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(–)10 years of your life
air pollution is more than a 

concern, it’s the crisis of  
our times, the one we feel in 
our lungs with every tor-
tured breath. Worldwide, as 

many as 7 million premature deaths 
from lung cancer, heart disease and 
stroke are attributed to air pollution 
every year. As air pollutants like car-
bon dioxide are also greenhouse gases, 
the need to reduce them becomes even 
more urgent. 

India’s cities are at the centre of  the 
air pollution crisis. The IQAir ‘World 
Air Quality Report 2022’ reveals that in 
2021, not one single city in India met 
the updated WHO safety standards of   
5 micrograms of  PM (particulate mat-
ter) 2.5 per cubic metre of  air; while 
almost half  our cities exceeded the 
limit by almost 10 times.  

A study by the Energy Policy 
Institute at the University of  Chicago 
(EPIC) has shown that life expectancy 
may be reduced by as much as nine 
years in a highly polluted city like 
Delhi, the fourth most polluted city in 
the world based on an annual average 
PM2.5 concentration (μg/m³). This 
despite the National Clean Air 
Program (NCAP) having been started 
in 2019, covering 100 of  the more pol-
luted cities. Serious air pollution has 
been repeatedly reported not only in 
the context of  landlocked cities like 
Delhi (as well as several other towns 
and cities of  the National Capital 
Region), but also from a coastal city 
like Mumbai which, until some years 
ago, was supposed to be relatively 
well-protected from the worst of  air 
pollution due to fresh sea-breezes. No 
more, thanks to several man-made fac-
tors, including relentless, indiscrimi-
nate construction.   

With the whole world reeling from 
this upsurge, the few notable successes 
in checking air pollution could go 
unnoticed. A recent note by the United 
Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) mentions some encouraging 
initiatives in five cities—Paris, New 
York, Seoul, Bogota and Accra, which is 
the first African city to join the 
BreatheLife campaign started as a joint 
initiative by several international agen-
cies. One highlight that struck me in 
particular was in Seoul, where a ‘wind 
path forest’ has been created by plant-
ing trees at calibrated intervals along 
rivers and roads to channel air into the 
city centre. India needs to come up with 
such innovative solutions. 

While the launching of  the NCAP 
was a much-needed step, it was stymied 
from the start due to underfunding and 
blinkered vision. Some short-term suc-
cesses have been reported from cities 
like Raipur, but the overall situation 
remains very bleak and worrying.

As many cities under the control of  
different governments suffer from 
similarly grave pollution problems, 
the blame cannot be laid at any one 
particular door—rather it should be 
seen as a larger failure of  governance. 
The failure lies in falling short of  the 

requirements of  21st-century urban 
governance—one which involves 
attentive and adequate care for the 
environment. Instead of  well-informed 
planning and thoughtful implementa-
tion, urban governance in India is driv-
en all too often by ad-hoc responses, 
populism and corruption. 

What is still not being acknowl-
edged is the fact that pollution  
control should be at the core of   
urban development. Given our bedev-
illed legacy, and mounting worries 
for the future, urban planning needs 
to play a bigger role, with multi- 
layered improvements.

That’s just one stark measure of the cost of air pollution in our cities. but maybe there’s hope yet, writes bharat Dogra

The silhouette of rashtrapati bhavan struggles to pierce through the toxic haze that engulfs Delhi on the morning of 13 november 2023, the day after Diwali 

even a coastal city like Mumbai has seen a spike in air pollution 

In Seoul, a ‘wind 
path forest’ has been 
created by planting 
trees at calibrated 
intervals along 
rivers and roads to 
channel air into the 
city centre. India 
needs to come up 
with such innovative 
solutions

The poorest people 
languishing in 
neglect and 
unemployment can 
play an important 
role in the ecological 
regeneration of  
urban India

a i r  P o l l u T i o n  e M e r G e n C Y

Measure of  
the Menace

7 million
Premature deaths 
worldwide attributed to  
air pollution
________

2.5 micrometres
Diameter of the fine 
particulate matter (PM 2.5) 
that can penetrate deep 
into the respiratory system, 
get into the bloodstream 
and cross even the  
blood–brain barrier
________

5 mcg/m³
‘Safe’ concentration of  
PM 2.5 per cubic metre of 
air, as per updated WHO  
safety standards
________

7.91 million
Motor vehicles on Delhi 
roads in 2021–22
________

3.38 million
Private cars registered in 
Delhi as of 2021
________

80,000 tonnes
Debris generated from the 
demolition of two illegal 
residential skyscrapers  
in Noida

When it comes to a city like Delhi 
whose importance as the country’s 
capital is well recognised, there has 
been no dearth of  statistics, studies 
and various initiatives based on them. 
Yet, glaring deficiencies remain. Most 
of  the hectic attention paid to this 
issue is confined to a concentrated 
period when the problem is most 
acute. For the rest of  the year, it’s on 
the back-burner, with the result that 
the base level of  pollution is not 
reduced, and is already at a high level 
when the difficult days of  maximum 
pollution arrive.

Much has been said about the vari-
ous steps being taken by the govern-
ment to reduce vehicular pollution, 
including Bharat Stage VI Emission 
Standards. These may have played a 
positive and helpful role, but if  you 
zoom out, you see how these policies 
have also supported the very rapid 
growth of  private car ownership, at a 
far higher rate than is good for the 
health of  our cities. Meanwhile, public 
transport has not received equal atten-
tion, and has, in fact, gone from bad to 
worse in several places.

Another aspect that has generated 
more media attention than actual 
results is stubble burning. Several 
solutions have been suggested, not all 

of  which are consistent with each 
other. One much-discussed solution 
has been to find economically profit-
able uses for paddy crop stubble, set-
ting up the infrastructure for which 
may involve disproportionately high 
investments. The other suggestion is 
to replace paddy cultivation in the 
kharif  season with crops that are less 
water-intensive. This, we are told, will 
solve not just the stubble problem but 
also the problem of  over-exploitation 
of  water. Clearly, the two approaches 
are not consistent with each other but 
after years of  debate neither seems to 
have been moved to the next level.  

There are other indications of  how 
skewed our attention to the pollution 
question has been. In August last year, 
for example, two 100-metre high sky-
scrapers—one with 29 storeys, the 
other 32 storeys, both in NOIDA, very 
close to Delhi—were demolished using 
3,700 kgs of  explosives. The demolition 
generated 80,000 tonnes of  debris 
along with massive amounts of  dust, 
endangering human health as well as 
birds. While there were genuine com-
plaints of  construction regulations 
having been neglected, there was no 
complaint of  the buildings being 
unsafe. Hence, instead of  demolition, 
an inventive solution would have been 
to fine the constructors an equivalent 
amount,  and use the money to create a 
garden of  several thousand indige-
nous mixed trees. Instead, we got 
80,000 tonnes of  debris and highly pol-
luting dust mixed with explosive resi-
dues on a massive scale.

Have demolitions been identified as 
one of  the prime causes of  dust pollu-
tion? No. On the contrary, demolitions 
are on a roll, with more unnecessary 
and unjust ones being carried out in 
recent times than we can keep track of. 
This draws attention to another 
neglected aspect of  our so-called urban 
governance—distorted policies that 
not only escalate pollution but are, in 
addition, highly unjust to people, par-
ticularly from the weaker sections. 

Recently, I spoke to several victims 
of  demolition drives in Delhi. Evicted 
several years ago from the relatively 
central parts of  the city to its out-
skirts, they told me that while earlier 

they used to walk to work, now they 
have to travel almost daily in crowded 
buses. So first, the demolitions had 
generated huge dust and debris pollu-
tion, and then, everyday emissions had 
increased on account of  people having 
to take transport to work. Such situa-
tions raise questions about the flawed 
and elitist concepts of  urban planning 
in India. Instead of  addressing or min-
imising the problem, they aggravate it. 

In another instance, I interviewed 
several women who collected clothes 
from middle-class homes in exchange 
for utensils. These clothes were then 
repaired and refurbished for sale in 
the second-hand market. A fine exam-
ple of  creating wealth from waste, in 
the process generating livelihoods and 
providing bargain-price wardrobes for 
the poor. The biggest centre of  this 
work was near Raghubir Nagar in 
Delhi, a lively, colourful and entertain-
ing place of  commerce, with women 
bantering as they bartered—five 
spoons for those two sweaters, one 
bowl for these three shirts… 

Unfortunately, the huts of  these 
enterprising women were flattened to 
the ground some years ago. While 
covering this large-scale demolition, I 
became aware of  the massive disrup-
tion caused to this community. When  
I went to meet them in the distant 
place where they had been sent, I  
not only learnt about their increased 
difficulties and diminished incomes, I 

also spotted the same pattern. The 
spike in transport-related pollution 
caused by daily travel to workplaces, 
in addition to demolition-related 
debris and dust pollution.  

What is more, the outer areas of  
the cities where the poorest people are 
being pushed have not seen a com-
mensurate rise in essential facilities, 
including sanitation and water. 
Widespread squalor and widespread 
unemployment are the two immedi-
ately visible outcomes of  official 
‘clean-up campaigns’.

This is a missed opportunity. If  
creatively used, para-urban areas can 
become centres of  afforestation and 
agro-ecology, contributing to cleaner 
air, as well as the supply of  fresh and 
healthy food to the city. While thus far 
the reduction of  pollution has been 
envisaged more in terms of  an agenda 
which displaces the poor from their 
homes and livelihoods, there is a 
strong case to be made for greening 
programmes in urban and  para-urban 
areas which can provide highly cre-
ative jobs to the poor on a big scale. 
Integrating concerns for social justice 
and environmental protection seems 
to me the best way forward for urban 
planning and governance in India.

While any efforts to check pollution 
must have a sound scientific base, an 
excessively technocratic approach will 
not work. Ultimately, the big tasks 
ahead must be related to the dormant 
energy and creativity of  common peo-
ple, particularly from the weaker sec-
tions. Some of  the poorest people lan-
guishing in neglect and unemploy-
ment today can play an important role 
in the ecological regeneration of  
urban India—if  adequate creative live-
lihoods are generated for them in the 
greening of  cities.

In the voluminous literature on 
reducing air pollution, you will not 
find much of  a mention for integrat-
ing justice and ecology concerns, but 
this is where hope lies for the future 
of  our cities.  

bharaT DoGra is honorary convener, 
Campaign to Save Earth Now and author of  

Protecting Earth for Children, Planet in Peril 
and a Day in 2071

9 years
Estimated reduction of 
life expectancy in a highly 
polluted city like Delhi

160 mcg/m³
The average concentration 
of PM 2.5 in Delhi in winter 
(October to January)

#4
Delhi is ranked the 
fourth most polluted 
city in the world
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Rashme Sehgal

On Diwali morning, 40 workers 
found themselves trapped in a 
4.5-km-long under-construction 
tunnel connecting Silkyara to 
Polgaon in Uttarkashi district. 

This is only the most recent in a long line  
of  mishaps that have plagued the construc-
tion of  what is being touted as one of  the 
longest tunnels being built under the Char 
Dham Yojana. 

While keeping the benefits of  motorists 
at heart—the tunnel will reduce the dis-
tance from Uttarkashi to Yamunotri by 26 
kilometres—it is completely insensitive to 
both human and natural resources in this 
vulnerable zone.

Bhim Singh Rawat, a scientist working 
with SANDRP (South Asia Network on 
Dams, Rivers and People) points out, “No 
safety protocols were in place when the 
accident occurred. When the State Disaster 
Response Force (SDRF) arrived at the tun-
nel site on this black Sunday, they found 
there was only one JCB (mechanical 
extractor) available at the site. The Augur 
drilling machine needed to dig a hole 
through the tunnel reached the disaster site 
only on 14 November, a full 48 hours after 
the accident had occurred.”

The most regrettable aspect of  this trag-
edy is that part of  this very same tunnel had 
collapsed in 2019. (Fortunately, at that time 
no workers were trapped.) Rawat is horri-
fied to note that “no safety ducts had been 
put in place despite the fact that they were 
working along a fault line, which the super-
vising engineers know to be extremely 
risky. The government had also sent for a 
900-metre-long pipeline in order to reach 
the workers, but since that operation failed, 
they sent for Hume pipes (precast concrete 
pipes) which will be used to try and rescue 
the trapped workers.”

The trial-and-error method make one’s 
blood run cold. Government officials main-
tain they have established contact with the 
trapped workers but have not parted with 
simple voice recordings of  messages that 
might reassure the stricken families of  the 
poor workers. 

Local politicians, when informed that 
most of  these workers are from outside the 
state (only two are from Uttarakhand), point 
out that when the Char Dham yatra was 
started, the central government had claimed 
it would provide large scale employment to 
the local youth. Clearly, this has not been 
the case.

Varun Adhikari, an engineering geolo-
gist says, “The collapse at Silkyara is a 
classic case of  unprofessional tunnelling 
practices and negligence toward essential 
tunnelling principles. It also highlights the 
importance of  maintaining diligence in 

The Char Dham tunnel disaster is only the most recent in a long line of mishaps, and it has ‘man-made’ written all over it

adhering to proper procedures especially in 
reprofiling and utilising hydraulic breakers 
or minor blasting with due consideration of  
the tunnel’s specific conditions and poten-
tial consequences on the surrounding  
rock mass.”

Dr C.P. Rajendran, a scientist who spe-
cialises in earthquake geology and tecton-
ics, is equally aghast. “No SOPs (standard 
operating procedures) were being followed 
here, with serious consequences. Previously, 
such excavations in the mountains were 
carried out under the supervision of  com-
petent geologists, followed by continuous 
tunnel logging, among other precautionary 
measures. Why were no safety norms or 
reviews ordered by the authorities even 
after the tunnel collapse in 2019?”

The answer is not hard to find. The tun-
nel construction was being supervised by 
the National Highways Authority of  India 
along with DSCL (DCM Shriram 
Consolidated Limited) which, in turn, con-
tracted it to the Navyug Construction 
Company which, in turn, sub-let it to anoth-
er company that obviously lacks the exper-
tise to undertake such a project. 

Inadequate geological understanding of  
the natural composition of  the rocks in the 
region and non-compliance with regula-
tions are a lethal combination. Cost con-
straints (such as they are) compromise reg-
ulations (such as they are), while the exten-
sive use of  explosive triggers landslides. 
Environment Impact Assessment had been 
done away with for the entire Char Dham 
project and people on the ground are paying 
for this with their lives. 

Consider the toll taken by the road and 
rail construction activity in Uttarakhand 
under the Char Dham Yojana and the 

Rail Vikas Nigam Ltd respectively.  
this entire area with their houses develop-
ing cracks as well.

It is no consolation that tunnel collapses 
are not unique to Uttarakhand. On 19 May, 
the tunnel under construction at Khooni 
Nallah in Ramban district on the Jammu–
Srinagar highway collapsed, resulting in 
the death of  four workers and injuries to 
many more.

With multiple fatalities resulting from 
the 1,100 landslides in Uttarakhand alone 
this year, widespread human, material, eco-
nomic and environmental loss has exceeded 
the community’s ability to cope, as we have 
seen in Himachal and Sikkim as well. 

Rajendran warns that the intensity of  
disasters in the Himalayas will only go from 
bad to worse: “It has become clear that the 
exponential increase in the occurrence of  
landslide-related disasters in the 
Uttarakhand Himalayas cannot be catego-
rised any longer as ‘natural disaster’, as 
much of  it is man-made or human acceler-
ated disaster, triggered by unscientific cliff  
cutting to widen the roads under the Char 

Dham project. The tunnel construction fail-
ure on the Brahmakhal–Yamunotri road in 
Uttarkashi district is only the most recent 
in the trail of  disasters we have witnessed 
in the Himalayas.”

Despite objections raised by expert panels, 
and caveats issued by courts, the government 
is steamrolling ahead. “How else do you 
explain people working early morning on a 
holiday (Diwali)?” asked Rajendran. “The 
work is going on 24x7, the contractor must be 
under tremendous pressure to meet a dead-
line given by the authorities. Easy to specu-
late what the hurry is in an election year.” 

Every time such disasters occur, govern-
ment representatives label them ‘geological 
surprises’. If  massive infrastructural proj-
ects are implemented under incompetent 
supervision in a dynamic and environmen-
tally fragile landscape like that of  the 
Himalayas, anything would be a ‘surprise’. 
What is shocking is the cavalier disregard 
of  environmental concerns and scientific 
advice. And the heartless, heedless risk to 
human life.  

Demonetisation’s anniversary (8 
November) came and went, 
without any defence of  that 
masterstroke from the Indian 
government. 

‘Notebandi’ was the idea of  a man with a 
diploma in mechanical engineering from 
Latur, a town in Maharashtra. Anil Bokil 
runs an institution called ArthaKranti (liter-
al: economic revolution), and describes him-
self  as an economic theorist. His thinking 
was: in a country like India where 70 per cent 
of  the population survives on just Rs 150 per 
day, why do we need currency notes of  more 
than Rs 100?

Days after Modi abolished 86 per cent of  
India’s currency, Bokil revealed in an inter-
view how the prime minister had got the 
idea. In July 2013, soon after Modi was 
declared the BJP’s prime ministerial candi-
date, Bokil went to Ahmedabad with his 
colleagues and sought to present an 
ArthaKranti proposal. 

Modi gave Bokil 10 minutes. “By the time 
I was done, I realised that he had listened to 
me for 90 minutes. He said nothing after I had 
made my presentation,” Bokil said. This is 
not surprising. The idea that a simple, magi-
cal and transformational action could be 
executed by him would have transfixed Modi.

On the ArthaKranti website, the benefits 
of  demonetisation which were conveyed to 
Modi at that meeting are listed, including: 
‘Terrorist and anti-national activities would 
be controlled’, ‘the motive for tax avoidance 
would be reduced’, ‘corruption would be 
minimised’ and there would be a ‘significant 
growth in employment’. What’s not to like?

Conspicuous by their absence, however, 
are details of  how demonetisation would be 
executed and its benefits achieved. There is 
no reference to or analysis of  what the fall-
out could be. 

ArthaKranti also proposed withdrawing 
the entire taxation system in favour of  a 
transaction tax, accompanied by a Rs 2,000 
limit on cash transactions. The ideas were 
reductive, simplistic and, apparently, easy 

The ‘masterstroke’ that cut deep
Aakar Patel reminds us of the damage that ‘notebandi’ unleashed on the nation

to implement. It was perfect for Modi, who 
picked the single most dramatic element 
from this—demonetisation—and pushed it 
through.

In his speech announcing demonetisation 
on 8 November 2016, Modi said India’s prob-
lems were corruption, black money and ter-
rorism. Strong steps would need to be taken 
against these and he would be the one to take 
them. Indians were honest and yet India was 
corrupt, and so a powerful and decisive step 
was needed against corruption, black money 
and terrorism.

Had people ever thought about where the 
money for terrorism came from, Modi asked. 
It came from Pakistan’s counterfeiting oper-
ations in India, which was proved by the 
frequency of  arrests. He said the circulation 
of  cash was linked to corruption and this 
was why Rs 500 and Rs 1,000 notes comprised 

80 and 90 per cent of  the total currency, 
respectively. He was cancelling them as legal 
tender in four hours, at the stroke of  mid-
night. That would mean “such notes, cur-
rently in the hands of  anti-national people, 
would become worthless”. 

Modi acknowledged that there would be 
some discomfort through this move, but that 
would not be a problem. This was because, 
he said, ordinary citizens were enthusiastic 
about sacrifice and willing to endure hard-
ships for the country. 

No preparation had been made by vari-
ous departments. We know this because the 
Cabinet was summoned on 8 November and 
ministers were told to leave their mobile 
phones behind so the act could remain 
secret till it was announced at the meeting. 
Since ministers didn’t know, their depart-
ments didn’t know and so nobody was pre-

pared, just as was the case with the national 
lockdown of  2020.

Modi had been specifically warned by 
the RBI—the body that actually had to 
demonetise the notes of  currency that its 
governor had guaranteed with his signa-
ture—that demonetisation was a mistake. 

Raghuram Rajan resigned as governor 
after having discussed and disapproved of  
this move. The new governor, Urjit Patel, 
was arm-twisted by Modi into accepting it 
within weeks of  taking office. He then 
refused to release the minutes of  the meet-
ing the RBI urgently held at 5.30 p.m. on  
8 November (just before Modi’s speech) to 
approve the unhinged move, citing national 
security and a ‘threat to life’.

When the minutes were finally leaked to 
the press two years later in November 2018, 
Patel quit (he left the following month). The 

RBI minutes said it had been told by the 
government that:

••  The economy had grown by 30 per cent 
between 2011 and 2016 but the currency 
notes of  higher denomination had 
grown at a much higher rate.

••  Cash was the facilitator for black money.
••  Counterfeit money of  an estimated  

Rs 400 crore was present in the system.
••  Therefore, Rs 500 and Rs 1,000 notes 

should be made invalid.

The RBI’s response to the government was as 
follows:

••  The economic growth referred to by the 
government was real, while the rise in 
currency was nominal and not adjusted 
for inflation; ‘hence this argument does 
not adequately support the recommen-
dation’ for demonetisation.

••  Most black money was held as land or 
gold and not cash, and abolishing cur-
rency would have no effect on curbing 
black money.

••  Demonetisation would have a negative 
impact on GDP.

••  Rs 400 crore in counterfeit currency 
was insignificant (only 0.02 per cent) 
compared to the total cash in circula-
tion, which was Rs 18 lakh crore.

Having said all this, the RBI board nonethe-
less put its rubber stamp on Modi’s idea. 
The reason why it fought to keep this capit-
ulation secret is clear. It had done its job in 
pushing back and pointing out the flaws; it 
was now protecting Modi. 

That is why Urjit Patel shamefully 
claimed there was a national security rea-
son why he could not reveal the minutes, 
when RTI activists sought to access them. 

Of  course, events proved that the RBI 
had accurately predicted both the damages 
and the lack of  benefits on every count. 
What the RBI was hiding was the fact that 
Modi had ignored its concerns—all of  
which turned out to be true—and gone 
ahead anyway.  

Events proved that the 
RBI had accurately  
predicted both the 
damages and the lack of   
benefits on every count. 
What the RBI was hiding 
was the fact that Modi 
had ignored its concerns

In October, nearly 40 workers had a nar-
row escape after a fire broke out (due to an 
inflammatory chemical) inside a tunnel 
being constructed for the Rishikesh–
Karnaprayag railway project in Rudra-
prayag district. 

On 13 August, 114 workers and engineers 
trapped in shoulder-deep water about 300 
metres inside the under-construction Edit-2 
tunnel were rescued in the nick of  time.
This too is part of  the same Rishikesh–
Karnaprayag project. They were lucky. The 
water was first pumped out using heavy 
equipment after which a police contingent 
was employed to bring them out.

In July, a landslide triggered by heavy 
rainfall led to enormous pile-ups on both 
ends of  the Daat Kali tunnel that connects 
Saharanpur to Dehradun, with commuters 
held up inside.

The Chamba–Tehri tunnel which is part 
of  the Rishikesh–Gangotri road link has 
developed huge cracks. People living in this 
region are terrified because the tunnelling 
has resulted in major land subsidence in 

The under-construction Silkyara tunnel in Uttarakhand’s Uttarkashi district where the mishap occurred 

NCP workers stage a protest in Mumbai on the 6th anniversary of demonetisation, 8 Nov. 2022

‘How do you explain 
people working early 
morning on a holiday 
(Diwali)? The contractor 
must be under 
tremendous pressure to 
meet a deadline. Easy to 
guess what the hurry is 
in an election year’ 

No light at the end of this tunnel
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 Shri Hemant Soren
Hon'ble Chief Minister, Jharkhand

 Shri C.P. Radhakrishnan
Hon'ble Governor, Jharkhand
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What happened in Egypt and Hungary 
is of  importance for a variety of  
reasons, and the world has been 

rather near a major war. I should, however, 
like to lay stress on two aspects particularly. 
The first relates to Anglo–French action in 
Egypt. It is patent that this action has failed 
completely. It was aimed principally at 
bringing down the Nasser government and 
establishing a more pliable tool. This 
transformation was supposed to lead to a 
re-establishment of  British influence over 
Western Asia and of  French influence in 
Northern Africa and especially Algeria. 

It is President Nasser who has come out 
of  it with greater strength and far greater 
prestige, while both the UK and France have 
suffered tremendously in their prestige, 
apart from the great losses that they 
sustained.

This has demonstrated that it is very 
difficult now for an open reversion to 
colonialism. Even a strong power cannot do 
so at the expense of  a weak country, because 
of  world opinion, including of  course Asian 
opinion, and the many other consequences 
that flow from this... England and France, 
two great colonial powers, have not only 
suffered very greatly in prestige, but have 
also been shown up as really not strong 
enough to hold empires. In effect, this has 
changed the balance of  power in the world.

