at ‘one of  the offices of  
Gupta’s companies’ as well as at the 
‘headquarters of  Dassault Reliance 
Aerospace Limited (DRAL)’, a joint 
venture company created by Dassault 
and Anil Ambani’s Reliance Group.

Mediapart described Anil Ambani 
as ‘a close friend of  prime minister 
Narendra Modi’. His company  
was reportedly thrust upon Dassault 
as offset partner by the Modi govern-
ment at the expense of  the experi-
enced state-owned Hindustan 
Aeronautics Limited. 

The publication concluded: ‘This 
case (of  non-cooperation) illustrates 
in particular the desire of  the Modi 
government—a desire largely shared 
in Paris—to make sure that the French 
judicial investigation into corruption 

over the sale of  the Rafale jets does not 
reach an outcome.’

The 35-page complaint to the 
French Public Prosecutor’s Office by a 
French watchdog NGO Sherpa—
which this correspondent has seen—
asserts that the multi-role combat air-
craft purchased by the Modi govern-
ment was ‘much more expensive per 
unit’ than the tender price quoted by 
Dassault to Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh’s government, which was pre-
pared to buy 126 planes.

Sherpa notes that the price per unit 
to be paid by the Congress-led admin-
istration was 54 million euros and by 
the Modi regime 217 million euros. 
Even allowing for economies of  scale, 
that is costlier by four times. 

The NGO underlined: ‘Note also 
that the initial call for tenders (by the 
Singh government) specified that the 
expected price must include the cost 
of  weapons and related missiles, a 
two-year warranty, licence fees for 
the manufacturing as well as technol-
ogy transfer.’

The petition argued: ‘It is legiti-
mate to question the considerable 
increase in the unit amount per device, 
while no technical improvements have 
been announced. Furthermore, these 
prices do not seem to be consistent 
with the financial data published by 
Dassault in 2017.’    

Sherpa also pointed out that ‘on 4 
July 2014, the company Airbus, repre-
senting the Eurofighter Typhoon con-
sortium, which was the recipient of  the 
initial call for tenders, addressed to the 
Indian defence ninister (the late Arun 
Jaitley) a new offer. It appears from this 
letter that the company offered a 20 per 

cent reduced price, as well as a propos-
al, as required in the call for tenders, 
technology transfer and creation of  
around 20,000 jobs in India for positions 
of  high qualifications’.    

The submission, then, questioned 
the ‘partnership associating Dassault 
Aviation and the Reliance Group, a 
group belonging to Mr Anil Ambani, 
close collaborator of  Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’, saying ‘the 
Reliance company seemed far from 
having the capabilities and experience 
necessary to engage in collaboration 
with the Dassault group’.

It further pleaded: ‘The selection of  
this partner is therefore at least singu-
lar to the point of  suspecting that acts 
of  corruption, granting undue advan-
tages and influence peddling were 
allegedly committed.’

Also that: ‘The refusal of  the Indian 
government to make public the gener-
al conditions relating to contract 
between Dassault and Reliance rightly 
fuels suspicions weighing on the 
DRAL compensation structure.’

About the choice of  Reliance as an 
offset partner by Dassault, which is a 
public sector enterprise, François 
Hollande, who was president of  
France when the deal was struck, told 
Mediapart: ‘We had no say in the mat-
ter. It was the Indian government 
which proposed this service group…’ 
At a meeting with Hollande in Paris in 
April 2015, Modi, according to Sherpa, 
‘decided to everyone’s surprise to can-
cel the call for tenders (by the 
Congress-led government for 126 air-
craft) in order to purchase 36 Rafales 
in “fly away” condition’.  

The director-general of  Dassault 

Aviation Loik Segalen was quoted by 
Mediapart as telling his company 
board that ‘it was imperative and 
obligatory for Dassault Aviation to 
accept this counterparty (Reliance) in 
order to obtain the Rafale India export 
contract’.

Sherpa also maintained Dassault 
and Thales, a French technology firm 
which provides products and solu-
tions to the former, paid millions of  
euros to Defsys Solutions, a Delhi-
based concern controlled by Sushen 
Gupta and his family, ‘to win the con-
tract’. The payments, the NGO 
claimed, were made via entities called 
Interdev Pte Ltd, registered in 
Singapore; IDS Infotech Limited, 
based in Chandigarh; Infotech and 
Interstellar Holding Private Limited, 
registered in Mauritius.

‘It should be noted that Mr Sushen 
Gupta would be the agent of  Dassault 
in India, from which it results that it  
is possible to qualify it as an interme-
diary between the French group  
and its Indian partners’. This state-
ment, if  true, flagrantly violated the 
government of  India red line of  no 
middlemen in defence acquisitions 
from abroad.

French negotiators ensured that 
the standard anti-corruption clause in 
Indian defence contracts was deleted 
from the final Rafale agreement. The 
Indian defence ministry resisted this, 
but were overruled by the prime min-
ister’s office.  

ASHIS RAY is the longest serving Indian 
foreign correspondent.  The quotes from 

Sherpa’s complaint to French prosecutors have 
been translated from French

PM Narendra Modi with French President François Hollande (left)

Who is(n’t) a terrorist?
We seem to have lost the spine to stand up for our rights
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One aspect of Indian 
cuisine that has always 
fascinated me is the art 
of preserving the best of 
our bountiful seasons 

for the leaner months. While most 
of India doesn’t really have lean 
months—we are an agrarian 
economy after all—there is 
something lovely about our way of 
capturing the essence of a season. 

Come summer and we see the 
peak of what can only be called the 
great Indian bounty. Mangoes, the 
most precious of them all, are 
fruiting. Fish are aplenty in 
markets. The humble jackfruit 
ripens and perfumes the air. 
Berries like the foraged karvanda 
and jamun make their appearance 
by staining the streets with purple 
hues. Pushcarts heave with ice 
apples or tadgolas. Cashew apples 
leave their trace on the tropical air. 
Watermelons are displayed as walls 
of dark green with tempting pink 
insides on highway pit-stops. 

Summer is also the time for 
pickling. The freshest, ripest, 
sourest fruits that make an 
appearance in the heat, are 
lovingly collected and put into 
ancient receptacles and treated 
with much care till they are brined 
and spiced for the year. 