The events in Hungary have 
demonstrated that militant communism, 
however powerful its backing, cannot be 
forcibly imposed for long. Communism 
might possibly grow in a country if  it is 
allied to nationalism and the country relies 
on its own strength. Hungary was, for ten 
years, under a Communist regime dominated 
by the Soviet Union. During these ten years 
there was, no doubt, a great deal of  
propaganda and indoctrination But, as 
events have proved, it could not stand up 
against the strong nationalist urge of  the 
Hungarian people. Thus, Russia has not only 
suffered greatly in prestige by what it did in 
Hungary, but so-called international 
communism has also been shown to be much 
weaker than people imagined.

These two events are significant for the 
future and will, no doubt, gradually 
influence the policies of  various countries.

Both in Egypt and Hungary, the situation 
is still critical, though it would appear that 
the immediate danger of  a major war has 
been avoided. At the same time, the cold war 

has come back and is likely to create a new 
crisis from time to time….

It is important that we should have a clear 
idea of  these happenings because the burden 
of  shaping our own country’s policy rests on 
us… The stakes are very heavy indeed and, 
by some fate or circumstance, India’s 
responsibilities have grown. Reports come to 
us from many of  the West Asian countries 
that wherever an Indian flag is seen on the 
car of  one of  our representatives, crowds 
gather round it to express their high 
appreciation of  India and her policy, and 
expect India to do something to help them. 

So also, in Budapest. That is a terrible 
burden for us to carry. Our capacity to do 
anything is limited, and our good name has 
gone far beyond that capacity. This prospect 
rather frightens me. It is easy enough to give 
expression to our views in brave language, 
condemning this country or that, but it is not 

easy to hold to the straight and narrow path 
which leads to peace….

What is the test we should apply? 
Certainly, the test of  principles, but the 
enunciation of  principle is not enough and 
even a good principle shouted out at the 
wrong time may create dangers and lead to 
difficulties. If  a great country, because of  its 
own folly and mistakes, is driven into a 
position from which it cannot extricate itself  
without humiliation and abject surrender, 
then it is likely to prefer even war, whatever 
the consequences. 

We have seen England and France and 
Russia, no doubt because of  their own 
mistakes, driven into a corner and trying 
desperately to find a way out without 
complete loss of  dignity. If  we prevent them 
from finding a way out, this might lead to 

desperation and even war. Therefore, it 
would seem that we should always try to 
have an honourable way of  escape from a 
difficult position. I remember that Gandhiji 
always left a door open in this way, without 
ever sacrificing his principles. Gandhiji’s 
wisdom and practical good sense justify 
itself  again and again.

England and France, losing the active help 
of  the United States and having to face an 
angered public opinion, became too weak to 
carry on their rash adventure in Egypt and 
are trying to end it with such grace as they 
can. The Soviet Union is not weak and relies 
on its own strength. Even so, it has bowed to 
world opinion to some extent The danger is 
that it may be pushed too much in an attempt 
to humiliate it and then it may react wrongly.

The Soviet Union was alarmed at what 
might well develop into a collapse of  its 
authority in the East European countries 
and bring a hostile frontier right up to its 
own borders. There is nothing that Russia 
fears so much as a re-armed Germany. Twice 
in our lifetime, German armies have invaded 
and brought havoc to Russia... 

How, then, are we to deal with this 
situation? I can offer no simple recipe. We 
may, however, lay down some broad 
considerations. The first one is that we 
should stand on our basic principles. That 
means that foreign forces should be 
withdrawn from Hungary, and Hungary 
should enjoy real independence with a 
political or economic structure of  her 
people’s choice. For this purpose, Soviet 
troops will have to withdraw. We should 
make it easy for the Soviet Union to do so. If  
we make it difficult, then the process of  
withdrawal will be delayed and the crisis 
will continue.

It becomes ever more clearly evident to me 
that the system of  pacts and alliances— 
whether it is NATO or the Warsaw Treaty or 
SEATO or the Baghdad Pact—weakens peace 
and maintains a constant dread of  each other. 

If  we ask the Russians to withdraw from 
East European countries, as we logically 
should, foreign bases in other foreign 
countries should also be liquidated. I am 
quite sure that if  all these pacts and 
alliances are put an end to, there would be 
great relief  all over the world.  

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

of Nehru Memorial Museum & Library
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I
n an economy like ours where the work-
force is not neatly divided between the 
employed and the unemployed, and where 
there is massive and mounting casualisa-

tion of  work, measuring unemployment is a 
tricky business. Since it necessarily entails ask-
ing a person how much work he/ she got over a 
certain period in the past, the unemployment 
measure varies, depending on the period taken 
into account, and how much work over this peri-
od is taken to constitute employment. 

The National Sample Survey (NSS) has there-
fore three different concepts in place: usual sta-
tus, weekly status and daily status. And while it 
carried out its large sample survey every five 
years, its annual survey was based on a much 
smaller sample, because of  which its figures 
were, at best, tentative. 

Researchers therefore have increasingly been 
relying on the figures provided by the Centre for 
Monitoring the Indian Economy (CMIE), a 
non-official organisation that carries out a sam-
ple survey every month. An urban survey is 
conducted every week that asks people whether 
they were employed on the date of  the survey. 

The unemployment rate is defined as the 
ratio of  the unemployed (who are willing to and 
seeking work) to the total labour force, compris-
ing both the employed (i.e., the work force) and 
the unemployed. One may have reservations 
about its measure, but the CMIE provides a con-
sistent set of  figures over time that can be useful 
for analysing trends.

The latest CMIE figures for October 2023 
showed that the unemployment rate in the coun-
try stood at 10.05 per cent; the rural unemploy-
ment rate was 10.82 per cent while the urban 
unemployment rate was 8.44 per cent. The over-
all unemployment rate was not only higher than 
in the previous month (7.09 per cent), but the 
highest since May 2021 when there had been a 
sharp spike. The previous sharp spike occurred 
in 2020 because of  the lockdown.

This has naturally given rise to much discus-
sion about the growing unemployment crisis in 
the economy. However, I wish to explore another 
aspect altogether. Since the CMIE-estimated 
unemployment rate appears to change notice-
ably from one month to the next, I have a specific 
rationale for focusing on a different aspect of  the 
CMIE figures to establish the growing unemploy-
ment crisis.

According to the CMIE chief, India’s work-
force (which is synonymous with the number of  
employed persons) has remained virtually stag-
nant at a little over 400 million over the last five 
years, which means that employment has not 

increased at all. In October 2023, when the unem-
ployment rate went up so sharply, the total 
labour force also showed a sudden increase. This 
rise in the labour force is the outcome of  the 
working age population increasing without any 
offsetting fall in the labour participation rate. A 
simple calculation reveals that the absolute num-
ber of  employed persons remained unchanged.

All of  this explains the rise in the unemploy-
ment rate since 2019. According to the CMIE, the 
unemployment rate which was 5.27 per cent in 
2019 rose to 8 per cent in 2020, remained at 5.98 
per cent and 7.33 per cent respectively in the next 
two years, and went up even further in 2023. 

Many commentators have attributed the 
stagnation in employment and the rise 
in the unemployment rate to the incom-

plete recovery of  the economy from the Covid-
induced fall. While GDP recovery post-pandemic 
has undoubtedly been slow, belying the govern-
ment’s boast about ‘India being the fastest grow-
ing country in the world’, this fact alone cannot 
explain the stagnation in employment numbers. 

Compared to 2019, for instance, real GDP has 
increased by about 16 per cent in 2023 (assuming 
a 6 per cent growth rate for 2023). If  employment 
has not increased despite the GDP increase, this 
says something about the nature of  the growth 
process itself, rather than just its pace. 

What the Indian experience confirms is the 
invalidity of  the proposition that unemployment 
can be overcome only if  the growth rate is accel-
erated. In fact, it all depends on how growth is 
brought about. The absolute stagnation of  
employment is because the nature of  growth has 
changed in the last few years, thereby generating 
less employment.

The small-scale and petty production sector 
was adversely affected by the neoliberal with-
drawal of  State support and exposure to unre-

stricted foreign competition. Its woes were fur-
ther compounded by two moves by the Modi 
government: demonetisation, and the introduc-
tion of  the Goods and Services Tax (GST). The 
draconian lockdown ordered by the government 
in response to Covid-19 had a further devastating 
impact on this sector. The most employment- 
intensive sector of  the economy is still reeling 
from all these factors, and it is the uneven revival 
of  GDP growth that is responsible for employ-
ment lagging behind, to a point where its growth 
has actually been almost zero.

It follows, therefore, that the gamut of  eco-
nomic measures that the BJP government has in 
its kitty is incapable of  generating further 
employment. These measures, centring around 
providing incentives that induce capitalists to 
invest more so that the GDP growth rate is accel-
erated, are infructuous for two very distinct rea-
sons. First, in an oligopolistic market, invest-
ment depends upon the expected growth in 
demand. Unless steps are taken to increase 
demand, handouts to capitalists do not raise 
investment—the money is simply pocketed. 
What is more, in so far as the transfers to capital-
ists are financed by cutting government expendi-
ture elsewhere—in order to keep the fiscal deficit 
within stipulated limits—there is a net shrink-
age of  demand which is contractionary for the 
economy and hence counterproductive, since the 
capitalists do not spend the entire amount of  
transfers handed out to them. 

Second, even if  such transfers could increase 
investment and hence GDP growth, the sectors 
where such an increase would occur are not par-
ticularly employment-intensive; government 
measures are not oriented towards promoting 
the small-scale and petty production sector 
where employment is concentrated.

Ironically, while doling out tax concessions to 
capitalists in the name of  promoting employ-
ment, the government does not undertake the 
necessary expenditure involved in filling the 
large number of  vacancies that exist within the 
government sector. The ostensible reason for 
this is fiscal constraint; but the fiscal constraint 
itself  is caused, among other things, by the tax 
concessions given to the capitalists. 

Also ironical is the fact that the government 
is cutting down on  MGNREGS at a time when 
the rural unemployment rate is on the rise. 

The CMIE data, while highlighting the grow-
ing unemployment crisis, also exposes the utter 
absurdity of  the BJP government’s thinking on 
unemployment.   

IPA Service

Survival of the  
Richest: The India Story

Even at the risk of offending some people, let’s replay that sharp-witted, 
often-repeated Aaron Levenstein line on statistics. The American 
academic once famously said: ‘Statistics are like a bikini—what they 

reveal is interesting, but what they conceal is vital’.
You wouldn’t have missed the ‘India Shining’ headlines that unerringly 

pop up in election season, headlines quoting macroeconomic statistics that 
have you think the Indian economy is on a roll. Take for instance the World 
Bank’s latest India Development Update (IDU), its flagship half-yearly report 
on the Indian economy. It says: ‘Despite significant global challenges, India 
was one of the fastest-growing major economies in FY22-23 at 7.2 per cent. 
India’s growth rate was the second highest among G20 countries and 
almost twice the average for emerging market economies. This resilience 
was underpinned by robust domestic demand, strong public infrastructure 
investment and a strengthening financial sector. Bank credit growth 
increased to 15.8 per cent in the first quarter of FY23-24 compared with  
13.3 per cent in the first quarter of FY22-23.’ 

Other reports point out that the government’s GST (Goods and Services 
Tax) collections are rising. Corporate profits are higher. The capital 
expenditure budget has gone up from 1.6 per cent of GDP in 2019 to 2.7 per 
cent in 2023, indicating higher expenditure on infrastructure development. 
There’s more: the number of dollar millionaires in the country is projected to 
double by 2026 and the number of dollar billionaires in the country has 
risen to 169, higher than all other countries save the US and China. The 
waiting list for luxury cars is apparently getting longer and the demand for 
luxury apartments that cost upwards of Rs 15 crore is growing. You may 
even have heard of the stampede in malls for Apple iPhones made in India. 
Sounds good, right?

Now consider what these statistics conceal.
Unemployment in India is at an all-time high while concentration of 

wealth at the top is back to pre-1947 levels. Savings and investment rates 
are at a 20-year low. Household savings are down and household 
borrowings are up, with indications that people are borrowing to simply 
stay afloat. The government may have dissed the World Hunger Index 
rankings—it placed India at an ignominious #111 among 125 countries—
but a free-ration scheme for 800 million Indians tells another story. While 
the luxury segments of the economy are growing, rural demand is markedly 
depressed, as seen in, say, the decline in sales of two-wheelers and tractors. 
While 10 per cent of Indians have steady and even rising incomes and 
continue to aspire to a better life, for the rest, survival is still a struggle.

Published in January this year, an Oxfam report, rather perceptively titled 
‘Survival of the Richest: the India Story’, noted that the combined wealth of 
the 100 richest Indians had touched Rs 54.12 lakh crore—an  amount that 
could fund the entire Union Budget for more than 18 months. These 
findings corroborate the World Inequality Report 2022, which had flagged 
India as one of the most unequal countries with yawning income and 
wealth disparities. Said income gap between India’s rich and poor has been 
increasing over time. As per the report, the income of the top 10 per cent of 
India’s wage earners is 20 times more than what the bottom 50 per cent 
earn. It is this creamy layer of the top 10 per cent of wage earners, holding 
about 57 per cent of the country’s income, who seem to be driving demand, 
consumption and India’s so-called growth story.

The concentration of wealth is even more stark: while the top 1 per cent 
of Indians hold 22 per cent of the total national income, only 13 per cent 
rests with the bottom 50 per cent. The Oxfam report has yet another 
startling figure: between 2012 and 2021, 40 per cent of the wealth created 
in India has gone to just 1 per cent of the population and a meagre 3 per 
cent has reached the bottom 50 per cent. A UNDP report this year spoke of 
poverty concentration in states that are home to 45 per cent of India’s 
population but house 62 per cent of its poor.

India’s economic growth story is not for these poor sods. For them, we 
have election-time doles. 

H E R A L D  V I E W India’s Growing Unemployment Crisis

Rupee hits a record low

The Indian rupee dropped to an all-
time low of  83.30 to the US dollar 

last week. Did it register? One did not 
see screaming headlines in the 
‘mainstream’ media. There were no 
debates and panel discussions on the 
causes and impact of  the tumbling 
rupee on the country’s economy. 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who 
in his unlimited ignorance used to 
loudly say—before he became the 
PM—that the rupee’s fall was in fact 
the fall of  the government of  India’s 
reputation, is silent as a dummy. As if  
nothing has happened! Hasn’t the 
Modi government’s reputation hit a 
new low along with the falling rupee? 
We urge the prime minister to speak 
up and admit his guilt or tell the 
nation that he was wrong when he 
made such irresponsible statements.

Subhajit Dasgupta, Ghaziabad

The rise in ‘pakoda’ employment

In a recent report, learned economists 
at the State Bank of  India (SBI)—

India’s largest bank and largest 
lender—have claimed that the 
unemployment level in the country is 
at a ‘record low’! Well, that qualifies 
for Ripley’s Believe It or Not, doesn’t 
it? They have argued that the jump in 
the self-employed populace within 
employment estimates (57.3 per cent in 
FY23 against 52.2 per cent in FY18) has 
been ‘wrongfully interpreted by labour 
economists and others’ as a signal of  
shrinking employment opportunities. 
They didn’t stop there. They further 
stressed that ‘earnings have increased 
across all categories’. While we can 
leave it to the experts to argue it out, 
we can certainly put forth what we see 
happening around us and to us—our 

incomes have remained stagnant over 
the years, jobs are harder to come by, 
and inflation across sectors has 
actually made us poorer. The self-
employment the SBI economists are 
talking about is nothing but a 
regurgitation of  what Prime Minister 
Modi said on a TV channel a few years 
ago—selling pakodas and earning  
Rs 200–250 a day is employment. If  that 
is the kind of  employment the Modi 
government and its sarkari 
economists brag about, they should  
be ashamed.

Alok Sharma, Delhi

Shameful silence on Gaza

Israel has crossed all civilised limits 
in bombing and killing civilians in 

Gaza, including a large number of  
children. Demonstrations against the 
Israeli government are being 
organised across the world, including 
those where Jews are prominently 
present, at times even leading such 
protests. Our country, however, has 
made it a crime to protest peacefully 
against Israel’s excesses, because it 
embarrasses our prime minister, who 
apparently has a deep personal 
friendship with his Israeli 
counterpart, Benjamin Netanyahu. 
Our more-loyal-than-the-king despot 
has banned peaceful protests in India. 
Those speaking up for the poor 
Palestinians on their social media 
pages/ handles are being booked by 
the police as criminals. And these 
same elected autocrats and their 
minions howl and throw fits when a 
global report points out that India has 
slipped several notches on the 
democracy and freedom index in the 
past 10 years.

Anurag Dey, Kolkata

We must have a clear 
idea of  these happenings 

because the burden of  
shaping our own 

country’s policy rests  
on us… 

Prabhat Patnaik

The assumption that unemployment can be overcome only if  the growth rate is accelerated is false

India’s confused foreign policy towards the ongoing Israel–Palestine conflict prompts us to look for other examples of 
how India handled similar situations. Sixty-seven years ago, on 29 October 1956, Israel attacked Egypt, and was soon 
joined by Britain and France. The ostensible reason was the nationalisation of the Suez Canal by General Nasser of 

Egypt in July 1956. In a letter he wrote to the Chief Ministers of the provinces on 8 December 1956, Nehru, while condemning the aggression 
against Egypt and supporting Hungary’s right to choose its own path, also emphasises the need to keep ways open for peace.
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In my previous column (‘War Crimes 
Redefined’) I had opined that what 
Israel and the USA were doing in 
tandem in Gaza was a war crime. Since 
then, the criminality has only 

intensified—11,261 innocent Palestinians 
have already been murdered (per 
AlJazeera’s Live Tracker), with the whole 
world—Global North, South and Middle—
either remaining mum or muttering 
inanities of  the Blinken type that are 
specious and intended to give Netanyahu 
more time to achieve his objective of  
depopulating the strip. A non-binding UN 
resolution moved by Jordan for a ceasefire 
on humanitarian grounds has been passed 
by the General Assembly, but to our eternal 
shame, India has not voted in favour of  a 
ceasefire. A reliable estimate states that 
Israel has already killed 1 per cent of  
Gaza’s population; in Indian terms that 
would amount to about 14 million deaths.

Surely, both the irony of  our posture and 
its perfidy cannot be lost on any serious 
observer of  our foreign policy. The self-
proclaimed leader of  the Global South—the 
Vishwaguru no less—having just blown up 
Rs 4,000 crore on the G20 conclave to 
burnish his delusive credentials, has now 
become a mere camp follower of  the Global 
North! The irony lies in being a ‘leader’ 
without any leadership. The perfidy lies in 
an external affairs minister who has spent 
his entire career in the IFS supporting the 
Palestinian cause (our time-tested and age-
old policy), but now has no stirrings of  
conscience in joining pro-Israeli ranks. 
Either he has changed his mind or he has 
sold his soul for the proverbial loaves and 
fishes of  office. I am inclined to plump for 
the latter explanation, given his strident 
expressions of  loyalty to right-wing 
ideology for quite some time now. 

This diminishes him as a human being: 
he has abandoned his principles and values 
and has now become a full-fledged member 
of  a callous, opportunistic, amoral and 
transactional universe. I wonder if  he can 
sleep at night; he probably can, benefiting 
from the experience acquired in the Ukraine 
war, where we did precisely the same.  

India now languishes in terra nullius or 
no man’s land. We have abdicated any 
moral right to lead the Global South; and in 
the Global North we are now just another 
parvenu seeking only to stay in the good 
books of  the US, putting all our eggs in one 
geo-political basket. Our moment of  
reckoning will eventually come, but it will 
not save the Palestinians from further 
slaughter. No one with an IQ above 50 
(which excludes most of  the bhakts, 
naturally) will buy the canard that we are 

Genocide Knows No Nuance
When neutrality is complicity. Avay Shukla on the perfidy and posture of our foreign policy on the Palestine question

maintaining ‘neutrality’ in the Gaza 
conflict. Neutrality in a dispute between 
the world’s fourth most powerful army (a 
nuclear power to boot) and a putative 
‘nation’ that comprises millions of  
displaced people with no government, 
economy or army, where 80 per cent survive 
on humanitarian aid is no neutrality—it is 
complicity with the former. As Martin 
Luther King had said: there can be no 
neutrality between right and wrong, or 
between good and evil. Neutrality in such a 
context means supporting what is wrong 
and evil. Which brings me to my next point.

My earlier piece elicited quite a few 
responses. I won’t bother with the bhakts 
and trolls since radical Hindutva, Nazism 
and Zionism are all poisonous fruits of  the 
same genealogical tree and, by definition, 
can only ooze venom. But there are a lot of  
otherwise well-read and reasonable people 
who appear to have succumbed to the ‘theory 
of  nuance’ on the ongoing pogrom and 
slaughter of  Palestinians. This fake theory, 
and their argument, goes something like 
this: Israel’s disproportionate assault on 
Gaza is not a simple black-and-white issue, it 
has nuances which must be understood. It is 
defending itself  from a terrorist organisation 
that has beheaded babies and raped 
grandmothers, which launches rockets 
against Israel, and has taken 250 hostages. 
The Gazans fully support Hamas and must 
now pay the price for it. Most importantly, 
Jews have a right to the lands of  the 
Palestinians since they were the original 
settlers. 900,000 Jews were evicted from 
Palestine in the early 20th century by the 
Arabs; some apologists even go as far back as 
the Old Testament and the Canaanite period 
to justify Israel’s claim to Palestinian lands. 
Most of  this is misleading hogwash, an 
attempt to deflect the debate and to redirect 
it to a path that leads away from the war 
crimes being committed in Gaza.

Today’s global outrage should not be 
about who has the more justifiable claim to 
the land, the Jews or the Palestinians. The 

anger should be about the slaughter of  
thousands of  innocent non-combatants, 
women and children in Gaza. There are no 
nuances here—not in the killing of  over 
4,500 children and more than 3,000 women; 
not in the further 2,000 buried under the 
blasted rubble; not in the bombing of  
hospitals, schools, refugee camps; not in the 
forced eviction of  800,000 Gazans from their 
homes in the north; not in the use of  
starvation as a weapon of  war; not in the 
prevention of  food, fuel and medicine from 
reaching a people already horrendously 
deprived by 17 years of  blockade.

There are no nuances in killing tens of  
thousands of  innocents in order to assert a 
legal right to land which was never yours in 
the first place. (At the onset of  the modern 
era, which in the case of  the Middle East 
can be said to begin with the conquest of  
Arab lands by the Ottoman Turks in the 16th 
century, there were barely 5,000 Jews left in 
Palestine. Jews started arriving in large 
numbers only after 1947, from which point 
on the dispossession of  the Palestinians 
only grew more relentless—a claim borne 
out by the United Nations, and by the  
Oslo Accord.)

There are no nuances in determining the 
culpability of  Israel in the ongoing genocide 
and ethnic cleansing. Even if  Hamas is said 
to be a terrorist organisation, this does not 
entitle Israel to behave like a terrorist itself, 
as it has been doing since 1947. A sovereign, 
democratic State has to abide by inter-
national rules and covenants, both during 
peace and war; in fact, it has to be held to a 
higher standard than a terrorist outfit. If  it 
conducts itself  like a terrorist entity, 
subtlety has no role in determining  
its guilt. 

In any case, independent evidence is now 
emerging that Netanyahu himself  covertly 
supported and funded Hamas as a counter-
balance to the Palestinian Authority: it is 
his creation. Even more damning evidence 
is beginning to indicate that most of  the 
Jewish settlers killed on the 7 and 8 October 
were causalities of  retaliatory fire by the 
IDF (Israeli Defence Forces) which, under its 
‘Hannibal Directive’, is authorised to wipe 
out the enemy at all costs, even the death of  
its own citizens. Some reports reveal that 
these Israelis were killed by tank shells and 
5.7mm bullets which the Hamas does not 
possess. Nor does Hamas possess lethal 

missiles like the one which killed 500 people 
in a Gaza hospital in a single midnight 
strike. The news about the beheading of  
babies has been debunked by independent 
journalists. Netanyahu is using Hamas as a 
pretext to stay on in power, with subsequent 
savagery. His buddy in India seems to be 
doing the same, with bankrupt ‘neutrality’.

Looking for nuances in this conflict, or 
claiming neutrality, is sheer Islamophobia 
and complicity in the neo-colonial game 
playing out before our eyes. The Western 
colonialism of  the 16th and 17th centuries 
is back with a vengeance; riding this time 
around on Biblical justification, oil, the 
Ben Gurion canal and racial hatred. Its 
messiahs are a self-proclaimed Zionist in 
the White House who cannot climb three 
stairs without stumbling and a psychopath 
whose mind is ‘a black hole’ that cannot be 
penetrated, according to his psychiatrist 
who has just committed suicide. Truly has 
it been said: Homo homini lupus est. Man is 
wolf  to man.  

AVAY SHUKLA is a retired IAS officer and author of 
The Deputy Commissioner’s Dog and Other 

Colleagues. He blogs at avayshukla.blogspot.com

Looking for nuances in 
this conflict, or claiming 
neutrality, is sheer 
Islamophobia and 
complicity in the neo-
colonial game playing 
out before our eyes

An Iranian singer performs amidst shroud-wrapped packages, part of an anti-war art installation symbolising dead Palestinian children,  
at Palestine Square in downtown Tehran, 13 November 2023

When Art Meets Prejudice

For those who think the art world exists in 
a bubble, this will be a reality check. On 9 
November, the German daily Süddeutsche 

Zeitung published an article accusing well-
known Indian curator and art critic Ranjit 
Hoskote of ‘anti-Semitism’ and of harbouring 
BDS sympathies. Hoskote was on the Finding 
Committee of the 16th edition of 
Documenta—the influential art festival held 
once every five years in Kassel, Germany—and 
has since resigned from the panel in protest.

Documenta, founded by artist visionary 
Arnold Bode, was first held in 1955, in a 
Germany haunted by Nazism. Bode’s idea was 
to rehabilitate and repair through an exhibition 
that would ‘bring Germany back into dialogue 
with the rest of the world’. The BDS is a 
Palestinian-led ‘global movement for freedom, 
justice and equality, which upholds the simple 
principle that Palestinians are entitled to the 
same rights as the rest of humanity’. It dates 
back to 2005, when Palestinian civil society 
called for boycotts, divestment and sanctions 
(BDS) as a form of non-violent pressure on 
Israel to recognise Palestine.

The apparent basis of the charge against 
Hoskote is a 2019 BDS petition he had signed 
in protest against an event titled ‘Zionism and 
Hindutva’ hosted by the Israeli consulate in 
Mumbai. Close on the heels of the SZ article 
came a public denunciation of the BDS petition 
by Germany’s culture minister Claudia Roth, 
who not only found it “clearly anti-Semitic” but 
also threatened to withdraw state funding to 
Documenta. Money, as we know, has a way of 
asserting itself, but for some, thankfully, their 
convictions count as well. On 12 November, 
Hoskote, who has had a longstanding 
association with Documenta—and is indeed 
well regarded and much loved in Germany’s art 
and literary fraternity, sent in his resignation 
letter, its words expressing far more than his 
personal reservations about the witch-hunt.

Mumbai, 12 November 2023

Dear Prof. Dr. Andreas Hoffmann
Managing Director, Documenta und Museum 
Fridericianum gGmbH)

These last few days have been among the most 
deeply distressing days of  my life. The monstrous 
charge of  anti-Semitism has been brought against 
my name in Germany, a country I have regarded 
with love and admiration, and to whose cultural 
institutions and intellectual life I have contributed 
for several decades, as a writer, curator, and 
cultural theorist. Members of  the German 
commentariat who have no acquaintance with my 
life and work have judged, denounced, and 
stigmatised me on the basis of  a single signature on 
a petition*, taken out of  its context and not 
approached in the spirit of  reason. I have been 
written about with harshness and condescension, 
and none of  my detractors has thought it important 
to ask me for my point of  view. I have been 
subjected to the proceedings of  a kangaroo court.

It is clear to me that there is no room, in this 
toxic atmosphere, for a nuanced discussion of  the 
issues at stake. And now—in what strikes me as a 
doomed attempt to save a situation that is beyond 
saving—I am being asked to accept a sweeping and 
untenable definition of  anti-Semitism that 
conflates the Jewish people with the Israeli state; 
and that, correspondingly, misrepresents any 
expression of  sympathy with the Palestinian 
people as support for Hamas.

My conscience does not permit me to accept this 
sweeping definition and these strictures on human 
empathy. Such a definition and such strictures have 
been opposed by prominent Jewish thinkers such as 
the philosopher Omri Boehm, the historian Moshe 
Zimmermann, the columnist Gideon Levy, the 
philosopher Michael Marder, and many, many 
others, who reject the equation of  anti-Zionism 
with anti-Semitism. A system that insists on such a 
definition and such strictures—and which chooses 
to ignore both criticality and compassion—is a 
system that has lost its moral compass. I say this 
with the greatest sadness.

It pains me to say that such circumstances 
negate Documenta’s historic openness to a diversity 
of  positions and its capacity for sustaining the life 
of  the imagination in a supportive environment. I 
greatly fear that these circumstances will 
compromise the generosity of  spirit and the 
willingness to engage in dialogue that have long 
been sterling features of  Germany’s contribution to 
global cultural politics.

As such, I find myself  unable to perform my 

duties towards Documenta, an institution for which 
I have had great affection and which I have known 
well for more than twenty years, ever since Okwui 
Enwezor invited me to chair a panel at the Delhi 
platform of  Documenta 11 in May 2001. It has been 
an honour to serve on the Finding Committee for 
Documenta 16, and it has been a pleasure to get to 
know you and work with you. With much regret, I 
must offer you my resignation and step down from 
the Finding Committee.

You will agree that it is fair that I should  
be permitted to state my side of  this case, for  
the record:

1. I have the highest regard for the Jewish 
people, and have always had the deepest empathy 
with their historic sufferings and admiration for 
their glorious cultural achievements. This is 
evident in my essays, my lectures, and my books. I 
am appalled by the accusation that I am anti-
Semitic, and the suggestion that I am in need of  
instruction on this sensitive subject. Simple 
biographical factors render this accusation absurd. 
I was brought up in a pluralist family, which took 
pride in the diversity of  India, including the 
presence, among us, of  three distinct Jewish 
communities—the Bene Israel, the Cochin Jews, 
and the Baghdadi Jews—for centuries. My first 
mentor and dear friend, the great Indian poet and 
art critic Nissim Ezekiel, was a member of  the 
Bene Israel community. Indeed, one of  my great-
aunts, Kitty Shiva Rao, was born Kitty Verständig 
in a Viennese Jewish family; she made her home in 
a newly independent India, applying her knowledge 
of  the Holocaust to healing a young country that 
had been born amidst the horrors of  the Partition. 
The Shoah is not external to me; it is one of  the 
strands in my own family history.

2. Putting aside biographical factors, I wish to 
place on record also that I have publicly opposed the 
intellectual and cultural boycott of  Israel—on the 
grounds that this will further weaken and isolate 
our liberal, progressive, critical, and inclusive 
colleagues within Israel. I do not share the BDS 
position, and disagree with it. My heart goes out 
both to the Jewish people and the Palestinian 
people, who have suffered an unremitting condition 
of  strife for more than seven decades in West Asia.

I condemn unequivocally the terror unleashed 
by Hamas against Israel on October 7, 2023, and the 
horrendous massacre by Hamas militants of  Israeli 
men, women, and children as well as Palestinian, 
Thai, Filipino, Nepali, and other individuals. I 
mourn the deaths of  these innocent people. At the 
same time, I cannot ignore the brutal program of  
annihilation that the government of  Israel has 
launched against the Palestinian civilian 

population, in retaliation. I cannot look away from 
this humanitarian catastrophe, its cost exacted in 
the lives of  innocent men, women, and children. 
Now, more than ever, there is a compelling need to 
bring the communities of  Israel and Palestine 
together, to renounce the exceptionalism of  
suffering on both sides, and to craft a solidarity of  
grief, a communion of  shared vulnerability, and a 
process of  healing and renewal.

3. Let us now consider the so-called evidence that 
has been presented against me: my signature on a 
petition circulated by the Indian Cultural Forum 
and dated August 26, 2019, protesting a discussion 
hosted by the Consulate General of  Israel in 
Mumbai, on ‘Leaders’ Idea of  Nations: Zionism and 
Hindutva’. The invitation for this event presented a 
portrait of  Theodor Herzl, the founding figure of  
Zionism, alongside a portrait of  V.D. Savarkar, a 
founding figure of  Hindutva.

My reason for signing this petition was because 
the event clearly posited an equivalence between 
Herzl and Savarkar, and was intended to develop 
intellectual respectability for an alliance between 
Zionism and Hindutva. I found this highly ironic, 
since Savarkar was known to be an admirer of  
Hitler and openly expressed his admiration for Nazi 
ideology and methods, which he proposed as a 
model for a Hindu-majoritarian India to follow, 
especially with regard to the treatment of  the 
religious minorities. No member of  the German 
commentariat who denounced me has asked herself  
or himself  why the Israeli Consulate General 
thought it appropriate to equate Zionism with 
Hindutva in the first place.

I have dedicated my life to opposing 
authoritarian forces and discriminatory ideologies, 
and my signature carried with it the weight of  my 
commitment to dialogue, inclusiveness, mutuality, 
and the ceaseless quest for common ground. This 
commitment remains with me, as the cornerstone 
of  my life.

With warm good wishes,

Ranjit

* I did not author the petition, nor do I agree with every 
detail of its wording. But, as anyone who has ever signed a 

petition knows, even sharp differences of stance are 
temporarily set aside to establish a coalition to address an 

urgency. In this case, as the list of signatories shows, the 
coalition consisted of some of India’s best-known artists, 
intellectuals, curators and academics. As it happens, the 

artist who sent me the petition, asking if I would sign it, was 
Vivan Sundaram, whose grandmother, Marie Antoinette 

Gottesmann-Baktay, belonged to a Hungarian Jewish family.
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On picky eaters and playdates

It is true that the more 
they see their friends 
trying new flavours, the 
more they are inclined to 
do the same. It is also 
true that they do this 
only when the parent is 
nowhere in sight

I hide chicken mince 
in potato tikkis, I 
plant spinach and 
carrots in idlis and 
serve them to my 
unsuspecting angel as 
pieces of  the rainbow

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

People have nightmares about 
maths exams well into their 60s. 
Some people aren’t that lucky. 
Me, for instance. My nightmares 
jolt me awake with a racing 

heartbeat and a cold sweat, simply because 
I have seen my little daughter eat her 
chicken curry and, hold your breath, ask 
for seconds. It’s just the opposite 
conundrum for most mums, since the 
more typical nightmare is getting your 
kids to eat veggies. 

Not in my home. Born into a family of 
voracious, carnivorous, food-crazy people, 
my daughter turns out to love bhindi! 
Would I feel a little better if she loved 
Enoki mushrooms or even aubergines? 
Who knows! But lady’s fingers? I thought 
that’s exactly the kind of slimy vegetable 
most kids would run away from. Legions of 
5-to-8-year-olds crave crunchy fried bhindi, 
while mothers, fathers and cooks turn out 
stellar bakes, elaborate curries and exotic 
stir-fries, all thanks to the MasterChef we 
have awakened in us, and what are we met 
with? Absolute sulks and disapproval at the 
dining table. That’s the thing I’ve noticed 
about children and food—there’s literally 
no accounting for their taste.

So, what makes kids so peculiarly picky 
when it comes to eating? Reams have been 
written about young taste buds adjusting to 
new flavours, parental control and even 
maternal eating preferences. I personally 
don’t think the last one applies to my 
daughter, because if it did, she’d be eating 
everything in sight. 

The good thing that has come about 
because of my daughter’s fussiness, though, 
is an inventiveness to match. I hide 
chicken mince in potato tikkis, I plant 
spinach and carrots in idlis and serve them 
to my unsuspecting angel as pieces of the 
rainbow. Then there are my ‘really-evil-
mum-muffins’—savoury muffins that look 
deliciously unhealthy topped as they are 
with cream cheese but are, in truth, a 

Denise D’Silva on how there’s no accounting  
for children’s taste in food

healthy treat packed with millet flour and 
vegetables. What they cannot see really 
cannot hurt them at all, this is what I’ve 
learnt. Because once they see a plate with 
different types of food on it—oh heavens! 

A picky eater with peculiarly personal 
tastes is one hurdle. A picky eater who 
doesn’t like food groups touching each 
other is quite another level of trauma. I 
mean, how do you serve an Indian meal of 
rice, rotis, fish and veg in a plate without a 
single grain of rice touching the veg, or 
some curry finding its way to the other 
side? Katoris or bowls are the answer, 
right? But get this—they’re also a gaping 
trap set up by kids to fool you into thinking 
you’ve sorted the issue. Because once food 
is categorised into bowls, then entire bowls 
are returned as is, since there are ‘toooo’ 
many bowls and we cannot expect them to 
eat ‘sooooo’ much food.

I have been subjected to tirades about 
how blue plates are not good for boiled egg 
sandwiches or how white plates need to be 
filled with only white food and nothing 
else. I’ve even made the mistake of thinking 
that if chicken sausages are manna from 
heaven as is pasta in a pesto sauce—then 
this combination would actually make a 
great dinner. But of course not! How can 
sausages and pasta and pesto be touching 
each other? Perhaps the famous chef 
Ferran Adria was also tortured by a toddler 
when he came up with the idea of 
deconstructed cuisine. I once had a friend 
call me at an odd hour of the night to ask 
how to cook French beans with onions 
which she had wrangled out of a farmer’s 
market somewhere in Spain, because  
her son had refused to eat anything else  
for a whole day and absolutely needed it  
at breakfast. 

Scientists and researchers say that kids 
being fussy about food is part of their 
developmental phase and a natural 
evolutionary response to things. They term 
it neophobia, which is a fear of the new. 
Part of me wants to award these scientists 
with their rightful due for studying this 
phase so minutely. And the other part of me 
would like to introduce them to the many 
bottle caps, buttons and pens that have been 
frighteningly coaxed out of these tiny 
mouths, popped in when their mothers had 
turned away for three seconds. Absolutely 
no neophobia for small dangerous objects  
at all. 

On mom self-help groups (yes, they’re 
very popular and most common), you’ll find 
mothers breaking down by the dozen via 
posts on how little their child has eaten in 
two-three days or how he or she refuses to 
try new things; mothers asking for tips, and 
which songs to play during feeding time. 
Apparently, ‘Baby Shark’ and ‘Senorita’ 
score high when it comes to the number of 

daughter had embarked on a Gujarati 
culinary adventure with her current bestie. 
It is true that the more they see their 
friends trying new flavours, the more they 
are inclined to do the same. It is also true 
that they do this only when the parent is 
nowhere in sight. 

I’d also like to tell some of Mumbai’s 
sea-food restaurants to rethink their 
décor. It’s a great idea to have a floor-to-

ceiling aquarium, but how can we get our 
opinionated children to appreciate a 
wonderful coastal meal in such 
surroundings? First show them those 
beautiful fish swimming in the display 
and then have Nemo for dinner? Not on! 
When a 5-year-old tells you incessantly 
about how uncool it is to eat food with a 
face, it cuts deep.

My advice to myself, and hopefully this 
works for those in the same boat, is this—
take a deep breath, lie to your lovelies 
about the aeroplane in the sky for their 
mouths to open, and once a week, every 
week: serve them some fries for your 
sanity. It’s a phase, it will pass. Oh yes, and 
don’t ever take them to a café which asks 
you: latte, single-shot, with milk, without 
sugar et cetera. Because then you’re setting 
yourself up for this lethal shot: “Mumma, 
you ask me why I’m so fussy, and the lady 
has to ask you so many questions just to get 
your coffee right?”  

DENISE D’SILVA is the author of Beyond Curry 
Indian Cookbook, and co-founder and creative head 

of Hyphen Brands

Diwali on the Square

Diwali came to London early this year 
courtesy London’s Mayor Sadiq Khan. 

Amidst all the doom and gloom induced 
by the Israel–Hamas war and the economic 
crisis at home, the mayoral office tried to 
lift the mood by organising a day-long 
Diwali festival in Trafalgar Square, almost 
a fortnight before the actual event.

On 29 October, hundreds of people, 
including many from outside London, 
braved the pouring rain to join the 
festivities.  The free public event featured 
traditional Indian dance, music, fun 
activities, and food from different parts  
of India. 

Describing the festival as “an amazing 
day” that brought different communities 
together, Khan referred to the Bollywood 
blockbuster, Amar Akbar Anthony—a film 
about camaraderie and integration—and 
said he wished someone would make a 
sequel set in Britain.

“As our communities come together to 

share hospitality and remember the story 
of Rama and Sita, I am delighted to 
welcome the return of Diwali festivities in 
Trafalgar Square. The spirit of this vibrant 
festival brings us all together and embodies 
the diverse and welcoming spirit of our 
great city,” he said.

Prime Minister Rishi Sunak was left 
catching up with his own more exclusive 
Downing Street Diwali celebrations a few 
days later.

Londoners gear up for ‘Chicmas’

Meanwhile, Christmas festivities are 
already knocking at the door, and for 

all the moaning and groaning about the 
cost-of-living crisis, people are set to 
splurge more on decorations and presents 
than last year.

John Lewis, the department store that 
sets the tone for Christmas sales, has said 
that despite the economic crisis, the 
number of homes buying and erecting two 
Christmas trees is more than usual; there 

has also been a 96 per cent increase in the 
sale of outdoor decorations. 

The first weekend of December has been 
dubbed as the ‘big treekend’ for a third of 
London households.

‘One tree is no longer enough. 40 per 
cent of homes with children and about 30 
per cent of those without will put up a 
second “show tree” to brighten up a 
hallway or home office,’ The Times 
reported.

According to trading expert Kathleen 
Mitchell, a new trend is ‘personalising’ 
festivities in an effort to look different from 
others. And the new buzz word is 
‘Chicmas’—a chic Christmas. So, a super 
happy ‘Chicmas’ to all.

Sikhs, kirpans and white racism

Sikhs living in Britain have long enjoyed 
the right to wear kirpans as part of 

their essential religious practice, but 
apparently the memo has either not gone 
out to all government officials or some 
simply don’t care.

Sikhs continue to be harassed for 
carrying kirpans into government 
buildings. Last week, court officials in 
Birmingham were forced to apologise to a 
Sikh man who was stopped from sitting as 
a juror by security staff who discovered 
that he was carrying a kirpan.

Jatinder Singh, who has served as 
president at Guru Nanak Gurdwara in 
Smethwick and as secretary general of the 
Sikh Council UK, said he felt 
“discriminated against” when he was 
prevented from entering Birmingham 
crown court where he had been summoned 
to serve on a jury.

He was originally allowed into the court 
for the morning session but when he 
returned after a lunch break, Singh was 
stopped by security staff and prevented 
from entering.

He said that he “felt like a child who has 
gone to school and taken something they 
shouldn’t and had it confiscated. I felt 
embarrassed, I felt discriminated against, I 
didn’t expect it to happen to me”.

A spokesman for the courts service said 
that it had apologised to Singh “for any 
distress caused” and promised to take 
“steps to prevent this sort of incident from 
happening again”.

Let’s see.

Traffic lights tortoise wins the race

Anyone who has ever crossed a road 
(and who hasn’t?) would have felt 

cheated by traffic lights which take too 
long to turn into ‘walk’ mode only to turn 
red too quickly. 

This is because the traffic light system is 
universally based on a rough calculation of 
how long it takes an average person to 
cross the road. It doesn’t take into account 
the pedestrian’s age or disability, both of 
which might slow down their responses. 

Now, the British government is taking a 
fresh look at the one-size-fits-all traffic 
light system. 

Under the current guidelines, introduced 
in the early 1950s, pedestrians have 6.1 
seconds to cross both lanes of a road of 
normal width at a walking pace of 1.2 metres 
per second. A new recommendation will 
allow 7.3 seconds to cross at a speed of 1 
metre per second.

Research shows that 76 per cent of men 
and 85 per cent of women aged 65 and older 
were unable to use crossings safely because 
their walking speed was slower than 1.2 
metres per second. Allowing 20 per cent 
longer crossing time will benefit people 
who, like this columnist, are getting a bit 
slow on their feet.

Any takers for this in India?

And, finally, Hollywood actress Joan 
Crawford’s date of birth was such a secret 
that her obituary in The Times recorded 
that ‘She died on May 10, 1977, aged 
between 69 and 76’.

Diwali festivities in Trafalgar Square

times the child opens his/her mouth while 
distracted by the song, and so, God bless 
YouTube, can be ‘force-fed’. 

And while force-feeding sounds so 
inappropriate in the woke times we live in, 
timing morsels to a song hardly qualifies. I 
distinctly remember our mothers (from the 
80s and the 90s) listing the dire 
consequences of not finishing what was on 
the plate, ranging from being left out on the 
dark staircase to being sent off to boarding 
school. The trauma associated with 
cauliflower and spinach meals was very 
real and a cry-fest for both moms and  
kids alike. 

Every child has a routine of fussing at 
meal-time. Surprisingly, this routine 
vanishes when it comes to playdates. The 
number of times I have felt completely 
stupid giving the other mother a list of 
things my child won’t eat, only to be told 
later that she loved the food and took 
thirds, has got me convinced that my 
daughter will indeed make an excellent 
politico. I have been accused at 6 a.m. on a 
school day for not making dhoklas like 
XYZ’s mom, when I had no idea that my 

LO N D O N  D I A Ry
Hasan suroor
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Educationist and former NCERT director Krishna Kumar on how to live with the past rather than in it

Making Sense of History
books and the National Council of  
Educational Research and Training 
(NCERT). It is noteworthy that the very first 
word of  the acronym NCERT is ‘national’. 
The creation of  new textbooks for different 
subjects, including history, in 2006, 2007 and 
2008 has been well received, particularly 
among those of  us who are involved in 
English-medium schools and who could be 
considered part of  a national elite. As some-
one who was a part of  the NCERT during 
those fortuitous years, I feel especially grati-
fied. The success story of  these textbooks 
makes us believe that we can make a posi-
tive impact through education.

[…]

So, how do we create a sense of  the past 
where the possibility of  learning about its 
wider landscape of  life remains insatiable 
and uncertain, yet full of  possibilities? 

There are shared pasts and conflicting 
histories, and the task of  the judicious, capa-
ble and interested history teacher is to make 
the subject a means of  creating interest in 
the past, and learning about the ways in 
which the past presents itself  as a challenge 
to our intellect, to our abilities to inquire 
about the past. Then alone can history serve 
the purposes which we would consider syn-
onymous with peace. 

History otherwise is a subject that lends 
itself  very easily to political hostility, simply 
because of  the conditions in which it is 
taught and because of  the manner in which 
it is structured for inclusion in the educa-
tion system. History lends itself  most easily 
to that structure as a means of  creating a 
sense of  a continued battle with the past. 

Instead of  learning that the past is actu-
ally past and the best it can do is to help us 
to become curious about it, to respect it and 
to create in us the capacities to live with 
what has already happened, history often 
ends up creating a sense of  nostalgia. The 
idea that something that happened 400 years 
ago can now be undone or that it ought to be 
undone so that justice can be served, is the 
product of  precisely that kind of  thinking.  

The functioning of  schools as a mod-
ern institution involves the essen-
tial device of  regimentation of  the 
child’s body, mind and heart, which 
is used to reach the educational 

goals of  the State. Studies conducted in India 
and around the world have shown that com-
pliance is a necessary skill for every child to 
learn, which starts from the nursery years. 

The compliance of  the body, which 
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu describes 
as ‘habitus’, is an important aspect of  this 
culture that includes body language, 
behaviour and thoughts. In order to become 
a successful student, a child must internalise 
and take on this enveloping culture. The 
ability to make a group of  30 or 40 children 
work together is essential for any school 
education to function, and if  you are a 
schoolteacher, you understand its impor-
tance. Although the word regimentation is 
commonly associated with the military or 
police, its use in schools is equally interest-
ing and compelling. Therefore, it is essential 
to understand how schools function as a 
process and institution. It is important to 
note that this regimentation occurs not only 
in public schools but also in private ones.

I understand that in order to ensure effec-
tive functioning of  schools, certain forms of  
‘habitus’ creation are necessary, particularly 
when the classroom is diverse. I am present-
ing these points for analysis purposes and 
not for criticism. As one goes up the hierar-
chy of  schools, one notices that they distin-
guish themselves in terms of  their effective-
ness and quality by using another word that 
is almost a cousin of  regimentation—disci-
pline. The higher the status of  the school in 
the market, the more they depend on their 
ability to claim that their children are disci-
plined and can be relied upon to behave in 
certain ways. 