As a child, growing up in 
cosmopolitan Bombay, summer 
was always the season of discovery. 
Not only was it the holidays, which 
meant more time at home, it was 
also time spent around neighbours. 
Oh, the smells! You could tell 
which neighbour was preserving 

what, simply by sniffing. It helped 
that the things being dried, 
preserved or pickled were sharp to 
begin with. 

I remember a particular Goan 
neighbour whose kitchen could be 
smelt from a mile away. You see, 
she would make choriz (Goan 
sausages) and hang their red beads 
around the walls of the kitchen and 
string them through the balconies. 

What felt like a too-pungent 
aroma then, is now something that 
makes my mouth water, as I hunt 
through Goa for the finest 
homemade choriz beads. 

Meanwhile, my Maharashtrian 
neighbour’s home was a sight to 
behold. Deep red chillies and 
perfectly round papads spread over 
chatais and charpais lined the 
small compound outside their 
ground-floor house. The sun was 
used to its fullest potential to 
dehydrate goodies well before the 
coming rains. 

Pickled, spiced 
and salted
Denise D’Silva on the enduring romance of preserving 
and bottling our seasonal bounty for the year ahead

Each of the spices used in pickling is cleaned by hand and dried in the scorching sun; (below left) the dried fish market 
is quite lucrative and the Kolis actually make more money from this trade than from regular fishing

E A T . W A N D E R . R E P E A T

Even now, not far from where I 
live, there are fields of drying fish. 
The Kolis (fishing community) of 
Mumbai stop all fishing activity 
during the monsoon and use the 
harsh summer sun to preserve 
their catch. How, you might 
wonder does fish last a year? 

In square patches of shore 
adjacent to their villages—and 
often right next to swanky high-
rises—the Kolis painstakingly 
spread out the day’s catch after 
sorting it on sand banks that have 
been used for this purpose for 
generations. Depending on which 
way the wind is blowing, streets far 
away are filled with the smell of 
salty fish. And while that might 
seem offensive to some, to me it is 
the smell of Bombay. A reminder 
that we are people of the sea. 

The Kolis tell me that the dried 
fish market is quite lucrative and 
they actually make more money 
from this trade than from regular 
fishing. Judging by the heaps that 
are put on weighing scales and 
displayed by the road, it certainly 
looks like it. 

The East Indian community of 
Mumbai goes a step further in the 
process of drying fish. They apply 
spices to the ubiquitous sukkha 
bombil or dried Bombay Duck, 
which is then packed and sealed, 

and bought by homesick families 
who secretively hide their stock in 
checked-in suitcases on their 
flights back to the west. 

Pickling is one of the main 
summer routines in a traditional 
home. The best produce from the 
garden or the market is sourced, 
spiced and laden with oil to be 
savoured through the year. Each 
home has its own recipe and all of 
them are delicious. Pickling isn’t 
just a matter of following a recipe 
from the books. It is a ritual. One 
that involves the entire family. 
There’s usually someone to wipe 
the vegetables and fruits, someone 
to cut them, someone to prepare the 
barnis (ceramic jars) and always 
someone to eat the bulk of it before 
it reaches the salting stage. 

In Mumbai’s wadis and chawls, 
it was always a community affair. 
Women from different houses 
would clear up their schedules and 
spend afternoons together at one 
chosen lady’s house, making pickle 
while sharing gossip. 

Summer in Mumbai is also the 
time for masalas or spice 
mixes. Many communities like 

the Maharashtrians and East 
Indians make their own masalas 
for the entire year. Places like 
Lalbaug and Masjid Bandar see a 
steady stream of customers picking 
and choosing the best spices. Each 
lady comes equipped with a 
humongous bag and a tattered 
piece of paper that has the 

owners. They’re usually on a first-
name basis, and pleasantries and 
details of respective family 
members are swapped as the spices 
are handed over for pounding. 

The East Indians have a 
fascinating tradition of hand-
pounding spices that is done by a 
troupe of women from Gorai. 
Families book them in January for 
the summer season of April and 
May. Sadly, not many of these 
ladies are left to continue this 
profession. 

I love to watch how the women 
of the houses all around me place 
all manner of spices on brightly-
coloured old sarees under the sun. 
Each of the spices is cleaned by 
hand and turned till crisp in the 
scorching heat. Souring agents like 
the pretty kokum fruit and 
tamarind are also sun-dried and 
preserved in tall barnis that go to 
the back of dark cupboards. 

Mango, in all its stages of 
ripeness, is used in murabbas, aam 
papads, marmalades, jams, 
aamchur, squashes and aam ras to 
stock up for the rest of the year. 

The monsoon and its 
melancholy will be here soon but 
summer is truly a time to tune into 
the nostalgia and romance of little 
jars brimming with seasonal 
goodness and the sweet lull of 
gossip in dappled corridors.   

DENISE D’SILVA is the author of  
The Beyond Curry Indian Cookbook. 

Follow her on Instagram @eatwander.repeat

As a child, growing 
up in cosmopolitan 
Bombay, summer was 
always the season of 
discovery. Oh, the 
smells! You could tell 
which neighbour was 
preserving what, 
simply by sniffing
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NATIONNOW CHRISTIANS
FEEL THE HEAT IN UP

Four Christian institutions 

find themselves in the

crosshairs of the UP police

NUMBERS SPEAK LOUDER 

THAN HASHTAGS 

Why we have little to celebrate

this Women’s Day

P2

P4

P12

AGENDATHE NAME OF  
THE GAMEIn these communally charged

times, life might hang by the

slender thread of a name 

Abdul QadirP rime Minister Narendra Modi did not 

visit Bihar even once in the past two 

years, but early this month, he made 

three trips in five days. This is elec-

tion season, after all, and it’s time for 

The Great Leader to makes some new transfor-

mational promises to make Bihar/ India great 

again. Investments in the state? Government 

jobs? Loans for pakora stalls? What will it be—

the suspense is nail-biting.

Many more visits are surely on the cards in 

days to come because the stakes here are big. 

Bihar accounts for 40 seats in the Lok Sabha, 

and is the only state in the Hindi heartland the 

BJP has not been able to conquer on its own 

steam. So, call it coincidence or careful plan-

ning, the three rallies so far featuring the BJP’s 

pradhan sewak were held in Aurangabad, 

Begusarai and Bettiah (Purvi Champaran), 

seen as upper caste bastions represented by 

BJP members from the powerful Rajput and 

Bhumihar castes. 
More to the point of still needing allies in 

this state, at the rally in Aurangabad, Modi 

made the rare gesture—another such instance 

doesn’t even come to mind—of allowing Nitish 

Kumar to stand by his side under a huge gar-

land that covered them both. It brought to 

mind the many occasions when other BJP 

leaders of note—most recently Rajnath 

Singh—have been shown their place in no 

uncertain terms. Nobody steals any corner of 

the limelight from PM Modi. 

If that made Nitish Kumar feel good, the 

loud laughter of the BJP leaders on the stage 

when he promised never to leave the PM’s 

side again, seemed decidedly insulting. It 

was embarrassing enough for the Opposition 

to have capitalised on it. By laughing at 

Kumar, wasn’t the self-esteem of every Bihari 

hurt? Meanwhile, what could Nitish Kumar 

do but offer hosannas to the PM—after all, 

everything that had been achieved in Bihar 

was due to him.
Nitish Kumar was, as always, being eco-

nomical with the truth. Everybody agrees that 

he delivered during his two tenures as chief 

minister (2005–15), when the UPA government 

was in power at the Centre (till 2014). Since 

then, the double-engine governments of the 

NDA have little to show by way of achieve-

ment in the state, giving rival Rashtriya 

Janata Dal (RJD) and Tejashwi Yadav the 

opportunity to build the ‘17 months versus 17 

years’ narrative, which claims that the RJD–

JD(U)–INC–Left government in the state did 

more in 17 months (since 2022) than Nitish 

Kumar could in 17 years, most of which were 

in alliance with the BJP.

Tejashwi Yadav has been listing some of 

‘his’ achievements: the successful caste sur-

vey in the state, increased reservation for 

backward classes and appointment of school 

teachers and assistant professors in colleges. 

The last was certainly carried out with rare 

competence. There were no leaks and no com-

plaints of favouritism, manipulation of marks 

or appointment of undeserving candidates. It 

even compelled Nitish Kumar to say that one 

of the reasons that prompted him to part  

company with the RJD was because Tejashwi 

Yadav, then deputy chief minister, was hog-

ging the headlines.  
The Lok Sabha election, though, is a differ-

ent ball game. Both resources and candidates 

matter along with organisation and booth-level 

workers. On all these counts, the NDA is miles 

ahead of the I.N.D.I.A. bloc. What is more, 

arithmetic and history both favour the NDA.

If the NDA tally in 2014 of 31 Lok Sabha 

seats was impressive, it was even more  

spectacular in 2019 when it won all but one of 

the 40 Lok Sabha seats in the state. 

The Bharatiya Janata Party had won 22 

seats in 2014, the Lok Janshakti Party 6 and 

Lok Samata Party of Upendra Kushwaha won 

three. JD(U) and RJD, contesting separately, 

bagged just two and four seats, respectively. 

In the 2019 election, BJP and JD(U) contest-

ed together and fielded 17 candidates each, 

winning 17 and 16 seats, respectively. With the 

LJP (Lok Janshakti Party) bagging six seats, 

the NDA sweep was total.

Crucial differences between  

2019 and 2024
In 2019, nationalistic fervour was whipped up 

in the wake of the Pulwama terror attack and 

Balakot airstrike. In 2024, Nitish Kumar and 

JD(U) are pale shadows of themselves and the 

opposition appears less disorganised. The sup-

port of Muslims and Yadavs for the I.N.D.I.A. 

bloc looks surer and there is no ill-will against 

Lalu Yadav, Rahul Gandhi or Tejashwi Yadav 

among the backward classes in the state. The 

Left parties, especially the CPI(ML), which 

joined forces with the opposition in 2020 and is 

part of the I.N.D.I.A., have militant and disci-

plined workers, and will be contesting the Lok 

Sabha election together with RJD and INC for 

the first time.Nitish Kumar seems to have lost the good-

will of the women in Bihar. Inflation and  

joblessness have triggered the migration of 

their menfolk. The government is reluctant or 

indifferent about filling job vacancies. Even 

prohibition, which was welcomed by the 

women, seems to have boomeranged—with 

rampant bootlegging and smuggling of liquor, 

youth are drinking at home and men are being 

booked, fined and thrown in jail. For women, it 

has been a nightmare.

Another important difference is that in 

2019, Lalu Prasad Yadav was in jail. This time, 

he is out and about, meeting people and cam-

paigning despite being in poor health (having 

undergone a kidney transplant). In fact, he 

went against the advice of his doctors to 

address the public meeting at Gandhi Maidan 

on 3 March. His speech, though rambling, was 

enough to rattle the BJP. 

His casual remark, “Kaun hai Narendra 

Modi… kuch nahin hai… Hindu bhi nahin hai 

(Who is Narendra Modi… he is nothing… not 

even a Hindu)”, sent TV channels into a tizzy, 

as avid discussions were held on how a state-

ment that attacked the PM’s family could only 

damage the I.N.D.I.A. bloc. Lalu’s constituen-

cy lapped it up, though, and ‘Modi Ka Parivar’ 

and ‘Modi Ka Asli Parivar’ trended on social 

media across the country. 

A long-time Bihar watcher said that Lalu 

Yadav can effectively be used by Tejashwi as 

a guided missile against the BJP, with  his 

one-liners and barbs being unleashed on a 

daily basis, hitting where it hurts. One way, 

he said, to compensate for limited resources 

(in comparison to the BJP) would be to use 

them innovatively.
The ‘bachcha’ comes of age

BJP leaders continue to deride Tejashwi 

Yadav as a ‘bachcha’, a greenhorn who does 

not know much about politics. Those who 

watched him campaign in the assembly elec-

tion in 2020, when he led the RJD to emerge as 

a single-largest party and came close to steer-

ing the alliance to victory, would disagree. 

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi, RJD's Tejashwi Yadav and Samajwadi Party chief Akhilesh Yadav at the I.N.D.I.A. rally in Patna, 3 March 2024

BATTLE FOR BIHAR

Modi’s grandstanding aside, the emerging shape and solidity of the I.N.D.I.A. bloc in Bihar promises to give the BJP nightmares 

No cakewalk  
for the BJP 

Chances are that even in its UP stronghold, the BJP will 

be hard pressed to repeat the performance of 2019

Saiyyed Zaigham Murtaza

 

T o say that Uttar Pradesh with 80 

Lok Sabha seats is crucial for both 

the NDA and the I.N.D.I.A. is a 

no-brainer. In the last general elec-

tion in 2019, the NDA had bagged 64 

seats (the BJP alone had won 62), the  

BSP–SP alliance 15 and Congress just one.