By the time students finish school, the 
school’s stamp is so deeply imprinted that 
they carry it with them for the rest of  their 
lives, and they identify themselves by saying 
‘I am from such-and-such school!’ They can 
even spot another person from their school 
in a crowd without having to ask. This is 

Hence, the use of  fear as a tool for regi-
mentation is prevalent in schools, causing 
students to live in a constant state of  anxiety 
and adopt a rote learning approach for 
exams. Drill and coaching classes are seen as 
supplements to school education, especially 
in higher grades. 

As a history teacher, one must be cogni-
sant of  these factors when using history as 
a means to foster critical thinking. In an 
environment where regimentation is deeply 
ingrained, socialising the mind into critical 
enquiry through the study of  history can be 
challenging. 

During my research on Indo–Pak history, 
I spoke with history teachers in both coun-
tries who acknowledged their lack of  control 
over such aspects of  school life. In the lower 
grades, history teachers may not even have a 
background in history. It is only in higher 
classes that history becomes an optional 
subject and a qualified history teacher can 
be guaranteed. Therefore, the question of  
whether teaching history alone can promote 
reflexivity and open-mindedness in a culture 
of  regimentation requires careful consider-
ation of  the many difficulties involved.

One major aspect that history contrib-
utes to nation-building is the creation of  a 
national narrative in the modern world. At 
the school level, all history narratives are 
essentially national narratives that describe 
how events unfolded within the nation’s 
territory. However, it is important to 
approach the nation-building project with-
out excessive sensitivity, as the nationalist 
project has been hijacked and vitiated by 
the current political circumstances in 
India. The situation was similar in Pakistan 
70 years ago. 

In this context, it is worth considering 
whether nation-building can be achieved 
without political nationalism or whether it is 
possible to engage with political nationalism 
in creative ways. Can we aspire to be Indians 
without being nationalists, as Rabindranath 
Tagore dreamed? This is a challenging ques-
tion that requires careful consideration.

Moving forward, we must consider the 
present-day concern regarding school text-

what Bourdieu referred to as ‘habitus’—
institutional memories that manifest not 
just in our language but also in our bodies.

In addition to compliance and discipline, 
another important regimenting device that 
is often ignored in schools (you might use the 
term elite for those schools that use it more 
successfully and purposefully) is the ability 
to answer questions quickly without think-
ing. Unthinking quickness is an aspect of  
regimentation that ‘good’ schools inculcate, 
which helps students become increasingly 
competitive. 

In ninth-grade classrooms in famous 
schools in Calcutta or Delhi, for example, the 
teacher may not even finish the question 
before students start raising their hands. 
This unthinking quickness and the desire to 
answer before anyone else is a consequence 
of  long-standing socialisation values that do 
not quite match the expectation of  critical 
inquiry, which requires reflection and taking 
a few seconds or minutes before answering a 
question. That is something that regimenta-
tion cannot create. Answers are given on the 
assumption that the question does not 
require thought—it only requires recall. 

This leads to the fourth source of  regi-
mentation: fear of  examinations, where so 
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Educationist and former NCERT director Krishna Kumar on how to live with the past rather than in it

Making Sense of History
books and the National Council of  
Educational Research and Training 
(NCERT). It is noteworthy that the very first 
word of  the acronym NCERT is ‘national’. 
The creation of  new textbooks for different 
subjects, including history, in 2006, 2007 and 
2008 has been well received, particularly 
among those of  us who are involved in 
English-medium schools and who could be 
considered part of  a national elite. As some-
one who was a part of  the NCERT during 
those fortuitous years, I feel especially grati-
fied. The success story of  these textbooks 
makes us believe that we can make a posi-
tive impact through education.

[…]

So, how do we create a sense of  the past 
where the possibility of  learning about its 
wider landscape of  life remains insatiable 
and uncertain, yet full of  possibilities? 

There are shared pasts and conflicting 
histories, and the task of  the judicious, capa-
ble and interested history teacher is to make 
the subject a means of  creating interest in 
the past, and learning about the ways in 
which the past presents itself  as a challenge 
to our intellect, to our abilities to inquire 
about the past. Then alone can history serve 
the purposes which we would consider syn-
onymous with peace. 

History otherwise is a subject that lends 
itself  very easily to political hostility, simply 
because of  the conditions in which it is 
taught and because of  the manner in which 
it is structured for inclusion in the educa-
tion system. History lends itself  most easily 
to that structure as a means of  creating a 
sense of  a continued battle with the past. 

Instead of  learning that the past is actu-
ally past and the best it can do is to help us 
to become curious about it, to respect it and 
to create in us the capacities to live with 
what has already happened, history often 
ends up creating a sense of  nostalgia. The 
idea that something that happened 400 years 
ago can now be undone or that it ought to be 
undone so that justice can be served, is the 
product of  precisely that kind of  thinking.  

The functioning of  schools as a mod-
ern institution involves the essen-
tial device of  regimentation of  the 
child’s body, mind and heart, which 
is used to reach the educational 

goals of  the State. Studies conducted in India 
and around the world have shown that com-
pliance is a necessary skill for every child to 
learn, which starts from the nursery years. 

The compliance of  the body, which 
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu describes 
as ‘habitus’, is an important aspect of  this 
culture that includes body language, 
behaviour and thoughts. In order to become 
a successful student, a child must internalise 
and take on this enveloping culture. The 
ability to make a group of  30 or 40 children 
work together is essential for any school 
education to function, and if  you are a 
schoolteacher, you understand its impor-
tance. Although the word regimentation is 
commonly associated with the military or 
police, its use in schools is equally interest-
ing and compelling. Therefore, it is essential 
to understand how schools function as a 
process and institution. It is important to 
note that this regimentation occurs not only 
in public schools but also in private ones.

I understand that in order to ensure effec-
tive functioning of  schools, certain forms of  
‘habitus’ creation are necessary, particularly 
when the classroom is diverse. I am present-
ing these points for analysis purposes and 
not for criticism. As one goes up the hierar-
chy of  schools, one notices that they distin-
guish themselves in terms of  their effective-
ness and quality by using another word that 
is almost a cousin of  regimentation—disci-
pline. The higher the status of  the school in 
the market, the more they depend on their 
ability to claim that their children are disci-
plined and can be relied upon to behave in 
certain ways. 

By the time students finish school, the 
school’s stamp is so deeply imprinted that 
they carry it with them for the rest of  their 
lives, and they identify themselves by saying 
‘I am from such-and-such school!’ They can 
even spot another person from their school 
in a crowd without having to ask. This is 

Hence, the use of  fear as a tool for regi-
mentation is prevalent in schools, causing 
students to live in a constant state of  anxiety 
and adopt a rote learning approach for 
exams. Drill and coaching classes are seen as 
supplements to school education, especially 
in higher grades. 

As a history teacher, one must be cogni-
sant of  these factors when using history as 
a means to foster critical thinking. In an 
environment where regimentation is deeply 
ingrained, socialising the mind into critical 
enquiry through the study of  history can be 
challenging. 

During my research on Indo–Pak history, 
I spoke with history teachers in both coun-
tries who acknowledged their lack of  control 
over such aspects of  school life. In the lower 
grades, history teachers may not even have a 
background in history. It is only in higher 
classes that history becomes an optional 
subject and a qualified history teacher can 
be guaranteed. Therefore, the question of  
whether teaching history alone can promote 
reflexivity and open-mindedness in a culture 
of  regimentation requires careful consider-
ation of  the many difficulties involved.

One major aspect that history contrib-
utes to nation-building is the creation of  a 
national narrative in the modern world. At 
the school level, all history narratives are 
essentially national narratives that describe 
how events unfolded within the nation’s 
territory. However, it is important to 
approach the nation-building project with-
out excessive sensitivity, as the nationalist 
project has been hijacked and vitiated by 
the current political circumstances in 
India. The situation was similar in Pakistan 
70 years ago. 

In this context, it is worth considering 
whether nation-building can be achieved 
without political nationalism or whether it is 
possible to engage with political nationalism 
in creative ways. Can we aspire to be Indians 
without being nationalists, as Rabindranath 
Tagore dreamed? This is a challenging ques-
tion that requires careful consideration.

Moving forward, we must consider the 
present-day concern regarding school text-

what Bourdieu referred to as ‘habitus’—
institutional memories that manifest not 
just in our language but also in our bodies.

In addition to compliance and discipline, 
another important regimenting device that 
is often ignored in schools (you might use the 
term elite for those schools that use it more 
successfully and purposefully) is the ability 
to answer questions quickly without think-
ing. Unthinking quickness is an aspect of  
regimentation that ‘good’ schools inculcate, 
which helps students become increasingly 
competitive. 

In ninth-grade classrooms in famous 
schools in Calcutta or Delhi, for example, the 
teacher may not even finish the question 
before students start raising their hands. 
This unthinking quickness and the desire to 
answer before anyone else is a consequence 
of  long-standing socialisation values that do 
not quite match the expectation of  critical 
inquiry, which requires reflection and taking 
a few seconds or minutes before answering a 
question. That is something that regimenta-
tion cannot create. Answers are given on the 
assumption that the question does not 
require thought—it only requires recall. 

This leads to the fourth source of  regi-
mentation: fear of  examinations, where so 
much needs to be recalled under great pres-
sure that preparation, from nursery to the 
next 13–14 years, may prove inadequate.
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word of  the acronym NCERT is ‘national’. 
The creation of  new textbooks for different 
subjects, including history, in 2006, 2007 and 
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one who was a part of  the NCERT during 
those fortuitous years, I feel especially grati-
fied. The success story of  these textbooks 
makes us believe that we can make a posi-
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wider landscape of  life remains insatiable 
and uncertain, yet full of  possibilities? 

There are shared pasts and conflicting 
histories, and the task of  the judicious, capa-
ble and interested history teacher is to make 
the subject a means of  creating interest in 
the past, and learning about the ways in 
which the past presents itself  as a challenge 
to our intellect, to our abilities to inquire 
about the past. Then alone can history serve 
the purposes which we would consider syn-
onymous with peace. 

History otherwise is a subject that lends 
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taught and because of  the manner in which 
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as ‘habitus’, is an important aspect of  this 
culture that includes body language, 
behaviour and thoughts. In order to become 
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work together is essential for any school 
education to function, and if  you are a 
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tance. Although the word regimentation is 
commonly associated with the military or 
police, its use in schools is equally interest-
ing and compelling. Therefore, it is essential 
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process and institution. It is important to 
note that this regimentation occurs not only 
in public schools but also in private ones.
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and adopt a rote learning approach for 
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As a history teacher, one must be cogni-
sant of  these factors when using history as 
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environment where regimentation is deeply 
ingrained, socialising the mind into critical 
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tries who acknowledged their lack of  control 
over such aspects of  school life. In the lower 
grades, history teachers may not even have a 
background in history. It is only in higher 
classes that history becomes an optional 
subject and a qualified history teacher can 
be guaranteed. Therefore, the question of  
whether teaching history alone can promote 
reflexivity and open-mindedness in a culture 
of  regimentation requires careful consider-
ation of  the many difficulties involved.

One major aspect that history contrib-
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national narrative in the modern world. At 
the school level, all history narratives are 
essentially national narratives that describe 
how events unfolded within the nation’s 
territory. However, it is important to 
approach the nation-building project with-
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project has been hijacked and vitiated by 
the current political circumstances in 
India. The situation was similar in Pakistan 
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In this context, it is worth considering 
whether nation-building can be achieved 
without political nationalism or whether it is 
possible to engage with political nationalism 
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without being nationalists, as Rabindranath 
Tagore dreamed? This is a challenging ques-
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ing. Unthinking quickness is an aspect of  
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which helps students become increasingly 
competitive. 

In ninth-grade classrooms in famous 
schools in Calcutta or Delhi, for example, the 
teacher may not even finish the question 
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This unthinking quickness and the desire to 
answer before anyone else is a consequence 
of  long-standing socialisation values that do 
not quite match the expectation of  critical 
inquiry, which requires reflection and taking 
a few seconds or minutes before answering a 
question. That is something that regimenta-
tion cannot create. Answers are given on the 
assumption that the question does not 
require thought—it only requires recall. 
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Tshering Dorjee Bhutia at home in Karthok, with his handmade bows and the tools of his craft

Father and son display both traditional and latest models; (right) Sangay Tshering demonstrates the bowman’s stance

Jigyasa Mishra

It takes time to realise that Tshering 
Dorjee Bhutia never earned his living 
from making bows. For 60 years, his 
income came from carpentry—mainly 
repairing furniture. But his inspiration 

came from archery, deeply embedded in the 
culture of  his native Sikkim. His life is so 
wrapped up in that art and craft, it’s all the 
83-year-old wants to talk about, at his 
modest home in Karthok village of  
Pakyong district. His many decades as a 
skilled wood worker sit lightly on him. He 
would rather be known as the bowmaker 
of  Pakyong.

“I was 10 or 12 when I started making 
things with wood. Gradually, they began 
taking the shape of  a bow and people 
started buying them. That’s how this 
bowman was born,” Tshering tells us.

“Previously, the bow was made 
differently,” he says, showing us some of  
his products. “This earlier type was called 
tabjoo (in Nepali). It consisted of  two 
simple pieces of  stick joined together, tied 
and covered with the chamda (leather). The 
version we make nowadays is called the 
‘boat design’. Making one bow takes three 
days, at least. But that’s for an active, 
young hand. An old hand would take a few 
more days,” Tshering says with a 
mischievous smile.

Tshering has been making bows and 
arrows for over six decades now in his 
hometown, some 30 kilometres from 
Gangtok. Karthok is known for its 
Buddhist monastery—the sixth oldest in 
Sikkim. Locals say Karthok had more 
bowmakers once, but Tshering is now the 
only one left.

In one vital way, Tshering’s house 
reflects the charm of  Karthok. You reach 
the portico only after passing through a 
bright and colourful garden that is home to 
nearly 500 varieties of  flowers and plants. 
He even has a greenhouse and a nursery in 
his backyard, where you find some 800 
orchids, besides herbs, ornamental 
varieties, and bonsai plants. This is largely 

the effort of  his eldest son, Sangay 
Tshering Bhutia, 39, a highly skilled 
horticulturist. Sangay designs several 
types of  gardens, sells plants and even 
teaches and initiates others into 
horticulture.

“Six of  us live here,” Tshering tells us. 
“Myself, my wife Dawti Bhutia (she is 64), 
my son Sangay Tshering and his wife Tashi 
Dorma Sherpa (she is 36). And our 
grandchildren Chyampa Hesal Bhutia and 
Rangsel Bhutia.” There is one other 
resident: the family’s beloved dog, Dolly, 
mostly to be seen in the company of  three-
year-old Chyampa. Rangsel is not yet two.

Tshering’s second son, Sonam Palazor 
Bhutia, 33, is in the India Reserve Battalion 
of  Sikkim, posted in Delhi, where he lives 
with his wife and son. Sonam visits his 
father in Karthok during festivals and 
holidays. The oldest of  Tshering’s children 
is his daughter, Tshering Lhamu Bhutia, 
who is 43, married, and lives in Gangtok. 
Also in Gangtok is his youngest son, 
Sangay Gyampo, 31, a research scholar 
pursuing his PhD. The family are from the 
Buddhist Lama community and belong to 
the Bhutia, a major Scheduled Tribe  
in Sikkim.

As we try and learn about the use of  
Tshering’s bows, Sangay Tshering pitches 
in. “Papa made this for me,” he says, 
showing us a brown and yellow ochre 
coloured bow. “It is the only one I practice 
archery with.” He stretches his left arm to 
demonstrate the technique involved in 
using the bow.

Archery is deeply embedded in Sikkim’s 
traditions and is more than a sport—it is 
also a culture. Typically, it comes alive just 
after the harvests, when festivals and 
tournaments allow people to gather 
together in a period of  relative inactivity. It 
was the national sport here even before 
Sikkim’s integration into the Indian Union.

Sikkim is home to Tarundeep Rai, two 
times World Archery Championship 
medallist, twice an Asian Games medallist, 
and perhaps the only archer to have 
represented India in three Olympics—
Athens 2004, London 2012, and Tokyo 2020. 
Last year, Sikkim’s chief  minister Prem 
Singh Tamang (better known as P.S. Golay) 
announced the setting up of  the Tarundeep 
Rai Archery Academy in the state to 
honour the Padma Shri winner.

Archery teams from West Bengal, Nepal 
and Bhutan regularly visit Sikkim to 
participate in the high-end tournaments 

the arrows to me and goes back inside the 
house to get a modern, machine-made bow.

“We sell a roughly made bow, without 
extensive filing and polishing, for 400 
rupees to those who approach us saying 
they want a lighter and cheaper version,” 
says Sangay. “That’s when we use the upper 
part of  the bamboo, which we usually don’t 
because it’s less strong. But a fine, three-
coat, fully polished bow, would go for 600-
700 rupees. We use the lower, stronger part 
of  the bamboo to make that. To make one 
fine bow, the bamboo consumed would be 
worth maybe 150 rupees, the thread or 
string worth 60 rupees, but the pricing of  
the polish is difficult to calculate,”  
Sangay laughs.

Why is that?
“We make the polish at home. We buy 

the goat skin chamda mostly during 
Dashain (Dussehra) and take the wax out 
of  it for polishing. When the bow is 
completed, this polish is coated onto it. 
Another layer is applied when the first one 
dries up, and this is repeated till three 
coatings have been done. That 1x1foot goat 
skin costs us 150 rupees,” says Sangay. This 
elaborate process makes it hard to figure 
out the exact cost of  the polishing.

“Oh, and the main material, the 
backbone of  the bow,” he adds, “the 
bamboo for that costs us 300 rupees a piece. 
We can make five bows from one big 
bamboo, easily. ”

Sangay goes inside, and reappears with 
a huge archery kitbag, and takes out a 
bigger and heavier version of  the bow from 
it. “Here is the latest bow design. But this 
is not allowed in our local tournaments. 
One can practice with it, but to participate 
in the competition, the traditional 
handmade bow is mandatory. My brothers 
and I play in those tournaments with the 

bows made by papa. This time, my brother 
brought some different kind of  wood polish 
from Delhi, and painted his bow with it. 
Mine is polished with the traditional paint 
that papa has been using for ages.”

The Bhutias regretfully tell us that the 
sale of  bows has reduced over the years. 
Their product mostly sells at the Buddhist 
festival of  Losoong, which is the 
Sikkimese New Year of  the Bhutia tribe. 
Observed through December, it is a post-
harvest festival that also sees archery 
tournaments. “That’s when most people 
come to the monastery here, and buy from 
us. In recent years, we have sold barely 
four to five pieces, annually. The artificial 
bow has taken over the market now, a 
Japanese product, I think. Earlier, till 
about six or seven years ago, I was able to 
sell around 10 bows annually,” says 
Tshering Dorjee.

But even 10 bows a year would not have 
brought him any appreciable income. It 
was his work as a carpenter, repairing and 
making furniture, and other little 
woodwork items that sustained the family. 
Tshering says that when he was the sole 
earning member of  the family as a fulltime 
carpenter—well over a decade ago—he 
earned about Rs. 10,000 a month. But it 
was, and continues to be, the bows that 
fascinate him.

The bows the Bhutias craft are made 
from a special kind of  wood commonly 
called Bhutanese bamboo. “All the bows 
papa makes are crafted from Bhutanese 
bamboo which was earlier not available in 
India,” says Sangay. “Our supply now 
comes from farmers who planted the seeds 
of  this variety in Kalimpong, located in 
West Bengal, 70 kilometres from here. I go 
there myself, and buy two years’ worth of  
supplies at a time, which we store here at 
home in Karthok.”

“You need a guru first. Nobody can do 
anything without a guru,” says Tshering. 
“Initially, I was just a carpenter. But later, I 
learnt bow making from my father. I saw 
the designs of  the bows my friends used to 
play with, and tried making some. 
Gradually, it started to turn out fine. 
Whenever someone would approach me to 
buy one, I would first of  all show them how 
to use it!”

Tshering is nostalgic about his early 
days in the craft of  bow making. “My 
earnings from it are presently negligible. 
My home, this house, is being run by my 
children for about a decade now. The bows I 
make now are no more a source of  income 
but a labour of  love.”

“Papa does not make many of  them 
now—his eyesight has weakened,” says 
Sangay Tshering, adding wistfully, “We 
have no clue who will carry on this craft 
after him.”  

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

held at the royal palace grounds in Gangtok 
and other parts of  this state. Interestingly, 
traditional games, with barebow archery, 
remain popular with the Sikkimese 
themselves—more than the modern sport 
where the bow can be a very complex 
technological device.

Oddly, the Bhutia family tells us, there 
are no specific shops around from where 
you can buy the traditional bow. Arrows 
can still be bought from some local stores, 
but not the bow. “Buyers get to know about 
us from local markets and archers—and 
visit us at home. It’s not a big place and 
nobody has to struggle to find our house. 
Everybody knows everybody here,” says 
the octogenarian.

The bow buyers come from various 
parts of  Sikkim, neighbouring states, and 
even Bhutan. “They come from or via 
Gangtok and Karthok,” says Tshering in 
Nepali. That’s the language his family, like 
many others in the state, speaks.

While we talk about how bows are made, 
and when Tshering learned the art, he 
quietly goes inside the house, looking for 
something. Some three minutes later, he 
emerges smiling and excited—holding a 
bunch of  bows and arrows, along with his 
auzaar, the tools he still uses.

“I made all of  these, 40 or even more 
years ago. Some of  these are very, very old. 
Just a little younger than me,” he says 
smiling. “I have never used any electric 
appliance or tool. Everything was 
handcrafted properly.”

“The arrows we use now are modified 
versions,” says Sangay Tshering. “I 
remember when I was very little, the 
arrow’s tail used to be different. Back then, 
there used to be a duck’s feather mounted 
to the tail. Now the modern versions come 
mostly from Bhutan.” Sangay hands over 

In a state whose archers have represented India in 
three Olympics, 83-year-old Tshering Dorjee Bhutia 
still makes bows and arrows the old-fashioned way
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of Pakyong
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हसुनै हदैरी 
भी हाल ही मेें एक दोस््त से फोन पर लबंी बा्त हुई। उसन ेब्ताया 

कक कैसे कपछल ेकुछ कदनों से मेसु्स्लमे किरोधी खबरों की िजह से 

िह लगा्तार अपन ेसीन ेपर बोझ मेहसूस कर रहा है। मेैंन ेउनसे 

कहा कक ्तनाि की िजह से मेझु ेअपन ेमेाथ ेकी नसें उभरी हुई 

मेहसूस होन ेलगी हैं और कपछल े कुछ हफ््तों मेें मेैं बमेसु््ककल 

सो पाई हंू।  मेैंन ेकहा कक कुछ मेहीन ेपहल ेमेैं एक मेनोकिककत्सक के 

पास जान े के बारे मेें सोिन ेलगी थी लकेकन नहीं गई क्योंकक 

मेनोकिककत्सक मेरे े ककसी कमेत्र या रर्क्तदेार का नबंर मेांग रहे 

थ ेऔर मेझु ेइसके कलए ककसी को कहन ेमेें झेंप मेहसूस हो रही 

थी। कलहाजा, अब मेैंन ेउन्हें सुझाि कदया कक हमे दोनों ककसी 

मेनोकिककत्सक के पास जाए ंऔर रफेरेंस के ्तौर पर एक-दूसरे 

का नामे दे दें। मेरे ेकमेत्र न ेकहा कक उनके कलए मेनोकिककत्सक 

का खि्च िहन करना संभि नहीं हो सकेगा। कफर मेैंन ेभी मेन 

ही मेन गणुा-भाग ककया और पाया कक कुछ मेहीनों के कलए 

्तो मेैं मेनोकिककत्सक की फीस और दिा का खि्च उठा लूगंी 

लकेकन आकखरकार इसका खि्च मेरे ेमेाकसक ककराय ेके आसपास 

हो जाएगा।... इसकलए शायद मेझु ेइसके कबना ही कामे िलाना 

पड़़ेगा। 
कपछल े छह मेहीनों के दौरान मेैंन े लगभग सा्त से आठ 

ककि्ताएं कलखीं लकेकन उन्हें सोशल मेीकिया पर नहीं िाला। मेैं 

जहां भी देख्ती हंू, मेझु ेिसैी ही सामेग्ी कदखाई दे्ती है और कफर 

इस सोि मेें पड़ जा्ती हंू कक कहीं मेैं अपनी ककि्ताओं के जररये 

‘नकारात्मेक कििार’ को ही ्तो बढ़ािा नहीं दे दंूगी? मेैं हर कदन 

पांि स ेछह ट्िीट कलख्ती हंू लकेकन उन्हें पोस्ट नहीं कर्ती क्योंकक 

मेैं उनपर होन ेिाली संभाकि्त प्रक्तकरियाओं से िर्ती हंू- सरकार या 

मेरे ेसंभाकि्त हमेलािरों से नहीं बस््कक मेरे ेदोस््तों और सहककमे्चयों 

से जो मेरेा मे्ूकयांकन करेंग,े और अपनी बा्त रख्ेत हुए मेैं उन्हें 

जान-ेअनजान ेनाराज न कर दंू क्योंकक इससे मेझु ेकमेल रहा कामे 

रुक सक्ता है या सामेाकजक रूप से मेझु ेअलग-थलग हो जाना 

पड़ सक्ता है। कपछल ेसाल मेझु े‘एिाप्ट़ेि स्रिीनप्ल’े श्णेी मेें 

आईफा अिाि्ड के कलए नामेांकक्त ककया गया था और कपछले 

मेहीन ेमेरे ेपांि गान ेररलीज हुए। लकेकन मेैंन ेउनमेें स ेककसी के 

बार ेमेें इंस्टाग्ामे पर नहीं कलखा क्योंकक मेसु्स्लमे किरोधी नफर्त 

की बह्ती धारा मेें मेरेी ककसी भी उपलस््धध के बार ेमेें बा्त करने 

का यह सही िक््त नहीं लग्ता।  
मेैं स्ट्िटर पर मेसुलमेानों की हत्या का आह्ान करन ेिाले 

लगभग हर नफर्त भर ेिीकियो को देख्ती हंू क्योंकक मेरेी आद्त 

है। मेैं यह भी देख्ती हंू कक कैसे लोग इसं्टाग्ामे पर अपनी लाप्ता 

कबस््कलयों को बिान ेकी कोकशश कर रहे हो्त ेहैं।  

जसेै खाना पकाना, घर की सफाई करना, बठैकों मेें भाग 

लनेा और अपना व्यािसाकयक कामे करना मेरेी रोजाना की 

कजदंगी का कहस्सा हैं, िसेै ही यह किकजटल अकनिपरीक्ा भी। 

जब मेझु े स्रिीनप्ल े या िायलॉग कलखना हो्ता है ्तो मेझुे  

एक-दो कदन के कलए फोन बदं करना पड़्ता है क्योंकक मेैं जान्ती 

हू ंकक एक भी नफर्ती िीकियो या ट्िीट देखकर मेैं सदमे,े गसु्से 

और बेिारगी के भिंर मेें फंस जाऊंगी। मेैं खुद से कह्ती हू,ं 

मेैं एक पशेिेर लकेखका हंू और जब कोई मेझु े कलखन ेके कलए 

भगु्तान कर्ता है ्तो मेरेी भािनाएं आकंशक रूप से ककराय ेपर 

हो्ती हैं। यह मेरे ेकलए गरै-पेशिेर होगा कक अपनी भािनाओं को 

कहीं और गल्त ्तरीके से व्यक््त करंू। अगर दोपहर मेें बठैक 

हुई और मेझुसे ककसी जोड़़े के कलए एक आकर््चक, कहसं््ललश, 

मेजदेार, रोमेाकंटक गी्त कलखन ेके कलए कहा जा्ता है, ्तो मेझुे 

िह करके देना होगा। इससे कोई फक्क नहीं पड़्ता कक उस कदन 

सुबह मेैंन ेएक पकुलसकमेमी द्ारा ट़्ेन मेें ्तीन मेसु्स्लमे व्यस्क््तयों को 

गोली मेारन ेके िीकियो देख ेया सैकड़ों मेसु्स्लमे घरों पर बुलिोजर 

िलाए जान ेकी खबरें पढ़ीं।  
मेैंन ेखदु को समेझा कदया है कक कहंसा और नरसंहार की बा्तें 

रोजमेरा्च दफ््तरों मेें कॉफी-ब्के के दौरान होन ेिाली  इधर-उधर की 

बा्तों जसैी ही हैं। ज्यादा्तर नके इरादे िाल ेलोग भी ऐसी बा्तों का 

कजरि ‘यह बहु्त बरुा हुआ’ से शरुू कर्ेत हैं और ‘िलो, कामे पर 

िल्त ेहैं’ के साथ खत्मे कर दे्त ेहैं। मेैं उन्हें यह नहीं ब्ता पा्ती 

कक िूकंक ‘ऐसा बुरा घट गया है’ कभी-कभी मेैं लौटकर कामे करने 

की हाल्त मेें नहीं हो्ती। लकेकन मेझु ेकामे करना िाकहए—और 

य ेनके इरादे िाल ेलोगों मेें से ्तमेामे न ेजो 2014 मेें ककया, उसे 

अब भला ि ेकैसे पलट सक्त ेहैं?  

मेरे े फोन पर जो कदख्ता है और जो सामेन े है, उसके 

बीि यह किसंगक्त कभी-कभी भटकाि पदैा कर्ती ह।ै  

जब मेैं ककसी मेहंग ेकैफे या रसे््तरां मेें जा्ती हंू, ्तो दकुनया जल नहीं 

रही हो्ती। जब मेैं ककसी शॉकपगं मेॉल मेें जा्ती हंू ्तो कोई ककसी को 

मेार नहीं रहा हो्ता। जब मेैं एक आलीशान दफ््तर के भी्तर हो्ती 

हू ं्तो िहां ‘आ्तकंिादी’ के नार ेलगाने िाली भीड़ नहीं हो्ती। 

ई-मेले, एयर-कंिीशनर, बैंक ट्ासंफर जसैी आधकुनक पूजंीिादी 

दकुनया को िलान ेिाली हर िीज सामेान्य ्तरीके से कामे कर रही 

हो्ती है। यह मेझु ेहर कदन खदु से सिाल करन ेपर मेजबरू कर्ता 

है: इन दोनों दुकनया मेें कौन असली है? और, अगर य ेदोनों 

असली हैं ्तो कब आपस मेें टकराएगंी? और जब ि ेटकराएंगी, 

्तो मेैं कजदंा रहन ेके कलए ककस हद ्तक जाऊंगी?  

मेैं इनमेें से ककसी भी सिाल का जिाब नहीं जान्ती।  

मेैं अपनी हकडियों मेें ‘किनम्र्ता’ के उस बोझ को मेहससू  

कर्ती हंू कजसे मेैं रोजाना की कहसंा के पागलपन और इसकी 

िजह से आंखों मेें उभर आए खनू के बािजदू ढोन े के कलए  

मेजबरू हंू। जो लोग सुनना िाह्त ेहैं, उनमेें से भी ज्यादा्तर की 

सहानभुकू्त स ेमेरेा गहरा मेोहभगं हो रहा है। इसकलए अगर मेझुे 

ऊपर कदए गए सिालों मेें स ेककसी का जिाब प्ता भी हो्ता ्तो भी 

मेैं बड़ी किनम्र्ता के साथ मेसु्कुरा्त ेहुए कह्ती- िलो कामे पर 

िापस िल्त ेहैं।  n
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फोटोः गेटी इमेजेज

यह जानकर कैसा लगेगा कक आप तो 

देश से मोहब््बत करते हैं, पर देश नहीं 

साफ है कक संघ पररवार जब चाहता है, तब

कवकहप-बजरंग दल को हकथयार थमा देता है
आजाद भारत को घेर रखी गुलामी की तमाम दीवारों पर ज्ब हम 76 वें साल की लकीर खींच रहे हैं, तो इस मुकाम पर हमारी  

दो मुस््ललम नागररक याद कदला रही हैं कक आजादी की इस यात्ा में हमने मूक दश्शक ्बनकर उनके भरोसे को तोड़ा है 

मैं हर दिन पांच से छह ट््वीट दिखती हूं िेदिन 

उन्हें पोस्ट नहीं िरती। क््योोंदि मैं उनपर 

होने ्वािी संभाद्वत प्रदतदरि्योाओं से डरती हूं- 

सरिार ्योा मेरे संभाद्वत हमिा्वरों से नहीं 

बल््कि मेरे िोस्तों और सहिदममि्योों से जो मेरा 

मू्क्योांिन िरेंगे, और अपनी बात रखते हुए मैं 

उन्हें जाने-अनजाने नाराज न िर िूं क््योोंदि 

इससे मुझे दमि रहा िाम रुि सिता है ्योा 

सामादजि रूप से मुझे अिग-थिग हो जाना 

पड़ सिता है

सबीका अब्बास नकवी क्षिणपंथी कब्गेि की ओर से कई ्तरीके से मेुझे 

कई दफा अपमेाकन्त ककया गया। बु्कली बाई, 

सु्कली िी्कस जैसे संबोधन और अनकगन्त रेकडिट 

सबग्ुप्स (कनजी प्रक्तकरियाओं को जगह देने िाला 

सोशल मेीकिया प्लेटफॉमे्च) की कदलों को भेद देने 

िाली प्रक्तकरियाएं। स््तंकभ्त ‘नहीं’ होने की अपनी 

क्मे्ता से मेैं ह्तप्रभ हूं। यह सं्ताप और भय मेेरे 

रोजाना के जीिन का कहस्सा हो गया है। नूंह मेें 

जब से मेुसलमेानों के कखलाफ कहंसा शुरू हुई है, 

मेैं नहीं समेझ्ती, हमेमेें से कोई ठीक से सो सका 

है। मेुझे अपना घर जला कदए जाने के सपने आ्ते 

हैं। नूंह की घटना के बाद एक हफ््ते के भी्तर मेेरे 

ििेरे भाई और भ्तीजे ने अपनी मेुस्स्लमे पहिान 

की िजह से गंभीर भेदभाि झेला है। हमे िीकियो 

कॉल के जररये जब जुड़़े ्तो रो पड़़े। रा्त भर 

अपने समेुदाय की सुरक्ा की दुआएं कीं। अड़ोस-

पड़ोस मेें हर एक के बारे मेें प्ता ककया। 

लेककन हमेें ऑकफस जाना पड़ा। इन सबके 

बाद भी समेाज हमेसे सामेान्य ्तरीके से कामे 

करने की अपेक्ा कर रहा था जबकक हमेारे घर 

जला कदए गए थे, व्यापार ्तहस-नहस कर कदए 

गए थे। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं। 

मेेरे ििेरे भाई और मेैं काफी कदनों बाद कमेले 

और- शक नहीं- हाल मेें हमे सबने जो भेदभाि 

झेला, उस बारे मेें लंबी बा्तिी्त की। सामेान्य 

बा्तिी्त और हंसी-मेजाक की जगह हमे इस 

देश मेें अपने भकिष्य को लेकर सामेूकहक ्तौर 

पर किंक्त्त थे। घृणा, उत्पीड़न और दुव्य्चिहार 

की रोजाना की खबरों से ही जगने िाला समेुदाय 

दूसरे लोगों की ्तरह ‘गॉकसप करने’ या सामेान्य 

बा्तिी्त करने की बा्त कैसे सोि सक्ता है? 

हमेारे ‘िजूद’ पर गुस्से और किलाप के 

अस्पष्ट क्णों से जो कुछ आ्ता है, उसके 

आधार पर मेैं कलख रही हूं कक हमेलोगों, भार्तीय 

मेुसलमेानों के कलए कैसे ‘सामेान्य हाला्त’ का 

कोई मे्तलब नहीं रह गया है। सपना देखने और 

स्ि्तंत्र, सुरकक््त भकिष्य की योजना बनाने और 

उसे अमेल मेें लाने की कोई सूर्त नहीं बिी। 

हमे साि्चजकनक ट्ांसपोट्ड मेें जोर से अपने नामे 

लेने, सलामे िालेकुमे और खुदा हाकफज कहने 

से परहेज करने लगे हैं। संपादकीय कलखने की 

बा्त हो या कफर िोरी-जैसी छोटी-सी घटना की 

एफआईआर कराने के कलए पुकलस स्ट़ेशन जाने 

की, हमेें िर लगने लगा है। हमे उन पर कैसे 

यकीन कर सक्ते हैं? जो कुछ हमे झेल रहे हैं, 

उसमेें िे भी ्तो एक पक् हैं? जब हमे अपने घरों 

मेें नमेाज अदा कर्ते हैं, ्तब भी पुकलस बुला ली 

जा्ती है! ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

हमे कहां जाएं? मेस्स्जद और मेदरसे  

जलाए जा रहे, मेजार ्तहस-नहस करने के कलए 

लोग अकभयान िला रहे हैं। हमेें मेारा जा रहा है, 

हमेारी कलंकिंग की जा रही है। ककसी पर कोई 

असर नहीं है। जो हमेारा नरसंहार करने की बा्त कह्ते हैं, 

हमे उन्हें पुरस्ककृ्त ककए जा्ते और मेाला पहनाए 

जा्ते देख्ते हैं। जो हमेारे कखलाफ कहंसा कर्ते हैं, 

उन्हें हमे लगा्तार मेंि कदए जा्ते देख्ते हैं। ककसी 

पर कोई असर नहीं है। 
हमेारे ऑकफस के सहकमेमी धमेाांध हैं जो 

धू्त्च्तापूि्चक इस्लामेोफोकबक िुटकले सुना्ते 

हैं और दकक्णपंथी सरकार की जी्त पर हमेारे 

्तीनमेंकजला भिनों को सजाया जा्ता है। ककसी पर 

कोई असर नहीं है। जब भी हमे अपना सोशल मेीकिया फीि 

रीफ्ेश कर्ते हैं, हमेें कनशाना बना्ता हुआ 

पॉिकास्ट, रैली, हेट स्पीि, ट़्ेस्न्ििंग हैशटैग, 

मेीमे कदख्ता है। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

मेुस्स्लमे मेकहलाओं की ऑनलाइन नीलामेी की 

जा्ती है। अदाल्त गुनाहगारों के भकिष्य के कलए 

किं्ता जाकहर कर्ती है। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं। 

हमेारी लाशों, जली बस्स््तयों और हमेें 

खलनायक बनाकर िुनाि लड़़े और जी्ते जा्ते 

हैं। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

मेैं शायद ही ककसी मेुसलमेान को जान्ती हूं 

कजसने ककराये पर मेकान पाने मेें मेुस््ककलें न झेली 

हों। ब्ोकरों और मेकान मेाकलकों का हमेें घूरना 

और उनकी नजरों मेें हमेारे कलए नफर्त, यह 

आए कदनों का अनुभि है। इन्हीं िजहों से हमे 

दाकखला रद्द करा्ते हैं, नौकरी छोड़ देनी पड़्ती 

है। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

मेुसलमेानों को गुंिों और कफर सरकार द्ारा 

लूटा जा्ता है, उनकी कलंकिंग की जा्ती है, उन्हें 

्तरह-्तरह से परेशान ककया जा्ता है। ककसी पर 

कोई असर नहीं है। जब हमेारी लाशों का कजरि टीिी के समेािार 

िरि ्तो छोकड़ए, नीिे की कटकर मेें भी न हो 

्तो भला कोई कैसे सपने देखे, कैसे खूबसूर्त  

भकिष्य की योजना संजोए और कैसे रोजमेरा्च की 

कजंदगी को सामेान्य ्तरीके से जीए? ककसी पर 

कोई असर नहीं है। जरा सोकिए, उस इंसान को कैसा मेहसूस 

हो्ता होगा, जो अपने देश से ्तो मेोह्धब्त कर्ता 

है लेककन देश उससे मेोह्धब्त नहीं कर्ता? मेैं 

उस देश के कलए काला कपड़ा पहनना और फश्च-

ए-अजा कबछाना िाह्ती हूं कजसने इस बा्त को 

सुकनस््कि्त करने के कलए सकरिय ्तौर पर िोट 

ककया कक हमेें खत्मे कर कदया जाए। जब हमे मेारे 

जा रहे हों और हमेें खत्मे ककया जा रहा हो, िह 

अपना रोजमेरा्च का कामे ऐसे कर रहा हो जैसे 

कुछ हुआ ही न हो। एक देश जो ‘मेौ्त के कुएं’ 

मेें गाड़ी िला रहे व्यस्क््त के कलए ्ताली बजा रहे 

लोगों की ्तरह हो जो मेन ही मेन िाह रहे हों कक 

कर्तब कदखाने िाला िह इंसान कगरकर मेर जाए। 

िे न कसफ्क हमेें कमेटाना िाह्ते हैं और बाजारों 

और कथएटरों, गांिों और कॉलोकनयों, स्ककूलों और 

कि्किकिद्ालयों, शहरों और ऑकफसों से बाहर 

करना िाह्ते हैं बस््कक नैरेकटि बनाने और फैसले 

लेने की प्रकरिया िाली जगहों से भी हमेें कनकाल 

बाहर करना िाह्ते हैं। युिा मेुसलमेान जेलों मेें 

हैं, हमेारे दोस््त जेलों मेें हैं। सामेाकजक न्याय की 

बा्त करने िाले जागरूक लोग खामेोश करा कदए 

गए हैं। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

रा्त मेें हमेारा रूटीन टूट रहा है, सोशल 

मेीकिया पर कुछ भी पोस्ट करने से पहले हमेें दस 

हजार बार सोिना पड़्ता है, सुरकक््त ्तरीके से 

घर पहुंिने के कलए कई ्तरीके से अपनी पहिान 

कछपानी पड़्ती है, यही कहानी दोहरा्ते-दोहरा्ते 

हमे थक गए हैं। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

हमेारे कुछ दोस््त हैं कजन्होंने हमेारी जगह 

नफर्त को िुना और हमेारा साथ छोड़ कदया। एक 

पूि्च कमेत्र और यूकनिकस्चटी के सहपाठी कनयकमे्त 

्तौर पर अपमेानजनक ट़ेक्स्ट भेज्ते और मेेरी 

मेुस्स्लमे पहिान पर धू्त्च कटप्पणी कर्ते रह्ते हैं। 

एक अन्य दोस््त ने अपनी शादी मेें घृणा फैलाने 

िाले को आमेंकत्र्त ककया, एक अन्य ने एक ऐसे 

व्यस्क््त से अपने आट्ड शो का उद्घाटन कराने 

का िादा ककया कजसने मेुस्स्लमे मेकहलाओं के 

साथ बलात्कार की अपील की थी। हमेारा एक 

साथी कलाकार इस बा्त पर गि्च मेहसूस कर्ता 

है कक नरसंहार करने िाले एक पागल ने उसके 

कामे की सराहना की। कोई किं्ता नहीं कर्ता 

कक यह हमेें ककस ्तरह छोटा मेहसूस करा्ता है। 

कक्तने अनपेकक््त, कक्तने घृकण्त! ककसी पर कोई 

असर नहीं है। मेेरे पास कहने के कलए बहु्त कुछ 

है, इ्तना कुछ कक अपनी रोजाना की कजंदगी मेें 

अपनी उदासी के बारे मेें अपने हर साथी नागररक 

को ब्ताना िाह्ती हूं लेककन इसका क्या कोई 

मे्तलब है, अगर मेुझे कहा जाए कक हमेारे कलए 

्तुमेसे प्रेमे करना भी मेुस््ककल है? आप कैसे प्रेमे 

करेंगे अगर कदलों की गहराई से जान्ते हों कक लि 

लेटस्च से ज्यादा खून की जरूर्त है? 

ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है, कफर भी हमे 

एक दूसरे का खयाल रख्ते हैं। हमे पैसे इकट्ा 

कर्ते हैं, मेुस्कुरा्ते हैं, मेुस््ककल हाला्त मेें भी 

िुटकुले सुना्ते हैं और अपने अंदर उम्मेीदों की 

पौध को धीरे-धीरे सींि्ते हुए कजंदा रखने की 

कोकशश कर्ते हैं। मेैं िाह्ती हूं कक हमे प्रक्तरोध 

करने, किरोध करने, बहादुरी और साहस कदखाने 

के कलए रोजाना न जगें। मेैं िाह्ती हूं, हमे 

सामेान्य ्तरीके से पढ़ें, कामे करें, सांस लें; जो 

िाहें, पहनें; जो िाहें, खाएं; सपने देखें, जीएं। 

लेककन यह सब मेुस््ककल से मेुस््ककल हो्ता जा रहा 

है। हमेारा सबसे बड़ा दुभा्च्लय आपसी भाईिारे की 

कमेी और हमेारे आसपास के लोगों की खामेोशी 

है। मेैं आपसे बोलने का अनुरोध नहीं करने जा 

रही हूं। मेैं आपको नींद से भी जगाने नहीं जा रही 

हूं। आपको आपकी नफर्त से भी बाहर कनकलने 

को नहीं कहूंगी। यह भी नहीं कहूंगी कक हमेारा 

खयाल रखो। क्योंकक मेैं ्तो एक ही िीज जान्ती हूं:  

इस जु्कमे मेें जो खामेोश रहें 

जाकलमे भी िही, काक्तल भी िही।  n

देश में ही ्बन गई है दो दुकनया 

स््वतंत्रता दि्वस द्वशेष

कृपया  पेज 2और 6भी देखेें
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FOCUS

INDEPENDENCE DAY

A DAY TO NEVER  

FORGET

Anis Kidwai’s memories

of the first Independence

Day are eerily resonant

THE ALIENATION  

IS COMPLETE

In Manipur, separation

may be the only way to

find enduring peace 

P2

P4

P6

NATION

REBOOTING INDIA

Can a putative non-BJP

government repair

India’s social fabric?

‘No one bats an eye’

How does it feel to belong to a country that you love, but that does not love you back, asks Sabika Abbas Naqvi

I feel in my bones the 

burden of  politeness 

I’m compelled to carry 

despite the madness 

of  the daily violence 

that has bloodied my 

eyes. I’m deeply 

disenchanted

with the empathy of   

most of  those who 

may want to listen

I 
have been auctioned by the right-wing 

brigade way too many tim
es. Bulli B

ai, 

Sulli Deals, and countless Reddit sub-

groups. I am shocked at my ability
 to not 

be shocked. This grief  and fear has 

become part of  my everyday life. 

Since the violence against Muslims 

broke out in Nuh, I don’t think any of  us 

have slept properly. I 
have had nightmares 

of  my house being burnt down. In the 

immediate aftermath of  Nuh, my nephew 

and cousin have had it r
ough. Did you ask 

why? We broke down on video calls with 

each other. Prayed for the safety of  our 

community through the night. Checked in 

on everyone in the vicinity. 

But we had to go to office the day after. 

We’re expected to function normally while 

we’re being auctioned, while our homes are 

burnt, our businesses destroyed. No one 

bats an eye. 

My cousins and I met after a long  

long tim
e and guess what we talked about—

what else but the discrimination each  

one of  us faces routinely these days. Instead 

of  the usual gossip and laughter, we wor-

ried, in a mental huddle, about our future 

in this country.

How can a community that wakes up to 

daily news of  hate, harassment and abuse 

find the heart to ‘gossip’ or make small ta
lk 

like other people? That privilege has been 

snatched from us. No one bats an eye.

What I write comes from disjointed 

moments of  rage and lament over the 

destruction of  our wajood, over how any 

form of  ‘normalcy’ does not exist for us, the 

Indian Muslims. 

The will to
 dream and plan a future, free-

ly, safely, n
o longer exists. We are very con-

scious of  our names, of  saying salam ale-

kum and khuda hafiz loudly in public trans-

port. Scared of  writing editorials or going to 

police stations to file
 FIRs for something as 

petty as a theft. How can we trust them? 

When they are party to all that we go 

through? The police are called when we offer 

prayers even inside our homes! No one bats 

an eye.

Where do we go? The mosques and 

madrasas are burnt down, people are run-

ning campaigns to destroy mazars. We are 

I 
just got off  a long phone call with a 

friend who was telling me how, over the 

last few days, he has been feeling a con-

stant weight on his chest due to relent-

less anti-M
uslim news. I to

ld him that I 

have begun to feel the veins bulging on my 

forehead due to the stress, and that I have 

barely slept in the last few weeks. 

I told him that a few months ago, I w
as 

thinking of  going to a psychiatrist, but I 

didn’t because the psychiatrist wanted a 

friend or relative’s number as a reference, 

and I felt ashamed to ask someone. So now, I 

suggested, the two of  us could both go visit a 

psychiatrist and give each other’s names as 

reference. My friend said he couldn’t afford 

a psychiatrist. 

In my mind, I quickly calculated that 

while I could afford a psychiatrist’s fees  

and the medication for a few months,  

eventually the cost might be equal to my 

monthly rent… so maybe I would just have to 

do without. 

In the last six months, I have written 

around seven or eight new poems, but I h
ave 

not put them out on social media. Everywhere 

I look I see ‘relatable content’ and wonder if  

I might end up sharing ‘negative thoughts’ 

through my poems. I also write five to six 

tweets every day, but I do not post them. 