Five years later, the BJP and the NDA 

hope to do better, riding on the Ram Mandir 

and the PM’s ‘rizz’. Indications, however, are 

that it is not going to be a cakewalk.

With days to go before the schedule of the 

2024 general election is announced, the BJP’s 

boast of sweeping all 80 Lok Sabha seats in the 

state is beginning to ring hollow. The Ram 

Mandir no longer appears the trump card it 

seemed in January. Anti-incumbency on the 

ground is evident and issues raised by the 

Bharat Jodo Nyay Yatra are hitting home.

Another indication is the BJP dragging its 

feet—having confidently renominated 47 of its 

62 sitting MPs, it is yet to announce the 

remaining seats. The Bahujan Samaj Party, 

after announcing it would go it alone, has 

uncharacteristically withheld its list of candi-

dates till now. Poll analysts recall that despite 

the nationalistic frenzy whipped up post- 

Pulwama, and the PM violating conduct rules 

by seeking votes in the name of ‘martyrs’, the 

BJP’s seats declined from 71 in 2014 to 62 in 

2019. Within the BJP echo chamber, the buzz 

remains that it will win at least 50 seats.

Outside, it’s a different story. UP does not 

epitomise the ‘Ram Rajya’ projected in 

hoardings and full-page newspaper adver-

tisements. According to the National Crime 

Records Bureau (NCRB), the per capita 

crime rate in UP is 7.4, the highest in the 

country. Also as per NCRB data, the highest 

number of custodial rapes happen in UP. 

As for the economy, UP recorded a per 

capita income of Rs 70,792 for the fiscal year 

2021–22. This is lower than Pakistan’s 

US$1,588.9 (Rs 1.31 lakh) and sub-Saharan 

Africa’s per capita income, which was US 

$1,700 (Rs 1.4 lakh) in 2022, as per World Bank 

Open Data. Nearly 23 per cent of the state’s 

population is multidimensionally poor, 

while life expectancy, at 66 years, parallels 

that of nations like Ethiopia and Gabon.

Tamil Nadu minister P. Thiaga Rajan 

cited data to assert that  UP would take 

another 64 years to catch up with TN. He 

rubbed it in by pointing out that UP received 

Rs 2.73 for every rupee it contributed to the 

Union of India, while Tamil Nadu received 

only 29 paisa for every rupee since 2020. 

Ergo, UP is being subsidised by TN and other 

southern states. No longer a one-sided match?

The impression of a one-sided election, with 

an opposition helpless before the BJP’s 

money and muscle power, central agencies 

and social engineering, is no longer the only 

narrative on the ground. “We are financially 

and organisationally weak and not as visible 

as the BJP,” conceded a local Congress lead-

er, “which is why selection of the right candi-

dates and extensive campaigns and media 

interactions by leaders are key. We need to 

forcefully communicate what many people 

already acknowledge: while the BJP knows 

how to win elections, the Congress knows 

how to govern”.
Voters’ concerns are the same every-

where, from Meerut, Moradabad, Sambhal, 

Amroha, Badaun and Aligarh to Agra, 

Kanpur, Jaunpur and even Gorakhpur. The 

youth are restive and seeking reassurance. It 

is common knowledge that major employers 

like the railways, the Indian army, paramili-

tary and police forces, the education and 

revenue departments have been recruiting 

fewer people. While crowds flocked to hear Rahul 

Gandhi, Om Pal Singh Rana of Bijnore feels 

that is not enough. Everyone is aware of the 

problems, he says. Rahul Gandhi and the 

I.N.D.I.A. bloc should start speaking about 

the solutions. “He should assure us that the 

economy will be revived, employment will be 

generated, and distress removed from all 

sectors if the alliance comes to power,” Rana 

says forcefully. 
This sentiment is shared by many. The 

alliance must do more than make promises. 

People need to believe that voting the incum-

bent government out will result in positive, 

time-bound changes. This hope must to be 

transmitted to the people.

A veteran journalist who covered 

Maharashtra in the 2004 elections agrees. “In 

Maharashtra, I saw every Congress leader 

out on the street addressing people, some-

times only 50 people. Why do we see only 

Rahul Gandhi on a Yatra? Why can’t 

Congress leaders go out and communicate 

directly?” he wondered aloud.

Adil, who has been looking for a job, con-

curs. “What is the point in voting when the 

BJP creates hype, parrots jumlas and then 

does nothing, while the Opposition talks only 

about what is wrong with the economy and 

the government?” Sumit from Balia says one 

reason for indifference among the youth is 

that they have ceased to expect any change 

through elections.
However, there are others like Faiyaz from 

Barabanki who believe “the BJP can be 

defeated as there is a huge anti-incumbency.” 

Especially, says Dharmendra Singh from 

Aligarh, among small traders, peasants and 

students who are frustrated by the rising 

costs of living, education, health and falling 

family incomes.Tilting the balance
Mayawati may spring a last-minute surprise 

by joining the I.N.D.I.A. alliance. Pointing 

out that BSP voters have been steadily swal-

lowed up by the BJP, some observers believe 

that aligning with the NDA would be fatal. 

With the BSP facing an existential crisis in 

the state, Mayawati may be able to revive the 

party’s fortune by bargaining with the 

Opposition. Such optimism is contested by cynics. Why 

would Mayawati risk alienating the BJP, par-

ticularly if she believes it has a better chance 

of returning to power. And if, as word has it, 

the BSP distributes ticket to the highest bid-

der, the resource-rich BJP is in a better posi-

tion to ‘buy’ her support, if necessary. 

Dalits, it is estimated, constitute 22 per 

cent of UP’s population. There are around 66 

sub-castes within the Dalit community. 

Nearly 50 per of Dalits are Jatavs, the sub-

caste to which Mayawati also belongs. Among 

the rest, the more prominent ones are the 

Valmikis, Pasis, Koeris and Khatiks.

‘Palturam’ Nitish is 

thoroughly exposed and 

has lost face even among 

the state’s womenfolk, who 

stood by him in 2019. 

Joblessness and a failed 

prohibition policy have 

made the state restive

Many believe Mayawati 

may spring a last-

minute surprise by 

joining the I.N.D.I.A. 

bloc. But cynics don’t 

share this optimism 

Why would she risk 

alienating the BJP?