Because I fear the reactions—not of  the 

State or my probable future assaulters—but 

of  my friends and colleagues who will ju
dge 

me, and who I might accidentally end up 

offending, which could lead to the unneces-

sary loss of  work opportunities for me or 

social ostracisation. 

Last year, I was nominated for an IIFA 

Award for Adapted Screenplay. In the past 

month, five of  my songs were released. But I 

did not post so much as an Instagram Story 

even, about any of  that, because no time 

feels like an appropriate tim
e to talk about 

any of  my achievements in the ever-flowing 

stream of  anti-M
uslim hate. 

I watch almost every hate video that calls 

for the killin
g of  Muslims on Twitter, 

because I do. I also watch how people are 

trying to save missing cats on Instagram, 

because I m
ust. 

T
his digital ordeal is a part of  my every-

day life, along with cooking my meals, 

cleaning my house, attending meetings, 

and doing my work. I h
ave to switch off  my 

phone for a day or two when I have to write 

Torn between Two Worlds

The dissonance between what I see on my phone and what is in front of me is sometimes disorientating, says Hussain Haidry

As we mark a 76th notch on the many prison walls of  independent India, two Muslim fellow travellers  

remind us of  how the nation, the government of  the day and all of  us mute witnesses have failed them

killed and lynched. No one bats an eye.

We see them, the ones who call fo
r our 

genocide, being feted, garlanded and award-

ed. Those who enable violence against us 

are continuously platformed. No one bats 

an eye.

Our office colleagues are bigots who slyly 

crack Islamophobic jokes and decorate our 

three-storey buildings on the right-wing gov-

ernment’s win. No one bats an eye. 

Every time we refresh our social media 

feeds, there is a podcast, a rally, 
a hate 

speech, a trending hashtag, a meme target-

ing us. No one bats an eye. 

Muslim women are auctioned online. 

The court shows great concern for the 

future of  the perpetrator. No one bats  

an eye. 

Elections are fought and won on our dead 

bodies, burnt bastis, our villainisation. No 

one bats an eye. 

I barely know any Muslims who have not 

found it h
ard to find a house on rent. That 

gaze, that hate in the eyes of  brokers and 

landowners alike! We drop admissions and 

leave jobs for that reason. No one bats an eye. 

Muslims are looted, lynched, harassed by 

the goons and then by the State. No one bats 

an eye. 

How can one dream, plan, go about our 

daily lives normally when our dead bodies 

don’t fin
d mention in news cycles, not even 

as a footnote? 

How does it feel to belong to a country 

that you love, but that does not love you 

back? I want to wear black clothes and 

spread a farsh-e-aza for a nation that actively 

voted to ensure we are erased, that goes 

about its
 daily business while we get killed 

and destroyed. A nation that applauds and 

cheers as it w
atches. You know, like the audi-

ence of  a maut ka kuan (well of  death) that 

wishes the racer would fall to
 his death.

They not only want to delete us and drive 

us out of  bazaars and theatres, villages and 

colonies, schools and universities, cities and 

offices, they want to drive us out of  spaces of  

narrative-building and decision-making. 

Young Muslims are behind bars, our 

friends are behind bars. Bright men and 

women who talk about social justice are 

silenced. No one bats an eye. 

Our routine is breaking down at night, 

thinking ten thousand tim
es before posting 

on social media, hiding our identitie
s in 

various ways to reach home safely, exhaust-

ed repeating this story over and over again. 

No one bats an eye. 

We have friends who chose hate over us 

and left our side. A former friend and class-

mate from the university religiously sends 

me abusive texts and elaborate slurs on  

my Muslim identity. 
Another friend invites 

a hate enabler to their wedding, another 

promises to get their art show inaugurated 

by a man who called for Muslim women  

to be raped. A fellow artist feels proud that  

a genocidal maniac commended their  

work. No one cares how small it 
makes us 

feel. How unwanted, how hated. No one bats 

an eye.

I have so much to say, so much to tell every 

fellow citizen about the heaviness in our 

everyday, but will it
 matter if  I told you we 

find it h
ard to even love? How do you love 

when you know deep down that petitio
ns 

require more blood than love letters? 

But while no one bats an eye, we care for 

each other. We check in, do fundraisers, 

crack dark and diffic
ult jokes, smile, pray 

and manage to slowly water the plant of  

hope inside our ribs. 

I wish we didn’t have to wake up every 

day to rise, resist and be brave. I wish we 

could simply study, work, breathe, wear 

what we want, eat what we want, dream—

and be. But it i
s getting diffic

ult. It
 is getting 

more and more diffic
ult. 

Our biggest misfortune is the absolute 

lack of  allyship and the enabling silence of  

people around us. I w
ill n

ot request you to 

speak up. I will not wake you from your 

slumber. Or shake you out of  your hate. I 

will n
ot ask you to care. 

For I only know one thing: 

‘Iss zulm mein jo khamosh rahey  

zalim bhi wahi, qatil b
hi wahi’ 

(He who is quiet in tim
es of  oppression,

he is the oppressor, he is the assassin)  

screenplays or dialogues, because I know that 

watching one video or one hateful tweet will 

throw me off  into a vortex of  shock, outrage, 

anger, helplessness, and I will go numb. 

I tell myself, I am a professional writer, 

and my emotions are partially on hire when 

someone pays me to write—it will b
e grossly 

unprofessional of  me to misallocate my emo-

tions elsewhere. 

If, in
 an afternoon meeting, I am asked to 

write an edgy, Hinglish, funny, romantic 

song for a duet, then I must comply and 

deliver—for it should be of  no concern to 

anyone whatsoever that the very same 

morning, I h
ave watched videos of  a police-

man shooting three Muslim men in a train, 

and read about the hundreds of  Muslim 

homes getting bulldozed.

I have made peace with the fact that these 

everyday spectacles of  violence and genocid-

al chants are coffee-break conversations at 

some of  my workplaces. Most of  the 

well-m
eaning people begin with “It’s gotten 

so bad, ya,” and end with, “Chalo, let’s get 

back to work.” I am unable to tell th
em that 

because it h
as gotten so bad, sometimes I’m

 

quite unable to get back to work. But work I 

must—and what can these well-m
eaning 

people do now to undo what so many of  them 

did back in 2014, anyway? 

This dissonance between what I see on 

my phone and what is in front of  me is some-

times disorientating. When I go to an expen-

sive café or restaurant, the world is not 

burning. When I go to a shopping mall, 

nobody is killin
g anyone. When I am inside a 

plush office space, there are no mobs scream-

ing terror chants. E-mails, air-conditioners, 

bank transfers—everything that runs the 

modern capitalistic world appears to be 

functioning just fin
e. 

This makes me question myself  every 

day: which of  these two worlds is real? And 

if  both of  them are real, when will th
ey col-

lide? And if  they collide, to what lengths will 

I go to stay alive?

I do not know the answers to any of  those 

questions. I fe
el in my bones the burden of  

politeness I’m
 compelled to carry despite the 

madness of  the daily violence that has blood-

ied my eyes. I’m deeply disenchanted with 

the empathy of  most of  those who may want 

to listen. So even if  I did know the answers 

to any of  those questions, I would have 

ended up just smiling politely, and said, 

“Chalo, let’s get back to work.”  

Photo: Getty Images

INDEPENDENCE DAY
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THE POLITICS OF RAPE 
AND PUNISHMENT
Using women’s bodies as 
patriarchal battlegrounds

A PRESCRIPTION  
FOR DISASTER
Whose interests does the
Jan Vishwas Bill serve?
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BOOKS
JAISALMER’S  
UNDERGROUND LIBRARY
A temple that boasts a 
collection of 200,000 books

At the relief camps in Manipur, where thousands of the displaced have taken shelter, the conditions are pathetic, with shortages of essentials such as medicines, food, sanitary pads and milk for babies

Can Manipur Find Peace?
Separately may be the only way to live together for the warring ethnic communities of the state, suggests Mercy V. Guite

It has been over three months now that 
Manipur was drawn into a seemingly 
interminable spiral of  ethnic violence, 
and we are nowhere near a resolution, 
despite sympathetic noises from some 

quarters. The central and state governments 
remain apathetic and are doing their 
damnedest to deflect attention, and there is 
no real effort to find a way to end hostilities 
and progress towards peace.

The political, socio-economic narrative 
only recently tilted towards the Zomi–Kuki 
tribes after the appearance online of  a video 
showing women of  the tribal community 
being abused by a Meitei mob. Not much 
breaks through the internet ban curtaining 
Manipur. With the Centre claiming it’s ready 
to discuss issues—albeit on its own terms—
and the Opposition too digging in its heels, 
we effectively have a stalemate.

Caught in this political–constitutional 
affray are human lives. Zomi–Kuki women 
and children are facing life-threatening 
health risks. Some observers will belabour 
the point that there is suffering on both 
sides of  the divide, but the worst the Meitei 
may have suffered since May 3, when this 
violent spiral began, is some disruption in 
life and business as usual. On the other 
hand, losses that the Zomi–Kuki–Hmar 
tribes face, now and in the future, are a far 
more real thing. Their immediate worry, of  
course, is how to stave off  attacks on their 
villages and on the Zomi–Kuki people by a 
majoritarian State machinery.

The immediate provocation that sparked 
the latest clash between the Meitei and 
Zomi–Kuki tribes was the Meitei demand for 
scheduled tribe (ST) status. The Meitei are 
already a privileged majoritarian group in 
Manipur, and include the general, SC (sched-
uled caste) and OBC (other backward class-
es) sub-groups. But the reasons for the 
Centre’s determined silence on Manipur lie 
beyond the immediate, or even historical 
sociological provocations, it is not about the 
Meitei demand for ST status.

 
The silence of the governments

What is it, then? What is the secret of  
Manipur chief  minister N. Biren Singh’s 
immunity? Why has the Centre not sacked 
him, after three months of  an all-too-obvious 
administrative failure? Why wasn’t the fail-
ure of  the state administration reasonable 
grounds to impose President’s Rule? Why, 
even after news of  the atrocities against 
women caught in this violence became an 
open secret?

Manipur is extremely important to the 
economic and trade cooperation facet of  the 
‘Act East’ Policy. In 2003, there were reports 
of  Jubilant Oil & Gas (a Dutch oil company) 
conducting a survey for the presence of  
hydrocarbons in the hill areas of  Manipur—
Jiribam, Tamenglong and Lamka 
(Churachandpur is a name imposed on the 
district later). The total area granted for oil 
exploration was 3,850 sq. km, and it is esti-
mated that Manipur has nearly 5,000 billion 
cubic feet of  oil. The production sharing of  
Manipur Block–I was signed on 30 June 2020; 
it had already been signed for Manipur 
Block-II on 19 June 2010 and a licence grant-
ed by the Manipur government on 20 
September 2010. This may suggest a context 
for an attempted land grab, perhaps?

However, even if  these hill areas that are 
home to tribal communities are reserves of  
oil and natural gas, the current mayhem is 
still beyond comprehension. Why would the 
state government use its machinery for a 

large-scale pogrom? Did the majority Meitei 
population have some deep envy of  the trib-
al inhabitants of  the hill areas? Would 
exploiting these oil reserves yield financial 
benefits to them? The answer to both those 
questions is ‘yes’. 

Can this trigger hate crimes by the Meitei 
against the hill tribes, or nudge them into 
fanning false narratives that the tribals in 
these areas are illegal immigrants from 
Myanmar? Yes, again, because it can make 
room for future claims that the Meitei are 
the ‘natural’ or ‘indigenous’ inheritors of  
these rich land reserves. Even so, the atroci-
ties against innocent tribal civilians in the 
Imphal valley, the killings and burning down 

of  homes, businesses, churches and person-
al property seem excessive.

What more is there to consider? Well, 
Manipur is considered most important for 
the opium trade in the Southeast Asian coun-
tries, being on the border with Myanmar. If  
Manipur is an important junction in the 
opium trade both within and across the bor-
der, what does the state government and its 
majority population gain from violence 
against the tribal hill peoples of  Manipur? 
Yet even this does not explain the scale and 
intensity of  the recent attacks. Are India’s 
geo-political, defence and trade and economic 
interests to be prioritised over civilian  
Kuki–Zomi lives? The silence is hard to 

explain—because surely this is a convincing 
alibi, should the government choose to speak.

How, then, do we explain the apparent 
support for Biren Singh and his government?

 
Meira Paibis vs Zomi–Kuki women

The monsoon session of  Parliament has 
become a fruitless tug-of-war, even as media 
bytes and newspaper stories from both sides 
of  the ethnic divide make headlines. The 
reality, however, is that the internally dis-
placed Zomi–Kuki people are suffering daily 
in Lamka (or Churachandpur, its imposed 
name), Delhi, Guwahati, Aizawl and many 
other places. There are bodies lying aban-

doned in the Churachandpur district hospi-
tal morgue for over 80 days—families of  the 
deceased have not been able to claim them 
without putting their own lives at risk .

The suffering of  women and children is 
beyond comprehension. Many women have 
been sexually assaulted, even gang-raped. 
Openly. The disturbing video of  the two 
Zomi–Kuki women paraded naked and 
groped is just one of  many such incidents, 
which have gone unreported (or reported 
but ignored), thanks to the indefinite inter-
net shutdown, especially in the peripheral 
areas of  the state. 

There have been many incidents of  
Meitei mobs seeking out Kuki–Zomi people, 
even marking them for worse assault than, 
say, the Tangkhul, who are Naga tribals. 
These mobs have not even spared senior cit-
izens and government officers, and are 
undeterred by the police or army. They have 
hounded out tribal families living in the 
valley or in Imphal itself; have taken the 
attack to the villages in the hills; sought out 
students in their dormitories; blockaded 
roads, lain in wait for prey to come their 
way, even on the road to the airport (why not 
let them run away from the lands you so 
badly want—or was it more important to 
instil terror?). They have ritually targeted 
women to bear the brunt of  abuse, and often 
these mobs have included women, who 
egged them on. The savage abuse of  a 
woman, her body (because she is a tribal) 
sends a clear and chilling signal.

Anna and Kim

The Young Tribal Women’s Network—a collective of women 
from Manipur and neighbouring North-East states—started 
as a WhatsApp group in May 2023, soon after violence broke 

out in Manipur between the dominant Meitei community and the 
Kuki–Zo tribes. The collective was formed to fulfil the urgent need 
for relief. Since then, we’ve been providing necessities such as 
blankets, medicines and sanitary napkins to be dispatched to 
various relief camps across Manipur.

Initially, we catered to the rising requirement for basic amenities 
at relief camps in Imphal. Then we started working in neighbouring 
hill districts such as Kangpokpi, Chandel and Senapati. However, a 
radical mob roaming the streets 
made it difficult for us to reach the 
relief camps. We couldn’t send our 
relief items through cargo or 
courier via air either, as the mob 
made the Imphal airport 
inaccessible to us.

All of this is occurring against 
the backdrop of a pre-existing 
infrastructural deficit in the tribal 
areas, which have always lacked 
access to proper healthcare and 
other livelihood opportunities. 
The displaced persons are 

struggling for essentials such as rice, dal, medicines, blankets and 
sanitary pads. Several new mothers have also faced issues in 
breastfeeding their newborns as the lack of nutritional food has 
made lactation difficult; in one case, this even led to the death of 
a baby. This is why there is also an immediate demand for baby 
food and other supplements. With our limited funds and access, 
we have chosen to focus on meeting these necessities, although 
we wish to expand our scope and provide post-trauma care and  
counselling as well.

Many neutral parties and persons bearing no allegiance to the 
conflicting groups have helped us in on-ground coordination and 
support. Due to the ongoing nature of the violence, we decided 
against mobilising individual field volunteers for their personal 

safety. Instead, we’re partnering 
with the Indian Red Cross Society, 
which has been actively providing 
relief in the area and has more 
access as an international body. 
We hope to help all those affected 
by this violence regardless of their 
ethnic identity, while praying for 
justice and peace to prevail.  

Juliana also contributed to this article. 
Kim and Anna are members of the 

Young Tribal Women’s Network. 
Courtesy: India Development Review 

Every Grain Counts
A volunteer group’s struggle with relief efforts in Manipur

They have ritually targeted 
women to bear the brunt  
of  abuse, and often these 
mobs included women,  
who egged them on. The  
savage abuse of  a woman, 
her body (because she  
is a tribal) sends a clear  
and chilling signal

Some observers belabour 
the point that there is 
suffering on both sides of  
the ethnic divide, but the 
worst the Meitei have 
suffered since May 3, when 
this violent spiral began, is 
some disruption in life and  
business as usual Continued on page 3
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TUNNEL VISION
The Char Dham tunnel
disaster has ‘man-made’
written all over it

INDIA’S JOBS CRISIS
Why accelerated
growth can’t take care
of unemployment 

GENOCIDE KNOWS  
NO NUANCE
The perfidy of our foreign
policy on Palestine 
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(–)10 years of your life
Air pollution is more than a 

concern, it’s the crisis of  
our times, the one we feel in 
our lungs with every tor-
tured breath. Worldwide, as 

many as 7 million premature deaths 
from lung cancer, heart disease and 
stroke are attributed to air pollution 
every year. As air pollutants like car-
bon dioxide are also greenhouse gases, 
the need to reduce them becomes even 
more urgent. 

India’s cities are at the centre of  the 
air pollution crisis. The IQAir ‘World 
Air Quality Report 2022’ reveals that in 
2021, not one single city in India met 
the updated WHO safety standards of   
5 micrograms of  PM (particulate mat-
ter) 2.5 per cubic metre of  air; while 
almost half  our cities exceeded the 
limit by almost 10 times.  

A study by the Energy Policy 
Institute at the University of  Chicago 
(EPIC) has shown that life expectancy 
may be reduced by as much as nine 
years in a highly polluted city like 
Delhi, the fourth most polluted city in 
the world based on an annual average 
PM2.5 concentration (μg/m³). This 
despite the National Clean Air 
Program (NCAP) having been started 
in 2019, covering 100 of  the more pol-
luted cities. Serious air pollution has 
been repeatedly reported not only in 
the context of  landlocked cities like 
Delhi (as well as several other towns 
and cities of  the National Capital 
Region), but also from a coastal city 
like Mumbai which, until some years 
ago, was supposed to be relatively 
well-protected from the worst of  air 
pollution due to fresh sea-breezes. No 
more, thanks to several man-made fac-
tors, including relentless, indiscrimi-
nate construction.   

With the whole world reeling from 
this upsurge, the few notable successes 
in checking air pollution could go 
unnoticed. A recent note by the United 
Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) mentions some encouraging 
initiatives in five cities—Paris, New 
York, Seoul, Bogota and Accra, which is 
the first African city to join the 
BreatheLife campaign started as a joint 
initiative by several international agen-
cies. One highlight that struck me in 
particular was in Seoul, where a ‘wind 
path forest’ has been created by plant-
ing trees at calibrated intervals along 
rivers and roads to channel air into the 
city centre. India needs to come up with 
such innovative solutions. 

While the launching of  the NCAP 
was a much-needed step, it was stymied 
from the start due to underfunding and 
blinkered vision. Some short-term suc-
cesses have been reported from cities 
like Raipur, but the overall situation 
remains very bleak and worrying.

As many cities under the control of  
different governments suffer from 
similarly grave pollution problems, 
the blame cannot be laid at any one 
particular door—rather it should be 
seen as a larger failure of  governance. 
The failure lies in falling short of  the 

requirements of  21st-century urban 
governance—one which involves 
attentive and adequate care for the 
environment. Instead of  well-informed 
planning and thoughtful implementa-
tion, urban governance in India is driv-
en all too often by ad-hoc responses, 
populism and corruption. 

What is still not being acknowl-
edged is the fact that pollution  
control should be at the core of   
urban development. Given our bedev-
illed legacy, and mounting worries 
for the future, urban planning needs 
to play a bigger role, with multi- 
layered improvements.

That’s just one stark measure of the cost of air pollution in our cities. But maybe there’s hope yet, writes Bharat Dogra

The silhouette of Rashtrapati Bhavan struggles to pierce through the toxic haze that engulfs Delhi on the morning of 13 November 2023, the day after Diwali 

Even a coastal city like Mumbai has seen a spike in air pollution 

In Seoul, a ‘wind 
path forest’ has been 
created by planting 
trees at calibrated 
intervals along 
rivers and roads to 
channel air into the 
city centre. India 
needs to come up 
with such innovative 
solutions

The poorest people 
languishing in 
neglect and 
unemployment can 
play an important 
role in the ecological 
regeneration of  
urban India

A I R  P O L L U T I O N  E M E R G E N C Y

Measure of  
the Menace

7 million
Premature deaths 
worldwide attributed to  
air pollution
________

2.5 micrometres
Diameter of the fine 
particulate matter (PM 2.5) 
that can penetrate deep 
into the respiratory system, 
get into the bloodstream 
and cross even the  
blood–brain barrier
________

5 mcg/m³
‘Safe’ concentration of  
PM 2.5 per cubic metre of 
air, as per updated WHO  
safety standards
________

7.91 million
Motor vehicles on Delhi 
roads in 2021–22
________

3.38 million
Private cars registered in 
Delhi as of 2021
________

80,000 tonnes
Debris generated from the 
demolition of two illegal 
residential skyscrapers  
in Noida

When it comes to a city like Delhi 
whose importance as the country’s 
capital is well recognised, there has 
been no dearth of  statistics, studies 
and various initiatives based on them. 
Yet, glaring deficiencies remain. Most 
of  the hectic attention paid to this 
issue is confined to a concentrated 
period when the problem is most 
acute. For the rest of  the year, it’s on 
the back-burner, with the result that 
the base level of  pollution is not 
reduced, and is already at a high level 
when the difficult days of  maximum 
pollution arrive.

Much has been said about the vari-
ous steps being taken by the govern-
ment to reduce vehicular pollution, 
including Bharat Stage VI Emission 
Standards. These may have played a 
positive and helpful role, but if  you 
zoom out, you see how these policies 
have also supported the very rapid 
growth of  private car ownership, at a 
far higher rate than is good for the 
health of  our cities. Meanwhile, public 
transport has not received equal atten-
tion, and has, in fact, gone from bad to 
worse in several places.

Another aspect that has generated 
more media attention than actual 
results is stubble burning. Several 
solutions have been suggested, not all 

of  which are consistent with each 
other. One much-discussed solution 
has been to find economically profit-
able uses for paddy crop stubble, set-
ting up the infrastructure for which 
may involve disproportionately high 
investments. The other suggestion is 
to replace paddy cultivation in the 
kharif  season with crops that are less 
water-intensive. This, we are told, will 
solve not just the stubble problem but 
also the problem of  over-exploitation 
of  water. Clearly, the two approaches 
are not consistent with each other but 
after years of  debate neither seems to 
have been moved to the next level.  

There are other indications of  how 
skewed our attention to the pollution 
question has been. In August last year, 
for example, two 100-metre high sky-
scrapers—one with 29 storeys, the 
other 32 storeys, both in NOIDA, very 
close to Delhi—were demolished using 
3,700 kgs of  explosives. The demolition 
generated 80,000 tonnes of  debris 
along with massive amounts of  dust, 
endangering human health as well as 
birds. While there were genuine com-
plaints of  construction regulations 
having been neglected, there was no 
complaint of  the buildings being 
unsafe. Hence, instead of  demolition, 
an inventive solution would have been 
to fine the constructors an equivalent 
amount,  and use the money to create a 
garden of  several thousand indige-
nous mixed trees. Instead, we got 
80,000 tonnes of  debris and highly pol-
luting dust mixed with explosive resi-
dues on a massive scale.

Have demolitions been identified as 
one of  the prime causes of  dust pollu-
tion? No. On the contrary, demolitions 
are on a roll, with more unnecessary 
and unjust ones being carried out in 
recent times than we can keep track of. 
This draws attention to another 
neglected aspect of  our so-called urban 
governance—distorted policies that 
not only escalate pollution but are, in 
addition, highly unjust to people, par-
ticularly from the weaker sections. 

Recently, I spoke to several victims 
of  demolition drives in Delhi. Evicted 
several years ago from the relatively 
central parts of  the city to its out-
skirts, they told me that while earlier 

they used to walk to work, now they 
have to travel almost daily in crowded 
buses. So first, the demolitions had 
generated huge dust and debris pollu-
tion, and then, everyday emissions had 
increased on account of  people having 
to take transport to work. Such situa-
tions raise questions about the flawed 
and elitist concepts of  urban planning 
in India. Instead of  addressing or min-
imising the problem, they aggravate it. 