Continued on page 28

Continued on page 28
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‘OPAQUE FUNDS ARE 

DANGEROUS’ 

Meet the Indian Navy veteran 

who revealed the subterfuge 

of the electoral bonds

WAY OUT OF LINE 

On the most expensive 

railway line ever built   

P2

P17

P17

NATION

PROPAGANDA  

UNPLUGGED

Andhra too has seen a 

surge of political films 

ahead of elections      

Avay Shukla 

I
t should come as no surprise that, under 

the influence of our latest soulmate Israel, 

Raisina Hill h
as now become our version 

of Mount Sinai, from where regular  

proclamations are issued by the presiding 

Prophet. The latest—that BJP shall win more 

than 370 seats and NDA 400+ in the coming 

Lok Sabha elections—is, however, pregnant 

with connotations and implications. Is this 

eleventh commandment a sign of confidence, 

a well-prepared alibi, or a smokescreen for 

something worse?

I cannot see any legitim
ate justific

ation for 

any such confidence. At its present tally of 

303, the BJP has plateaued out in the west and 

its Hindi heartland stronghold: it cannot 

improve its tally here. Its prospects are no 

better in the east and south than they were in 

2019; in fact, they have deteriorated in 

Karnataka, Telangana and in the north-east 

with Congress wins in the first two and the 

fires in Manipur in the latter. If a
t all, th

e BJP 

is likely to lose a substantial number of seats: 

according to the data crunching site run by 

Ajay Prakash, the BJP’s total tally is likely to 

come down by 40 seats, at the very least.

Certain recent developments have not 

favoured the BJP either. Its
 insidious efforts 

came a cropper in Jharkhand where the JMM 

retained its government, notwithstanding the 

machinations of the ED and Raj Bhavan. In 

Bihar, Tejashwi Yadav appears to have 

emerged stronger after Nitish Kumar’s defec-

tion. In Chandigarh, the I.N.D.I.A. bloc has 

emerged victorious in the mayoral elections 

and the PM’s party stands fully exposed. 

The striking down of the electoral bonds 

may not amount to much in real terms because 

the BJP has already pocketed Rs 6,500 crore 

thanks to the delay by the Supreme Court in 

deciding the case. It i
s, however, a big moral 

defeat for the government, exposing once 

again the unconstitutional means it a
dopts to 

win elections. That the party is smarting from 

this judgement is evident from the PM’s mock-

ing remarks that today, even if S
udama were 

to give some rice to Krishna, someone would 

file a PIL and the court would strike it d
own! 

Even the brazen retaliation of blocking the 

bank accounts of the Congress two days later 

was struck down by the Income Tax Appellate 

Tribunal in short order.               
                 

                 
                 

                 
             

Seat sharing among the I.N.D.I.A.  part-

ners is not the failure that the bought-out 

media would have us believe: it i
s proceeding 

apace and has been hammered out in UP, 

Delhi and Maharashtra, and appears likely in 

Haryana and Goa. The decision to go their 

separate ways in Bengal and Punjab makes 

sense tactically as it w
ill split th

e anti-in
cum-

bency votes. Don’t let NDTV and India Today 

convince you otherwise with their slanted 

coverage and ‘Mood of the Nation’ Polls—

they reflect more the moods of Messrs  

that it i
s acting from a position of confidence; 

on the contrary, they display a certain desper-

ation and nervousness. The frantic campaign 

to engineer defections of all and sundry have 

degraded the BJP from a washing machine to 

a garbage bin: it i
s now collecting all kinds of 

trash from other parties, people it r
epeatedly 

branded as corrupt, in
cluding the likes of Ajit 

Pawar and Ashok Chavan. Very soon, having 

collected all th
e rubbish from other parties, it 

will b
ecome a patchwork quilt o

f opportunists 

and lose its strong ideological character. 

According to an analysis carried out by the 

digital platform, Knocking News, out of 303 

MPs in the party only 134 are original BJP-

types, the rest are all im
ports from other par-

ties. It i
s becoming a ‘Congress-yukt’ party in 

rapid order.

T
he fear of losing is prompting other 

kneejerk reactions: the constant target-

ing of Rahul Gandhi’s BJY-2 (which was 

not the case in BJY-1), th
e resumed personal 

attacks on him and his family, the renewed 

attempts at polarised violence in Haldwani, 

the frantic rush to introduce the Common 

Civil Codes in BJP-ruled states, the raising 

of the spectre of CAA and NRC by the home 

minister, the reported deactivation of 

Aadhar cards as alleged by the West Bengal 

chief minister, the wholesale conferment of 

Bharat Ratnas in order to appropriate the 

memory of dead legends even as the party 

spurns all that they stood for. The list goes 

on, but it i
ndicates one thing, as surely as the 

mayoral elections in Chandigarh indicated 

brazen rigging of votes—that these are not 

the actions of a party confident not only of a 

victory, but a thumping victory of a two-

thirds majority! 

The BJP may be facing a reality check, 

finally, and in the process, is committin
g one 

blunder after another. With each such fiasco, 

it is
 denting its image even further. 

Its election narrative this time sounds 

decidedly hollow and devoid of any substance; 

it offers nothing but the three ‘M’s—Mandir, 

Masjid and Musalman—a refrain which is 

beginning to sound jaded and repetitiv
e. Real 

economic improvement has bypassed 90 per 

cent of the country’s population and this 

shows in just about every human develop-

ment matrix. 

The so-called Modi’s Guarantees are noth-

ing but discredited jumlas after cosmetic plas-

tic surgery. So, one comes back to the question 

one posed at the beginning of this piece: What 

makes the BJP so confident of a landslide vic-

tory in spite of all th
ese adverse indications?

The clues, perhaps, are to be found in the 

manner in which the ground is being  

prepared—the constant refrain of 400+ seats, 

the slanted pre-poll surveys endorsing these 

estimates, and the amplific
ation of these pre-

dictions by an obliging media. So that when 

the 400+ is declared after the polling, people 

would not question it because they had already 

been pre-conditioned to expect it! 
Could it b

e 

that the BJP has a joker up its sleeve? The 

EVMs perhaps? A national rollout of the 

Chandigarh mayoral model, under the benevo-

lent gaze of the Election Commission?

I really don’t know. But I a
m reminded of 

that intriguing quote from Arthur Conan 

Doyle: ‘When you have eliminated all which is 

impossible, then whatever remains, however 

improbable, must be the truth.’

Think about it. 
And worry.  

AVAY SHUKLA is a retired IAS officer and author of  

The Deputy Commissioner’s Dog and Other 

Colleagues. He blogs at avayshukla.blogspot.com

Samajwadi Party chief Akhilesh Yadav joined the Rahul Gandhi-led Bharat Jodo Nyay Yatra as it passed through Uttar Pradesh

The BJP may be facing 

a reality check, fin
ally, 

and in the process, is 

committin
g one blunder 

after another. With each 

such fiasco, it i
s denting 

its image even further 

370 seats and 

all that jazz

How much hot air does it take to float the 

victory balloons of PM Modi’s imagination?

A.J. Prabal

A three-part investigation carried out by 

Newslaundry, a reader-supported platform 

that serves as a media watchdog, and The 

News Minute, an independent digital platform 

catering largely to South Indian states, took 

the lid off tw
o opaque sources of corporate 

funding to political parties. Unlike the  

electoral bonds scheme that kept the Election 

Commission of India totally in the dark, the 

Electoral Trusts (ETs) do have to declare the 

name of donor companies to the ECI, but there 

is no transparency in how they distribute the 

fund among parties. The investigation also 

found that at least 30 companies donated to 

the BJP, the ruling party, after raids by  

central agencies. These are some of the key 

findings of the joint investigation:  

T
he electoral bond scheme, struck 

down by the Supreme Court in 

February 2024 as unconstitutional, 

has not been the only source of cor-

porate funding for politic
al parties. Another 

source is the Electoral Trusts (ETs) to 

which companies and individuals donate. 

The trusts then distribute the donations 

among politic
al parties. 

The Congress received 19 paise for every 

100 rupees that the BJP received from cor-

porate bodies in 2022–23 through the ETs. 

Out of the total Rs 850.4 crore donated to 

national parties in 2022–23, as much as Rs 

719.8 crore went to the BJP alone, according 

to the Association for Democratic Reforms.

In fact, th
e total money that Congress 

has received in the 10 years between  

2013 and 2023 through ETs is less than  

the amount that the BJP received  

through the same scheme in just one year 

(2022–23). The BJP received over  

Rs 1,893 crore in the 10 years from ETs 

between 2013 and 2023. 

‘There is no clarity on how these trusts 

operate, or how they decide on the sums 

that each politic
al party receives. The mon-

umental disparity in (partial) corporate 

funding for the two biggest parties in the 

fray for the 2024 General Elections raises 

questions about whether a fair playing field 

is even possible–and whether big corpora-

tions should have this large a say in how 

politic
al parties perform in a democracy,’ 

the Newslaundry reported.

Most of the funds received by the BJP 

have come from a single organisation—

Prudent Electoral Trust, set up by the 

Bharti group. While the Tata Group’s 

Progressive Electoral Trust was the first to 

be set up in India in 1996, over the years, 

there have been at least 19 different ETs 

that have been set up, as per Election 

Commission of India (ECI) data. 

Since 2020 however, it i
s only the 

Prudent Electoral Trust that has been col-

lecting significant amounts of money. 

Prudent was earlier called Satya Electoral 

Trust, and was started by the Bharti Group 

in 2013. Except in its first year, Satya/ 

Prudent has consistently given a lot more 

money to the BJP than the Congress. 

In 2019–20, Prudent gave Rs 218 crore to 

the BJP compared to Rs 31 crore to the 

Congress. In 2020–21, the numbers were  

Rs 209 crore for the BJP and Rs 2 crore for 

the Congress. In 2021–22, they gave Rs 337 

crore to the BJP and Rs 15 crore to the 

Congress. In 2022–23, Congress got no 

money from Prudent, whereas the BJP got 

Rs 256 crore. 

In 2022–23, the biggest contributors to the 

Prudent Electoral Trust were Megha 

Engineering and Infrastructure Ltd (MEIL) 

(Rs 87 crore); Serum Institute of India Pvt 

Ltd (Rs 50 crore); Bharti A
irtel Ltd (Rs 10 

crore); M
edha Servo Drives Pvt Ltd (Rs 10 

crore); and Medha Traction Equipment Pvt 

Ltd (Rs 5 crore). Prudent also gave money to 

Bharat Rashtra Samithi in Telangana (Rs 90 

crore) and YSR Congress in Andhra 

Pradesh (Rs 16 crore). Four of the top five 

donors are based out of Hyderabad.  

When the Newslaundry team visited 

Prudent Electoral Trust’s office on Bahadur 

Shah Zafar Marg in New Delhi, a receptionist, 

who introduced himself as Sanjiv, said direc-

tor Mukul Goyal “does not meet anyone”. 

“There are so many people like you who 

come every day,” he said, refusing to part 

with Goyal’s number and sharing his own 

email address instead. The nameplate on the 

office entrance read ‘Mukul & Ganesh  

Chartered Accountants’.

‘We reached out to Prudent Electoral 

Trust over email as well, asking them about 

how decisions are made on funds distribut-

ed to various parties. We have not received 

any response from them so far. This article 

will b
e updated with their response if a

nd 

when we receive one. We also reached out 

to several companies that have donated to 

Prudent, in
cluding MEIL, Serum Institute, 

ArcelorMittal, M
edha Servo Drives, TVS 

group, but did not receive a response from 

any of them,’ th
e report reads. 

Continued on page 28The martial art of extracting donations

Adani and Aroon Purie than that of the com-

mon public. 

The revived farmers’ agitation, too, is bad 

news for the ruling party, and will become 

even worse if violence ensues, as appears like-

ly, given that the government has learnt no 

lessons from the 2021 agitation. Its reliance on 

brute force as a panacea for all protests cannot 

deliver forever and the people are beginning 

to recognise it fo
r the tyrannical regime it is

. 

There is widespread sympathy for the farmers 

this time, except perhaps among the pam-

pered elites of Delhi who do not even know the 

difference between MSP and MRP, and can’t 

be bothered so long as their Zomato delivery 

arrives on tim
e.