In another instance, I interviewed 
several women who collected clothes 
from middle-class homes in exchange 
for utensils. These clothes were then 
repaired and refurbished for sale in 
the second-hand market. A fine exam-
ple of  creating wealth from waste, in 
the process generating livelihoods and 
providing bargain-price wardrobes for 
the poor. The biggest centre of  this 
work was near Raghubir Nagar in 
Delhi, a lively, colourful and entertain-
ing place of  commerce, with women 
bantering as they bartered—five 
spoons for those two sweaters, one 
bowl for these three shirts… 

Unfortunately, the huts of  these 
enterprising women were flattened to 
the ground some years ago. While 
covering this large-scale demolition, I 
became aware of  the massive disrup-
tion caused to this community. When  
I went to meet them in the distant 
place where they had been sent, I  
not only learnt about their increased 
difficulties and diminished incomes, I 

also spotted the same pattern. The 
spike in transport-related pollution 
caused by daily travel to workplaces, 
in addition to demolition-related 
debris and dust pollution.  

What is more, the outer areas of  
the cities where the poorest people are 
being pushed have not seen a com-
mensurate rise in essential facilities, 
including sanitation and water. 
Widespread squalor and widespread 
unemployment are the two immedi-
ately visible outcomes of  official 
‘clean-up campaigns’.

This is a missed opportunity. If  
creatively used, para-urban areas can 
become centres of  afforestation and 
agro-ecology, contributing to cleaner 
air, as well as the supply of  fresh and 
healthy food to the city. While thus far 
the reduction of  pollution has been 
envisaged more in terms of  an agenda 
which displaces the poor from their 
homes and livelihoods, there is a 
strong case to be made for greening 
programmes in urban and  para-urban 
areas which can provide highly cre-
ative jobs to the poor on a big scale. 
Integrating concerns for social justice 
and environmental protection seems 
to me the best way forward for urban 
planning and governance in India.

While any efforts to check pollution 
must have a sound scientific base, an 
excessively technocratic approach will 
not work. Ultimately, the big tasks 
ahead must be related to the dormant 
energy and creativity of  common peo-
ple, particularly from the weaker sec-
tions. Some of  the poorest people lan-
guishing in neglect and unemploy-
ment today can play an important role 
in the ecological regeneration of  
urban India—if  adequate creative live-
lihoods are generated for them in the 
greening of  cities.

In the voluminous literature on 
reducing air pollution, you will not 
find much of  a mention for integrat-
ing justice and ecology concerns, but 
this is where hope lies for the future 
of  our cities.  

BHARAT DOGRA is honorary convener, 
Campaign to Save Earth Now and author of  

Protecting Earth for Children, Planet in Peril 
and A Day in 2071

9 years
Estimated reduction of 
life expectancy in a highly 
polluted city like Delhi

160 mcg/m³
The average concentration 
of PM 2.5 in Delhi in winter 
(October to January)

#4
Delhi is ranked the 
fourth most polluted 
city in the world
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Rashme Sehgal

On Diwali morning, 40 workers 
found themselves trapped in a 
4.5-km-long under-construction 
tunnel connecting Silkyara to 
Polgaon in Uttarkashi district. 

This is only the most recent in a long line  
of  mishaps that have plagued the construc-
tion of  what is being touted as one of  the 
longest tunnels being built under the Char 
Dham Yojana. 

While keeping the benefits of  motorists 
at heart—the tunnel will reduce the dis-
tance from Uttarkashi to Yamunotri by 26 
kilometres—it is completely insensitive to 
both human and natural resources in this 
vulnerable zone.

Bhim Singh Rawat, a scientist working 
with SANDRP (South Asia Network on 
Dams, Rivers and People) points out, “No 
safety protocols were in place when the 
accident occurred. When the State Disaster 
Response Force (SDRF) arrived at the tun-
nel site on this black Sunday, they found 
there was only one JCB (mechanical 
extractor) available at the site. The Augur 
drilling machine needed to dig a hole 
through the tunnel reached the disaster site 
only on 14 November, a full 48 hours after 
the accident had occurred.”

The most regrettable aspect of  this trag-
edy is that part of  this very same tunnel had 
collapsed in 2019. (Fortunately, at that time 
no workers were trapped.) Rawat is horri-
fied to note that “no safety ducts had been 
put in place despite the fact that they were 
working along a fault line, which the super-
vising engineers know to be extremely 
risky. The government had also sent for a 
900-metre-long pipeline in order to reach 
the workers, but since that operation failed, 
they sent for Hume pipes (precast concrete 
pipes) which will be used to try and rescue 
the trapped workers.”

The trial-and-error method make one’s 
blood run cold. Government officials main-
tain they have established contact with the 
trapped workers but have not parted with 
simple voice recordings of  messages that 
might reassure the stricken families of  the 
poor workers. 

Local politicians, when informed that 
most of  these workers are from outside the 
state (only two are from Uttarakhand), point 
out that when the Char Dham yatra was 
started, the central government had claimed 
it would provide large scale employment to 
the local youth. Clearly, this has not been 
the case.

Varun Adhikari, an engineering geolo-
gist says, “The collapse at Silkyara is a 
classic case of  unprofessional tunnelling 
practices and negligence toward essential 
tunnelling principles. It also highlights the 
importance of  maintaining diligence in 

The Char Dham tunnel disaster is only the most recent in a long line of mishaps, and it has ‘man-made’ written all over it

adhering to proper procedures especially in 
reprofiling and utilising hydraulic breakers 
or minor blasting with due consideration of  
the tunnel’s specific conditions and poten-
tial consequences on the surrounding  
rock mass.”

Dr C.P. Rajendran, a scientist who spe-
cialises in earthquake geology and tecton-
ics, is equally aghast. “No SOPs (standard 
operating procedures) were being followed 
here, with serious consequences. Previously, 
such excavations in the mountains were 
carried out under the supervision of  com-
petent geologists, followed by continuous 
tunnel logging, among other precautionary 
measures. Why were no safety norms or 
reviews ordered by the authorities even 
after the tunnel collapse in 2019?”

The answer is not hard to find. The tun-
nel construction was being supervised by 
the National Highways Authority of  India 
along with DSCL (DCM Shriram 
Consolidated Limited) which, in turn, con-
tracted it to the Navyug Construction 
Company which, in turn, sub-let it to anoth-
er company that obviously lacks the exper-
tise to undertake such a project. 

Inadequate geological understanding of  
the natural composition of  the rocks in the 
region and non-compliance with regula-
tions are a lethal combination. Cost con-
straints (such as they are) compromise reg-
ulations (such as they are), while the exten-
sive use of  explosive triggers landslides. 
Environment Impact Assessment had been 
done away with for the entire Char Dham 
project and people on the ground are paying 
for this with their lives. 

Consider the toll taken by the road and 
rail construction activity in Uttarakhand 
under the Char Dham Yojana and the 

Rail Vikas Nigam Ltd respectively.  
this entire area with their houses develop-
ing cracks as well.

It is no consolation that tunnel collapses 
are not unique to Uttarakhand. On 19 May, 
the tunnel under construction at Khooni 
Nallah in Ramban district on the Jammu–
Srinagar highway collapsed, resulting in 
the death of  four workers and injuries to 
many more.

With multiple fatalities resulting from 
the 1,100 landslides in Uttarakhand alone 
this year, widespread human, material, eco-
nomic and environmental loss has exceeded 
the community’s ability to cope, as we have 
seen in Himachal and Sikkim as well. 

Rajendran warns that the intensity of  
disasters in the Himalayas will only go from 
bad to worse: “It has become clear that the 
exponential increase in the occurrence of  
landslide-related disasters in the 
Uttarakhand Himalayas cannot be catego-
rised any longer as ‘natural disaster’, as 
much of  it is man-made or human acceler-
ated disaster, triggered by unscientific cliff  
cutting to widen the roads under the Char 

Dham project. The tunnel construction fail-
ure on the Brahmakhal–Yamunotri road in 
Uttarkashi district is only the most recent 
in the trail of  disasters we have witnessed 
in the Himalayas.”

Despite objections raised by expert panels, 
and caveats issued by courts, the government 
is steamrolling ahead. “How else do you 
explain people working early morning on a 
holiday (Diwali)?” asked Rajendran. “The 
work is going on 24x7, the contractor must be 
under tremendous pressure to meet a dead-
line given by the authorities. Easy to specu-
late what the hurry is in an election year.” 

Every time such disasters occur, govern-
ment representatives label them ‘geological 
surprises’. If  massive infrastructural proj-
ects are implemented under incompetent 
supervision in a dynamic and environmen-
tally fragile landscape like that of  the 
Himalayas, anything would be a ‘surprise’. 
What is shocking is the cavalier disregard 
of  environmental concerns and scientific 
advice. And the heartless, heedless risk to 
human life.  

Demonetisation’s anniversary (8 
November) came and went, 
without any defence of  that 
masterstroke from the Indian 
government. 

‘Notebandi’ was the idea of  a man with a 
diploma in mechanical engineering from 
Latur, a town in Maharashtra. Anil Bokil 
runs an institution called ArthaKranti (liter-
al: economic revolution), and describes him-
self  as an economic theorist. His thinking 
was: in a country like India where 70 per cent 
of  the population survives on just Rs 150 per 
day, why do we need currency notes of  more 
than Rs 100?

Days after Modi abolished 86 per cent of  
India’s currency, Bokil revealed in an inter-
view how the prime minister had got the 
idea. In July 2013, soon after Modi was 
declared the BJP’s prime ministerial candi-
date, Bokil went to Ahmedabad with his 
colleagues and sought to present an 
ArthaKranti proposal. 

Modi gave Bokil 10 minutes. “By the time 
I was done, I realised that he had listened to 
me for 90 minutes. He said nothing after I had 
made my presentation,” Bokil said. This is 
not surprising. The idea that a simple, magi-
cal and transformational action could be 
executed by him would have transfixed Modi.

On the ArthaKranti website, the benefits 
of  demonetisation which were conveyed to 
Modi at that meeting are listed, including: 
‘Terrorist and anti-national activities would 
be controlled’, ‘the motive for tax avoidance 
would be reduced’, ‘corruption would be 
minimised’ and there would be a ‘significant 
growth in employment’. What’s not to like?

Conspicuous by their absence, however, 
are details of  how demonetisation would be 
executed and its benefits achieved. There is 
no reference to or analysis of  what the fall-
out could be. 

ArthaKranti also proposed withdrawing 
the entire taxation system in favour of  a 
transaction tax, accompanied by a Rs 2,000 
limit on cash transactions. The ideas were 
reductive, simplistic and, apparently, easy 

The ‘masterstroke’ that cut deep
Aakar Patel reminds us of the damage that ‘notebandi’ unleashed on the nation

to implement. It was perfect for Modi, who 
picked the single most dramatic element 
from this—demonetisation—and pushed it 
through.

In his speech announcing demonetisation 
on 8 November 2016, Modi said India’s prob-
lems were corruption, black money and ter-
rorism. Strong steps would need to be taken 
against these and he would be the one to take 
them. Indians were honest and yet India was 
corrupt, and so a powerful and decisive step 
was needed against corruption, black money 
and terrorism.

Had people ever thought about where the 
money for terrorism came from, Modi asked. 
It came from Pakistan’s counterfeiting oper-
ations in India, which was proved by the 
frequency of  arrests. He said the circulation 
of  cash was linked to corruption and this 
was why Rs 500 and Rs 1,000 notes comprised 

80 and 90 per cent of  the total currency, 
respectively. He was cancelling them as legal 
tender in four hours, at the stroke of  mid-
night. That would mean “such notes, cur-
rently in the hands of  anti-national people, 
would become worthless”. 

Modi acknowledged that there would be 
some discomfort through this move, but that 
would not be a problem. This was because, 
he said, ordinary citizens were enthusiastic 
about sacrifice and willing to endure hard-
ships for the country. 

No preparation had been made by vari-
ous departments. We know this because the 
Cabinet was summoned on 8 November and 
ministers were told to leave their mobile 
phones behind so the act could remain 
secret till it was announced at the meeting. 
Since ministers didn’t know, their depart-
ments didn’t know and so nobody was pre-

pared, just as was the case with the national 
lockdown of  2020.

Modi had been specifically warned by 
the RBI—the body that actually had to 
demonetise the notes of  currency that its 
governor had guaranteed with his signa-
ture—that demonetisation was a mistake. 

Raghuram Rajan resigned as governor 
after having discussed and disapproved of  
this move. The new governor, Urjit Patel, 
was arm-twisted by Modi into accepting it 
within weeks of  taking office. He then 
refused to release the minutes of  the meet-
ing the RBI urgently held at 5.30 p.m. on  
8 November (just before Modi’s speech) to 
approve the unhinged move, citing national 
security and a ‘threat to life’.

When the minutes were finally leaked to 
the press two years later in November 2018, 
Patel quit (he left the following month). The 

RBI minutes said it had been told by the 
government that:

••  The economy had grown by 30 per cent 
between 2011 and 2016 but the currency 
notes of  higher denomination had 
grown at a much higher rate.

••  Cash was the facilitator for black money.
••  Counterfeit money of  an estimated  

Rs 400 crore was present in the system.
••  Therefore, Rs 500 and Rs 1,000 notes 

should be made invalid.

The RBI’s response to the government was as 
follows:

••  The economic growth referred to by the 
government was real, while the rise in 
currency was nominal and not adjusted 
for inflation; ‘hence this argument does 
not adequately support the recommen-
dation’ for demonetisation.

••  Most black money was held as land or 
gold and not cash, and abolishing cur-
rency would have no effect on curbing 
black money.

••  Demonetisation would have a negative 
impact on GDP.

••  Rs 400 crore in counterfeit currency 
was insignificant (only 0.02 per cent) 
compared to the total cash in circula-
tion, which was Rs 18 lakh crore.

Having said all this, the RBI board nonethe-
less put its rubber stamp on Modi’s idea. 
The reason why it fought to keep this capit-
ulation secret is clear. It had done its job in 
pushing back and pointing out the flaws; it 
was now protecting Modi. 

That is why Urjit Patel shamefully 
claimed there was a national security rea-
son why he could not reveal the minutes, 
when RTI activists sought to access them. 

Of  course, events proved that the RBI 
had accurately predicted both the damages 
and the lack of  benefits on every count. 
What the RBI was hiding was the fact that 
Modi had ignored its concerns—all of  
which turned out to be true—and gone 
ahead anyway.  

Events proved that the 
RBI had accurately  
predicted both the 
damages and the lack of   
benefits on every count. 
What the RBI was hiding 
was the fact that Modi 
had ignored its concerns

In October, nearly 40 workers had a nar-
row escape after a fire broke out (due to an 
inflammatory chemical) inside a tunnel 
being constructed for the Rishikesh–
Karnaprayag railway project in Rudra-
prayag district. 

On 13 August, 114 workers and engineers 
trapped in shoulder-deep water about 300 
metres inside the under-construction Edit-2 
tunnel were rescued in the nick of  time.
This too is part of  the same Rishikesh–
Karnaprayag project. They were lucky. The 
water was first pumped out using heavy 
equipment after which a police contingent 
was employed to bring them out.

In July, a landslide triggered by heavy 
rainfall led to enormous pile-ups on both 
ends of  the Daat Kali tunnel that connects 
Saharanpur to Dehradun, with commuters 
held up inside.

The Chamba–Tehri tunnel which is part 
of  the Rishikesh–Gangotri road link has 
developed huge cracks. People living in this 
region are terrified because the tunnelling 
has resulted in major land subsidence in 

The under-construction Silkyara tunnel in Uttarakhand’s Uttarkashi district where the mishap occurred 

NCP workers stage a protest in Mumbai on the 6th anniversary of demonetisation, 8 Nov. 2022

‘How do you explain 
people working early 
morning on a holiday 
(Diwali)? The contractor 
must be under 
tremendous pressure to 
meet a deadline. Easy to 
guess what the hurry is 
in an election year’ 

No light at the end of this tunnel
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What happened in Egypt and Hungary 
is of  importance for a variety of  
reasons, and the world has been 

rather near a major war. I should, however, 
like to lay stress on two aspects particularly. 
The first relates to Anglo–French action in 
Egypt. It is patent that this action has failed 
completely. It was aimed principally at 
bringing down the Nasser government and 
establishing a more pliable tool. This 
transformation was supposed to lead to a 
re-establishment of  British influence over 
Western Asia and of  French influence in 
Northern Africa and especially Algeria. 

It is President Nasser who has come out 
of  it with greater strength and far greater 
prestige, while both the UK and France have 
suffered tremendously in their prestige, 
apart from the great losses that they 
sustained.

This has demonstrated that it is very 
difficult now for an open reversion to 
colonialism. Even a strong power cannot do 
so at the expense of  a weak country, because 
of  world opinion, including of  course Asian 
opinion, and the many other consequences 
that flow from this... England and France, 
two great colonial powers, have not only 
suffered very greatly in prestige, but have 
also been shown up as really not strong 
enough to hold empires. In effect, this has 
changed the balance of  power in the world.

The events in Hungary have 
demonstrated that militant communism, 
however powerful its backing, cannot be 
forcibly imposed for long. Communism 
might possibly grow in a country if  it is 
allied to nationalism and the country relies 
on its own strength. Hungary was, for ten 
years, under a Communist regime dominated 
by the Soviet Union. During these ten years 
there was, no doubt, a great deal of  
propaganda and indoctrination But, as 
events have proved, it could not stand up 
against the strong nationalist urge of  the 
Hungarian people. Thus, Russia has not only 
suffered greatly in prestige by what it did in 
Hungary, but so-called international 
communism has also been shown to be much 
weaker than people imagined.

These two events are significant for the 
future and will, no doubt, gradually 
influence the policies of  various countries.

Both in Egypt and Hungary, the situation 
is still critical, though it would appear that 
the immediate danger of  a major war has 
been avoided. At the same time, the cold war 

has come back and is likely to create a new 
crisis from time to time….

It is important that we should have a clear 
idea of  these happenings because the burden 
of  shaping our own country’s policy rests on 
us… The stakes are very heavy indeed and, 
by some fate or circumstance, India’s 
responsibilities have grown. Reports come to 
us from many of  the West Asian countries 
that wherever an Indian flag is seen on the 
car of  one of  our representatives, crowds 
gather round it to express their high 
appreciation of  India and her policy, and 
expect India to do something to help them. 

So also, in Budapest. That is a terrible 
burden for us to carry. Our capacity to do 
anything is limited, and our good name has 
gone far beyond that capacity. This prospect 
rather frightens me. It is easy enough to give 
expression to our views in brave language, 
condemning this country or that, but it is not 

easy to hold to the straight and narrow path 
which leads to peace….

What is the test we should apply? 
Certainly, the test of  principles, but the 
enunciation of  principle is not enough and 
even a good principle shouted out at the 
wrong time may create dangers and lead to 
difficulties. If  a great country, because of  its 
own folly and mistakes, is driven into a 
position from which it cannot extricate itself  
without humiliation and abject surrender, 
then it is likely to prefer even war, whatever 
the consequences. 

We have seen England and France and 
Russia, no doubt because of  their own 
mistakes, driven into a corner and trying 
desperately to find a way out without 
complete loss of  dignity. If  we prevent them 
from finding a way out, this might lead to 

desperation and even war. Therefore, it 
would seem that we should always try to 
have an honourable way of  escape from a 
difficult position. I remember that Gandhiji 
always left a door open in this way, without 
ever sacrificing his principles. Gandhiji’s 
wisdom and practical good sense justify 
itself  again and again.

England and France, losing the active help 
of  the United States and having to face an 
angered public opinion, became too weak to 
carry on their rash adventure in Egypt and 
are trying to end it with such grace as they 
can. The Soviet Union is not weak and relies 
on its own strength. Even so, it has bowed to 
world opinion to some extent The danger is 
that it may be pushed too much in an attempt 
to humiliate it and then it may react wrongly.

The Soviet Union was alarmed at what 
might well develop into a collapse of  its 
authority in the East European countries 
and bring a hostile frontier right up to its 
own borders. There is nothing that Russia 
fears so much as a re-armed Germany. Twice 
in our lifetime, German armies have invaded 
and brought havoc to Russia... 

How, then, are we to deal with this 
situation? I can offer no simple recipe. We 
may, however, lay down some broad 
considerations. The first one is that we 
should stand on our basic principles. That 
means that foreign forces should be 
withdrawn from Hungary, and Hungary 
should enjoy real independence with a 
political or economic structure of  her 
people’s choice. For this purpose, Soviet 
troops will have to withdraw. We should 
make it easy for the Soviet Union to do so. If  
we make it difficult, then the process of  
withdrawal will be delayed and the crisis 
will continue.

It becomes ever more clearly evident to me 
that the system of  pacts and alliances— 
whether it is NATO or the Warsaw Treaty or 
SEATO or the Baghdad Pact—weakens peace 
and maintains a constant dread of  each other. 

If  we ask the Russians to withdraw from 
East European countries, as we logically 
should, foreign bases in other foreign 
countries should also be liquidated. I am 
quite sure that if  all these pacts and 
alliances are put an end to, there would be 
great relief  all over the world.  

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

of Nehru Memorial Museum & Library
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The Suez Crisis and Hungary 1956
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I
n an economy like ours where the work-
force is not neatly divided between the 
employed and the unemployed, and where 
there is massive and mounting casualisa-

tion of  work, measuring unemployment is a 
tricky business. Since it necessarily entails ask-
ing a person how much work he/ she got over a 
certain period in the past, the unemployment 
measure varies, depending on the period taken 
into account, and how much work over this peri-
od is taken to constitute employment. 

The National Sample Survey (NSS) has there-
fore three different concepts in place: usual sta-
tus, weekly status and daily status. And while it 
carried out its large sample survey every five 
years, its annual survey was based on a much 
smaller sample, because of  which its figures 
were, at best, tentative. 

Researchers therefore have increasingly been 
relying on the figures provided by the Centre for 
Monitoring the Indian Economy (CMIE), a 
non-official organisation that carries out a sam-
ple survey every month. An urban survey is 
conducted every week that asks people whether 
they were employed on the date of  the survey. 

The unemployment rate is defined as the 
ratio of  the unemployed (who are willing to and 
seeking work) to the total labour force, compris-
ing both the employed (i.e., the work force) and 
the unemployed. One may have reservations 
about its measure, but the CMIE provides a con-
sistent set of  figures over time that can be useful 
for analysing trends.

The latest CMIE figures for October 2023 
showed that the unemployment rate in the coun-
try stood at 10.05 per cent; the rural unemploy-
ment rate was 10.82 per cent while the urban 
unemployment rate was 8.44 per cent. The over-
all unemployment rate was not only higher than 
in the previous month (7.09 per cent), but the 
highest since May 2021 when there had been a 
sharp spike. The previous sharp spike occurred 
in 2020 because of  the lockdown.

This has naturally given rise to much discus-
sion about the growing unemployment crisis in 
the economy. However, I wish to explore another 
aspect altogether. Since the CMIE-estimated 
unemployment rate appears to change notice-
ably from one month to the next, I have a specific 
rationale for focusing on a different aspect of  the 
CMIE figures to establish the growing unemploy-
ment crisis.

According to the CMIE chief, India’s work-
force (which is synonymous with the number of  
employed persons) has remained virtually stag-
nant at a little over 400 million over the last five 
years, which means that employment has not 

increased at all. In October 2023, when the unem-
ployment rate went up so sharply, the total 
labour force also showed a sudden increase. This 
rise in the labour force is the outcome of  the 
working age population increasing without any 
offsetting fall in the labour participation rate. A 
simple calculation reveals that the absolute num-
ber of  employed persons remained unchanged.

All of  this explains the rise in the unemploy-
ment rate since 2019. According to the CMIE, the 
unemployment rate which was 5.27 per cent in 
2019 rose to 8 per cent in 2020, remained at 5.98 
per cent and 7.33 per cent respectively in the next 
two years, and went up even further in 2023. 

Many commentators have attributed the 
stagnation in employment and the rise 
in the unemployment rate to the incom-

plete recovery of  the economy from the Covid-
induced fall. While GDP recovery post-pandemic 
has undoubtedly been slow, belying the govern-
ment’s boast about ‘India being the fastest grow-
ing country in the world’, this fact alone cannot 
explain the stagnation in employment numbers. 

Compared to 2019, for instance, real GDP has 
increased by about 16 per cent in 2023 (assuming 
a 6 per cent growth rate for 2023). If  employment 
has not increased despite the GDP increase, this 
says something about the nature of  the growth 
process itself, rather than just its pace. 

What the Indian experience confirms is the 
invalidity of  the proposition that unemployment 
can be overcome only if  the growth rate is accel-
erated. In fact, it all depends on how growth is 
brought about. The absolute stagnation of  
employment is because the nature of  growth has 
changed in the last few years, thereby generating 
less employment.