The government’s febrile actions over the 

last couple of months also do not demonstrate 
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Navin Kumar

The prime minister’s 14 visits to 
Maharashtra since the announce-
ment of general elections on 16 
March show how important the 
state is in his scheme of things. The 

state with 48 Lok Sabha seats, the highest 
after Uttar Pradesh, holds the key to 7 Lok 
Kalyan Marg. Five years ago, the BJP had 
contested 25 seats and won 23 of them. Its 
then ally, the unified Shiv Sena, had won 18 
seats, giving the NDA a total tally of 41 seats 
from Maharashtra. 

In 2024 it is imperative for the BJP and its 
allies to maintain the 2019 numbers or mini-
mise losses. After the first three phases of 
polling, with two more rounds to follow on 13 
and 20 May, the NDA appears to be strug-
gling. While it has put up a brave front and 
blamed the low polling percentage on the lack 
of enthusiasm among opposition supporters, 

most people believe it has been detrimental 
for the ruling alliance, which is contesting 28 
seats in the state. 

The lack of enthusiasm is evident from 
the relatively low voter turnout. The BJP 
was expected to pull out all the stops after 
the first two phases and ensure a higher 
polling percentage but that does not seem to 
have worked. On the ground, there is more 
sympathy for Uddhav Thackeray and 
Sharad Pawar. Lack of trust between NDA 
allies is an additional detriment. While the 
prime minister continues to spearhead the 
NDA’s campaign in the state along with 
home minister Amit Shah, he looks increas-
ingly tired and listless. Even at the 
Ahmednagar rally, his speech lacked the 
usual fire and brimstone.    

Vivek Bhavsar, political journalist in 
Mumbai, is not surprised. Two factors, he 
feels, are working against the BJP in the 
state. Anti-incumbency against its 10-year 

rule is very real; and while the PM and Amit 
Shah keep denying it, the belief that the 
party is anti-reservation has become stron-
ger. BJP leaders have themselves contribut-
ed to this perception. This week, Diya 
Kumari, the deputy chief minister in BJP-
ruled Rajasthan was quoted as saying that 
the party required a two-thirds majority in 
the Lok Sabha to amend the Constitution 
and put an end to the system of reservation. 

Bhavsar opines that aggressive cam-
paigning on this point by the INDIA bloc and 
Rahul Gandhi in particular has sharpened 
the message, which has percolated among 

Dalits, Adivasis, Christians and Muslims. 
Having faced the brunt of Hindutva 

aggression, these communities seem to 
have had enough of polarised and commu-
nal campaigns. “Uddhav Thackeray’s soft 
Hindutva is more appealing in a peaceful 
state like Maharashtra,” says Bhavsar, add-
ing that civil society groups among these 
communities have taken it upon themselves 
to campaign against the BJP and Modi with-
out waiting for any party to back them. 

Bhavsar says people also took umbrage to 
the BJP breaking up Maharashtra’s two 
regional parties, the Shiv Sena and the NCP. 

While Marathas naturally found the BJP’s 
role in splintering the party founded by 
Balasaheb Thackeray unacceptable, even 
BJP supporters find it galling that Ajit Pawar, 
accused by PM Modi as the kingpin of a Rs 
70,000-crore scam, today shares the platform 
with him and has been installed as the deputy 
chief minister. In one stroke, the BJP’s 
anti-corruption plank collapsed in the state, 
Bhavsar points out. 

They have also fielded several tainted can-
didates who were being investigated by the 
ED and the CBI while they were in the 
Opposition. The moment they switched over 
to the BJP, their sins were forgotten, lending 
credence to the Opposition’s jibe that the BJP 
is a washing machine. No wonder BJP work-
ers and supporters feel betrayed and have 
chosen to stay away from this election.

  

Most commentators in the state believe 
that the tussle between the BJP and 
chief minister Eknath Shinde over 

seat-sharing also damaged the alliance. The 
BJP had made no secret of its desire to contest 
in 35 seats. It was willing to let its two allies 
contest in the remaining 13 seats. Eventually, 
the BJP had to be content with 28 seats with 
Shiv Sena (Shinde) contesting in 15 constitu-
encies and NCP (Ajit Pawar) in five. Shinde, 
conscious that the BJP could not afford to 
ditch him until the assembly election, played 
his cards well and got his pound of flesh. 

He had warned the BJP that any attempt 
to make him look like a puppet would boo-
merang on the alliance, says political ana-
lyst Rajendra Thorat.

ENVIRONMENTNATION
THE WRITING ON  
THE WALL…
…is not what the big-media
pundits would have you think   

WHY UTTARAKHAND  
IS IN FLAMES
It’s election season and forest
fires are low priority for  
the state administration

P2 P5 32 Pages 

AICC IMPACT FEATURE
INCEPTION TO 
ASPIRATIONS
Navigating Challenges,
Shaping India’s Future    

Ph
ot

o:
 G

et
ty

 Im
ag

esWith polling still due in 260 Lok 
Sabha constituencies, it is pre-
mature to call the election. 
However, with elections over 
the halfway mark and polling 

completed in 283 constituencies, there are at 
least three clear indications. First, this election 
is not a one-horse race; second, the INDIA bloc 
is putting up a far better fight than was expect-
ed; and finally, whatever the final result, PM 
Modi’s stature has taking a beating. Politically 
he has been considerably weakened, even iso-
lated within his own party. If he loses, the 
knives will be out. 

This is evident from his increasingly des-
perate claims at election rallies. On the day of 
polling in the third phase, he alleged that a 
Congress government, if voted to power, 
would put a ‘Babri lock’ on the Ram Mandir. 
He exhorted people to choose between ‘Vote 
Jihad’ and ‘Ram Rajya’. On the same day he 
said that a Congress government would select 
cricket teams on the basis of religion with 
preference given to minorities. 

Campaigning in Telangana on 8 May, a 
day after the third phase of polling, the PM 
asked why Rahul Gandhi and the Congress 
had stopped their attacks on Messrs Adani 
and Ambani after the elections got under-
way. Had they received vanloads of black 
money from them? Hilarious given the prime 
minister’s proximity to Gautam Adani and 
the meteoric rise in this Gujarati industrial-
ist’s fortunes over the last decade. Earlier, 
Modi resorted to fearmongering by telling 
dairy farmers in Gujarat that a Congress 
government would take their buffaloes and 
give them to Muslims.

In the process, Narendra Modi, ‘master of 
messaging’, may have scored a few self-goals. 
With his communal innuendos, the prime min-
ister has not only repeatedly violated provi-
sions of the Representation of People’s Act but 
also exposed himself to possible disqualifica-
tion after the election. Why is he risking it? Is 
it because he can read the writing on the wall? 

All three phases so far have recorded lower 
polling than in 2019, a pointer to the wave-less 
election and possible fatigue over Modi and his 
communal rhetoric. Pollsters seem to agree. It 
is not a one-sided election, said Sanjay Kumar 
of CSDS (Centre for the Study of Developing 
Societies) on Tuesday. “There is a fierce battle 
between the BJP and the INDIA bloc as per the 
trends I have observed,” he added. 

Pollster Pradeep Gupta, of Axis My India, 
did not expect a major upheaval. Declining to 
comment till the last vote is counted, he 
believed it will be a decisive mandate. 
Yashwant Deshmukh from C-Voter, while say-
ing it would be unfair to commit which way  

the vote is tilting, hinted that the election is 
turning out to be more ‘regional’ than ‘national’. 
None of them seemed to believe that the elec-
tion is done and dusted or that the BJP’s return 
to power is a foregone conclusion.

Deshmukh pointed out that in contrast to 
the BJP, which derives strength from its cen-
tral leaders, primarily prime minister 
Narendra Modi and home minister Amit Shah, 
the Opposition draws its strength from region-
al leaders and chief ministers. The Congress 
campaigns in Karnataka, Telangana and 
Himachal Pradesh are indeed being spearhead-
ed by its chief ministers. Campaigns of other 
regional parties in the INDIA bloc are also led 
by local leaders, an advantage in the absence of 
a national narrative and a Modi wave.

Chief ministers in NDA-ruled states, be it 
Gujarat, Maharashtra or Bihar, are seen as 
puppets, and far less popular and effective than 
the chief ministers of states governed by the 
Opposition. In Karnataka, the Congress cam-
paign is spearheaded by chief minister 
Siddaramaiah and deputy chief minister D.K. 
Shivakumar, and in Telangana by chief minis-
ter Revanth Reddy, both pulling punches above 
their weight. 

In Rajasthan, where the BJP won the assem-
bly election comfortably late last year, people 
are not familiar with the name of the new chief 
minister, Bhajan Lal Sharma. He is instead 
known as ‘Parchi wala mukhyamantri’, allud-
ing to the slip of paper carrying his name that 
was read out at the BJP’s legislature party 
meeting announcing the next chief minister. 
They spoke fondly about Ashok Gehlot, the 
Congress chief minister they had voted out. 
Analysts think it unlikely that the BJP will 
repeat its 2019 performance when it won 24 of 
25 seats in the state. 

The ruling party and the prime minister 
himself have incessantly harped on ‘Modi 
ki guarantee’ and ‘gifts from Modi’. No 

effort was spared in projecting Modi as a 
benevolent ruler whose image adorned every-
thing from vaccination certificates to bags of 
rationed foodgrains and selfie-points at rail-
way stations. The prime minister’s insatiable 
urge to hog the mike, take credit for everything 
and prompt people to feel grateful for having 
partaken of ‘Modi ka namak’ may finally have 
reached saturation point.

This dissatisfaction has been accelerated 
by the economy working for the rich and not 
quite working for the poor. CPI(M) leader 
Sitaram Yechury summed up the report card 
on ‘Viksit Bharat’: “Household savings are at 
a 47-year record low, household indebtedness 
at a record high, stagnant real wages, per-
sistent high inflation, growing unemploy-

tion for an interview on BJP’s post-Modi  
succession planning,” tweeted a horrified 
Swapan Dasgupta, former BJP Rajya Sabha 
Member on Tuesday, vindicating Garg’s senti-
ment. The PM will undoubtedly see an interna-
tional conspiracy to unseat him even as he has 
gone on record to suggest that Pakistan wants 
Rahul Gandhi as India’s PM.

***

Dr H.V. Vasu, academic and activist, points 
out a distinct class and gender divide in voter 
preferences in Karnataka. The rich intend to 
vote for the BJP while women and poorer sec-
tions prefer to vote for the Congress. 
Emphasising the class divide across caste and 
community, he points out that well-off Dalits 
and Muslims were more likely to vote for the 
BJP than the Congress. This interesting trend 
may not be confined to Karnataka alone.

Dr Vasu has been supervising surveys for 
the Kannada portal Eedina.com which had 
accurately forecast the numbers before the 
assembly election last year. Eedina’s surveys, 
he informed The Frontline in a podcast, are not 
conducted only around election time but are a 
regular exercise.

Uttam Sengupta on why enthusiasm for ‘brand Modi’ is waning and what it’ll mean in days to come

ment, people surviving by borrowing and 
using their credit cards, 1,100 government 
projects abandoned…”. A ‘shining India’ for 
some but a ‘suffering India’ for most, he 
quipped. No wonder the prime minister has 
been speaking less about his achievements and 
more about how dreadful the Opposition is. 

Political commentators on a host of 
YouTube channels have been less inhibited 
than pollsters on national TV. They say the 
general election could eventually turn out to be 
the sum of all its parts. They also categorically 
say that while Narendra Modi still remains the 
most ‘popular’ or ‘preferred’ national leader—
the BJP has done its utmost to turn the election 
into a referendum on Modi—there is much less 
enthusiasm for ‘brand Modi’ than before. Many 
commentators have gone out on a limb to 
assert that Modi is on his way out. 

Veteran commentator Shravan Garg felt 
that foreign countries and investors like 
Tesla’s Elon Musk got wind of the shift ahead 
of Indians when the latter put off his much- 
anticipated visit to India after the first phase 
of polling. Garg told SatyaHindi.com from 
Indore, “BJP ke liye ab kuch bacha nahin… ab 
Modi hai toh namumkin hai (It is all over for 
the BJP)”. 

“I am telephoned by an Australian publica-

The prime minister’s 
insatiable urge to take 
credit for everything and 
prompt people to feel 
grateful for having 
partaken of ‘Modi ka 
namak’ may finally have 
reached saturation point

Mr. Modi’s flailing desperation
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quantities scribbled down. This 
paper is guarded fiercely, as 
recipes are handed down 
generations and is absolutely not 
the sort of thing that is shared. 

At this time of the year, it is 
such a delight to walk through 
some neighbourhoods that still 
have spice mills, because the 
aromas are mindboggling. Most 
households have their own trusted 
spice mill and maintain deep 
familial relationships with the 
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