The small-scale and petty production sector 
was adversely affected by the neoliberal with-
drawal of  State support and exposure to unre-

stricted foreign competition. Its woes were fur-
ther compounded by two moves by the Modi 
government: demonetisation, and the introduc-
tion of  the Goods and Services Tax (GST). The 
draconian lockdown ordered by the government 
in response to Covid-19 had a further devastating 
impact on this sector. The most employment- 
intensive sector of  the economy is still reeling 
from all these factors, and it is the uneven revival 
of  GDP growth that is responsible for employ-
ment lagging behind, to a point where its growth 
has actually been almost zero.

It follows, therefore, that the gamut of  eco-
nomic measures that the BJP government has in 
its kitty is incapable of  generating further 
employment. These measures, centring around 
providing incentives that induce capitalists to 
invest more so that the GDP growth rate is accel-
erated, are infructuous for two very distinct rea-
sons. First, in an oligopolistic market, invest-
ment depends upon the expected growth in 
demand. Unless steps are taken to increase 
demand, handouts to capitalists do not raise 
investment—the money is simply pocketed. 
What is more, in so far as the transfers to capital-
ists are financed by cutting government expendi-
ture elsewhere—in order to keep the fiscal deficit 
within stipulated limits—there is a net shrink-
age of  demand which is contractionary for the 
economy and hence counterproductive, since the 
capitalists do not spend the entire amount of  
transfers handed out to them. 

Second, even if  such transfers could increase 
investment and hence GDP growth, the sectors 
where such an increase would occur are not par-
ticularly employment-intensive; government 
measures are not oriented towards promoting 
the small-scale and petty production sector 
where employment is concentrated.

Ironically, while doling out tax concessions to 
capitalists in the name of  promoting employ-
ment, the government does not undertake the 
necessary expenditure involved in filling the 
large number of  vacancies that exist within the 
government sector. The ostensible reason for 
this is fiscal constraint; but the fiscal constraint 
itself  is caused, among other things, by the tax 
concessions given to the capitalists. 

Also ironical is the fact that the government 
is cutting down on  MGNREGS at a time when 
the rural unemployment rate is on the rise. 

The CMIE data, while highlighting the grow-
ing unemployment crisis, also exposes the utter 
absurdity of  the BJP government’s thinking on 
unemployment.   

IPA Service

Survival of the  
Richest: The India Story

Even at the risk of offending some people, let’s replay that sharp-witted, 
often-repeated Aaron Levenstein line on statistics. The American 
academic once famously said: ‘Statistics are like a bikini—what they 

reveal is interesting, but what they conceal is vital’.
You wouldn’t have missed the ‘India Shining’ headlines that unerringly 

pop up in election season, headlines quoting macroeconomic statistics that 
have you think the Indian economy is on a roll. Take for instance the World 
Bank’s latest India Development Update (IDU), its flagship half-yearly report 
on the Indian economy. It says: ‘Despite significant global challenges, India 
was one of the fastest-growing major economies in FY22-23 at 7.2 per cent. 
India’s growth rate was the second highest among G20 countries and 
almost twice the average for emerging market economies. This resilience 
was underpinned by robust domestic demand, strong public infrastructure 
investment and a strengthening financial sector. Bank credit growth 
increased to 15.8 per cent in the first quarter of FY23-24 compared with  
13.3 per cent in the first quarter of FY22-23.’ 

Other reports point out that the government’s GST (Goods and Services 
Tax) collections are rising. Corporate profits are higher. The capital 
expenditure budget has gone up from 1.6 per cent of GDP in 2019 to 2.7 per 
cent in 2023, indicating higher expenditure on infrastructure development. 
There’s more: the number of dollar millionaires in the country is projected to 
double by 2026 and the number of dollar billionaires in the country has 
risen to 169, higher than all other countries save the US and China. The 
waiting list for luxury cars is apparently getting longer and the demand for 
luxury apartments that cost upwards of Rs 15 crore is growing. You may 
even have heard of the stampede in malls for Apple iPhones made in India. 
Sounds good, right?

Now consider what these statistics conceal.
Unemployment in India is at an all-time high while concentration of 

wealth at the top is back to pre-1947 levels. Savings and investment rates 
are at a 20-year low. Household savings are down and household 
borrowings are up, with indications that people are borrowing to simply 
stay afloat. The government may have dissed the World Hunger Index 
rankings—it placed India at an ignominious #111 among 125 countries—
but a free-ration scheme for 800 million Indians tells another story. While 
the luxury segments of the economy are growing, rural demand is markedly 
depressed, as seen in, say, the decline in sales of two-wheelers and tractors. 
While 10 per cent of Indians have steady and even rising incomes and 
continue to aspire to a better life, for the rest, survival is still a struggle.

Published in January this year, an Oxfam report, rather perceptively titled 
‘Survival of the Richest: the India Story’, noted that the combined wealth of 
the 100 richest Indians had touched Rs 54.12 lakh crore—an  amount that 
could fund the entire Union Budget for more than 18 months. These 
findings corroborate the World Inequality Report 2022, which had flagged 
India as one of the most unequal countries with yawning income and 
wealth disparities. Said income gap between India’s rich and poor has been 
increasing over time. As per the report, the income of the top 10 per cent of 
India’s wage earners is 20 times more than what the bottom 50 per cent 
earn. It is this creamy layer of the top 10 per cent of wage earners, holding 
about 57 per cent of the country’s income, who seem to be driving demand, 
consumption and India’s so-called growth story.

The concentration of wealth is even more stark: while the top 1 per cent 
of Indians hold 22 per cent of the total national income, only 13 per cent 
rests with the bottom 50 per cent. The Oxfam report has yet another 
startling figure: between 2012 and 2021, 40 per cent of the wealth created 
in India has gone to just 1 per cent of the population and a meagre 3 per 
cent has reached the bottom 50 per cent. A UNDP report this year spoke of 
poverty concentration in states that are home to 45 per cent of India’s 
population but house 62 per cent of its poor.

India’s economic growth story is not for these poor sods. For them, we 
have election-time doles. 

H E R A L D  V I E W India’s Growing Unemployment Crisis

Rupee hits a record low

The Indian rupee dropped to an all-
time low of  83.30 to the US dollar 

last week. Did it register? One did not 
see screaming headlines in the 
‘mainstream’ media. There were no 
debates and panel discussions on the 
causes and impact of  the tumbling 
rupee on the country’s economy. 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who 
in his unlimited ignorance used to 
loudly say—before he became the 
PM—that the rupee’s fall was in fact 
the fall of  the government of  India’s 
reputation, is silent as a dummy. As if  
nothing has happened! Hasn’t the 
Modi government’s reputation hit a 
new low along with the falling rupee? 
We urge the prime minister to speak 
up and admit his guilt or tell the 
nation that he was wrong when he 
made such irresponsible statements.

Subhajit Dasgupta, Ghaziabad

The rise in ‘pakoda’ employment

In a recent report, learned economists 
at the State Bank of  India (SBI)—

India’s largest bank and largest 
lender—have claimed that the 
unemployment level in the country is 
at a ‘record low’! Well, that qualifies 
for Ripley’s Believe It or Not, doesn’t 
it? They have argued that the jump in 
the self-employed populace within 
employment estimates (57.3 per cent in 
FY23 against 52.2 per cent in FY18) has 
been ‘wrongfully interpreted by labour 
economists and others’ as a signal of  
shrinking employment opportunities. 
They didn’t stop there. They further 
stressed that ‘earnings have increased 
across all categories’. While we can 
leave it to the experts to argue it out, 
we can certainly put forth what we see 
happening around us and to us—our 

incomes have remained stagnant over 
the years, jobs are harder to come by, 
and inflation across sectors has 
actually made us poorer. The self-
employment the SBI economists are 
talking about is nothing but a 
regurgitation of  what Prime Minister 
Modi said on a TV channel a few years 
ago—selling pakodas and earning  
Rs 200–250 a day is employment. If  that 
is the kind of  employment the Modi 
government and its sarkari 
economists brag about, they should  
be ashamed.

Alok Sharma, Delhi

Shameful silence on Gaza

Israel has crossed all civilised limits 
in bombing and killing civilians in 

Gaza, including a large number of  
children. Demonstrations against the 
Israeli government are being 
organised across the world, including 
those where Jews are prominently 
present, at times even leading such 
protests. Our country, however, has 
made it a crime to protest peacefully 
against Israel’s excesses, because it 
embarrasses our prime minister, who 
apparently has a deep personal 
friendship with his Israeli 
counterpart, Benjamin Netanyahu. 
Our more-loyal-than-the-king despot 
has banned peaceful protests in India. 
Those speaking up for the poor 
Palestinians on their social media 
pages/ handles are being booked by 
the police as criminals. And these 
same elected autocrats and their 
minions howl and throw fits when a 
global report points out that India has 
slipped several notches on the 
democracy and freedom index in the 
past 10 years.

Anurag Dey, Kolkata

We must have a clear 
idea of  these happenings 

because the burden of  
shaping our own 

country’s policy rests  
on us… 

Prabhat Patnaik

The assumption that unemployment can be overcome only if  the growth rate is accelerated is false

India’s confused foreign policy towards the ongoing Israel–Palestine conflict prompts us to look for other examples of 
how India handled similar situations. Sixty-seven years ago, on 29 October 1956, Israel attacked Egypt, and was soon 
joined by Britain and France. The ostensible reason was the nationalisation of the Suez Canal by General Nasser of 

Egypt in July 1956. In a letter he wrote to the Chief Ministers of the provinces on 8 December 1956, Nehru, while condemning the aggression 
against Egypt and supporting Hungary’s right to choose its own path, also emphasises the need to keep ways open for peace.
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In my previous column (‘War Crimes 
Redefined’) I had opined that what 
Israel and the USA were doing in 
tandem in Gaza was a war crime. Since 
then, the criminality has only 

intensified—11,261 innocent Palestinians 
have already been murdered (per 
AlJazeera’s Live Tracker), with the whole 
world—Global North, South and Middle—
either remaining mum or muttering 
inanities of  the Blinken type that are 
specious and intended to give Netanyahu 
more time to achieve his objective of  
depopulating the strip. A non-binding UN 
resolution moved by Jordan for a ceasefire 
on humanitarian grounds has been passed 
by the General Assembly, but to our eternal 
shame, India has not voted in favour of  a 
ceasefire. A reliable estimate states that 
Israel has already killed 1 per cent of  
Gaza’s population; in Indian terms that 
would amount to about 14 million deaths.

Surely, both the irony of  our posture and 
its perfidy cannot be lost on any serious 
observer of  our foreign policy. The self-
proclaimed leader of  the Global South—the 
Vishwaguru no less—having just blown up 
Rs 4,000 crore on the G20 conclave to 
burnish his delusive credentials, has now 
become a mere camp follower of  the Global 
North! The irony lies in being a ‘leader’ 
without any leadership. The perfidy lies in 
an external affairs minister who has spent 
his entire career in the IFS supporting the 
Palestinian cause (our time-tested and age-
old policy), but now has no stirrings of  
conscience in joining pro-Israeli ranks. 
Either he has changed his mind or he has 
sold his soul for the proverbial loaves and 
fishes of  office. I am inclined to plump for 
the latter explanation, given his strident 
expressions of  loyalty to right-wing 
ideology for quite some time now. 

This diminishes him as a human being: 
he has abandoned his principles and values 
and has now become a full-fledged member 
of  a callous, opportunistic, amoral and 
transactional universe. I wonder if  he can 
sleep at night; he probably can, benefiting 
from the experience acquired in the Ukraine 
war, where we did precisely the same.  

India now languishes in terra nullius or 
no man’s land. We have abdicated any 
moral right to lead the Global South; and in 
the Global North we are now just another 
parvenu seeking only to stay in the good 
books of  the US, putting all our eggs in one 
geo-political basket. Our moment of  
reckoning will eventually come, but it will 
not save the Palestinians from further 
slaughter. No one with an IQ above 50 
(which excludes most of  the bhakts, 
naturally) will buy the canard that we are 

Genocide Knows No Nuance
When neutrality is complicity. Avay Shukla on the perfidy and posture of our foreign policy on the Palestine question

maintaining ‘neutrality’ in the Gaza 
conflict. Neutrality in a dispute between 
the world’s fourth most powerful army (a 
nuclear power to boot) and a putative 
‘nation’ that comprises millions of  
displaced people with no government, 
economy or army, where 80 per cent survive 
on humanitarian aid is no neutrality—it is 
complicity with the former. As Martin 
Luther King had said: there can be no 
neutrality between right and wrong, or 
between good and evil. Neutrality in such a 
context means supporting what is wrong 
and evil. Which brings me to my next point.

My earlier piece elicited quite a few 
responses. I won’t bother with the bhakts 
and trolls since radical Hindutva, Nazism 
and Zionism are all poisonous fruits of  the 
same genealogical tree and, by definition, 
can only ooze venom. But there are a lot of  
otherwise well-read and reasonable people 
who appear to have succumbed to the ‘theory 
of  nuance’ on the ongoing pogrom and 
slaughter of  Palestinians. This fake theory, 
and their argument, goes something like 
this: Israel’s disproportionate assault on 
Gaza is not a simple black-and-white issue, it 
has nuances which must be understood. It is 
defending itself  from a terrorist organisation 
that has beheaded babies and raped 
grandmothers, which launches rockets 
against Israel, and has taken 250 hostages. 
The Gazans fully support Hamas and must 
now pay the price for it. Most importantly, 
Jews have a right to the lands of  the 
Palestinians since they were the original 
settlers. 900,000 Jews were evicted from 
Palestine in the early 20th century by the 
Arabs; some apologists even go as far back as 
the Old Testament and the Canaanite period 
to justify Israel’s claim to Palestinian lands. 
Most of  this is misleading hogwash, an 
attempt to deflect the debate and to redirect 
it to a path that leads away from the war 
crimes being committed in Gaza.

Today’s global outrage should not be 
about who has the more justifiable claim to 
the land, the Jews or the Palestinians. The 

anger should be about the slaughter of  
thousands of  innocent non-combatants, 
women and children in Gaza. There are no 
nuances here—not in the killing of  over 
4,500 children and more than 3,000 women; 
not in the further 2,000 buried under the 
blasted rubble; not in the bombing of  
hospitals, schools, refugee camps; not in the 
forced eviction of  800,000 Gazans from their 
homes in the north; not in the use of  
starvation as a weapon of  war; not in the 
prevention of  food, fuel and medicine from 
reaching a people already horrendously 
deprived by 17 years of  blockade.

There are no nuances in killing tens of  
thousands of  innocents in order to assert a 
legal right to land which was never yours in 
the first place. (At the onset of  the modern 
era, which in the case of  the Middle East 
can be said to begin with the conquest of  
Arab lands by the Ottoman Turks in the 16th 
century, there were barely 5,000 Jews left in 
Palestine. Jews started arriving in large 
numbers only after 1947, from which point 
on the dispossession of  the Palestinians 
only grew more relentless—a claim borne 
out by the United Nations, and by the  
Oslo Accord.)

There are no nuances in determining the 
culpability of  Israel in the ongoing genocide 
and ethnic cleansing. Even if  Hamas is said 
to be a terrorist organisation, this does not 
entitle Israel to behave like a terrorist itself, 
as it has been doing since 1947. A sovereign, 
democratic State has to abide by inter-
national rules and covenants, both during 
peace and war; in fact, it has to be held to a 
higher standard than a terrorist outfit. If  it 
conducts itself  like a terrorist entity, 
subtlety has no role in determining  
its guilt. 

In any case, independent evidence is now 
emerging that Netanyahu himself  covertly 
supported and funded Hamas as a counter-
balance to the Palestinian Authority: it is 
his creation. Even more damning evidence 
is beginning to indicate that most of  the 
Jewish settlers killed on the 7 and 8 October 
were causalities of  retaliatory fire by the 
IDF (Israeli Defence Forces) which, under its 
‘Hannibal Directive’, is authorised to wipe 
out the enemy at all costs, even the death of  
its own citizens. Some reports reveal that 
these Israelis were killed by tank shells and 
5.7mm bullets which the Hamas does not 
possess. Nor does Hamas possess lethal 

missiles like the one which killed 500 people 
in a Gaza hospital in a single midnight 
strike. The news about the beheading of  
babies has been debunked by independent 
journalists. Netanyahu is using Hamas as a 
pretext to stay on in power, with subsequent 
savagery. His buddy in India seems to be 
doing the same, with bankrupt ‘neutrality’.

Looking for nuances in this conflict, or 
claiming neutrality, is sheer Islamophobia 
and complicity in the neo-colonial game 
playing out before our eyes. The Western 
colonialism of  the 16th and 17th centuries 
is back with a vengeance; riding this time 
around on Biblical justification, oil, the 
Ben Gurion canal and racial hatred. Its 
messiahs are a self-proclaimed Zionist in 
the White House who cannot climb three 
stairs without stumbling and a psychopath 
whose mind is ‘a black hole’ that cannot be 
penetrated, according to his psychiatrist 
who has just committed suicide. Truly has 
it been said: Homo homini lupus est. Man is 
wolf  to man.  

AVAY SHUKLA is a retired IAS officer and author of 
The Deputy Commissioner’s Dog and Other 

Colleagues. He blogs at avayshukla.blogspot.com

Looking for nuances in 
this conflict, or claiming 
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Islamophobia and 
complicity in the neo-
colonial game playing 
out before our eyes

An Iranian singer performs amidst shroud-wrapped packages, part of an anti-war art installation symbolising dead Palestinian children,  
at Palestine Square in downtown Tehran, 13 November 2023

When Art Meets Prejudice

For those who think the art world exists in 
a bubble, this will be a reality check. On 9 
November, the German daily Süddeutsche 

Zeitung published an article accusing well-
known Indian curator and art critic Ranjit 
Hoskote of ‘anti-Semitism’ and of harbouring 
BDS sympathies. Hoskote was on the Finding 
Committee of the 16th edition of 
Documenta—the influential art festival held 
once every five years in Kassel, Germany—and 
has since resigned from the panel in protest.

Documenta, founded by artist visionary 
Arnold Bode, was first held in 1955, in a 
Germany haunted by Nazism. Bode’s idea was 
to rehabilitate and repair through an exhibition 
that would ‘bring Germany back into dialogue 
with the rest of the world’. The BDS is a 
Palestinian-led ‘global movement for freedom, 
justice and equality, which upholds the simple 
principle that Palestinians are entitled to the 
same rights as the rest of humanity’. It dates 
back to 2005, when Palestinian civic society 
called for boycotts, divestment and sanctions 
(BDS) as a form of non-violent pressure on 
Israel to recognise Palestine.

The apparent basis of the charge against 
Hoskote is a 2019 BDS petition he had signed 
in protest against an event titled ‘Zionism and 
Hindutva’ hosted by the Israeli consulate in 
Mumbai. Close on the heels of the SZ article 
came a public denunciation of the BDS petition 
by Germany’s culture minister Claudia Roth, 
who not only found it “clearly anti-Semitic” but 
also threatened to withdraw state funding to 
Documenta. Money, as we know, has a way of 
asserting itself, but for some, thankfully, their 
convictions count as well. On 12 November, 
Hoskote, who has had a longstanding 
association with Documenta—and is indeed 
well regarded and much loved in Germany’s art 
and literary fraternity, sent in his resignation 
letter, its words expressing far more than his 
personal reservations about the witch-hunt.

Mumbai, 12 November 2023

Dear Prof. Dr. Andreas Hoffmann
Managing Director, Documenta und Museum 
Fridericianum gGmbH)

These last few days have been among the most 
deeply distressing days of  my life. The monstrous 
charge of  anti-Semitism has been brought against 
my name in Germany, a country I have regarded 
with love and admiration, and to whose cultural 
institutions and intellectual life I have contributed 
for several decades, as a writer, curator, and 
cultural theorist. Members of  the German 
commentariat who have no acquaintance with my 
life and work have judged, denounced, and 
stigmatised me on the basis of  a single signature on 
a petition*, taken out of  its context and not 
approached in the spirit of  reason. I have been 
written about with harshness and condescension, 
and none of  my detractors has thought it important 
to ask me for my point of  view. I have been 
subjected to the proceedings of  a kangaroo court.

It is clear to me that there is no room, in this 
toxic atmosphere, for a nuanced discussion of  the 
issues at stake. And now—in what strikes me as a 
doomed attempt to save a situation that is beyond 
saving—I am being asked to accept a sweeping and 
untenable definition of  anti-Semitism that 
conflates the Jewish people with the Israeli state; 
and that, correspondingly, misrepresents any 
expression of  sympathy with the Palestinian 
people as support for Hamas.

My conscience does not permit me to accept this 
sweeping definition and these strictures on human 
empathy. Such a definition and such strictures have 
been opposed by prominent Jewish thinkers such as 
the philosopher Omri Boehm, the historian Moshe 
Zimmermann, the columnist Gideon Levy, the 
philosopher Michael Marder, and many, many 
others, who reject the equation of  anti-Zionism 
with anti-Semitism. A system that insists on such a 
definition and such strictures—and which chooses 
to ignore both criticality and compassion—is a 
system that has lost its moral compass. I say this 
with the greatest sadness.

It pains me to say that such circumstances 
negate Documenta’s historic openness to a diversity 
of  positions and its capacity for sustaining the life 
of  the imagination in a supportive environment. I 
greatly fear that these circumstances will 
compromise the generosity of  spirit and the 
willingness to engage in dialogue that have long 
been sterling features of  Germany’s contribution to 
global cultural politics.

As such, I find myself  unable to perform my 

duties towards Documenta, an institution for which 
I have had great affection and which I have known 
well for more than twenty years, ever since Okwui 
Enwezor invited me to chair a panel at the Delhi 
platform of  Documenta 11 in May 2001. It has been 
an honour to serve on the Finding Committee for 
Documenta 16, and it has been a pleasure to get to 
know you and work with you. With much regret, I 
must offer you my resignation and step down from 
the Finding Committee.

You will agree that it is fair that I should  
be permitted to state my side of  this case, for  
the record:

1. I have the highest regard for the Jewish 
people, and have always had the deepest empathy 
with their historic sufferings and admiration for 
their glorious cultural achievements. This is 
evident in my essays, my lectures, and my books. I 
am appalled by the accusation that I am anti-
Semitic, and the suggestion that I am in need of  
instruction on this sensitive subject. Simple 
biographical factors render this accusation absurd. 
I was brought up in a pluralist family, which took 
pride in the diversity of  India, including the 
presence, among us, of  three distinct Jewish 
communities—the Bene Israel, the Cochin Jews, 
and the Baghdadi Jews—for centuries. My first 
mentor and dear friend, the great Indian poet and 
art critic Nissim Ezekiel, was a member of  the 
Bene Israel community. Indeed, one of  my great-
aunts, Kitty Shiva Rao, was born Kitty Verständig 
in a Viennese Jewish family; she made her home in 
a newly independent India, applying her knowledge 
of  the Holocaust to healing a young country that 
had been born amidst the horrors of  the Partition. 
The Shoah is not external to me; it is one of  the 
strands in my own family history.

2. Putting aside biographical factors, I wish to 
place on record also that I have publicly opposed the 
intellectual and cultural boycott of  Israel—on the 
grounds that this will further weaken and isolate 
our liberal, progressive, critical, and inclusive 
colleagues within Israel. I do not share the BDS 
position, and disagree with it. My heart goes out 
both to the Jewish people and the Palestinian 
people, who have suffered an unremitting condition 
of  strife for more than seven decades in West Asia.

I condemn unequivocally the terror unleashed 
by Hamas against Israel on October 7, 2023, and the 
horrendous massacre by Hamas militants of  Israeli 
men, women, and children as well as Palestinian, 
Thai, Filipino, Nepali, and other individuals. I 
mourn the deaths of  these innocent people. At the 
same time, I cannot ignore the brutal program of  
annihilation that the government of  Israel has 
launched against the Palestinian civilian 

population, in retaliation. I cannot look away from 
this humanitarian catastrophe, its cost exacted in 
the lives of  innocent men, women, and children. 
Now, more than ever, there is a compelling need to 
bring the communities of  Israel and Palestine 
together, to renounce the exceptionalism of  
suffering on both sides, and to craft a solidarity of  
grief, a communion of  shared vulnerability, and a 
process of  healing and renewal.

3. Let us now consider the so-called evidence that 
has been presented against me: my signature on a 
petition circulated by the Indian Cultural Forum 
and dated August 26, 2019, protesting a discussion 
hosted by the Consulate General of  Israel in 
Mumbai, on ‘Leaders’ Idea of  Nations: Zionism and 
Hindutva’. The invitation for this event presented a 
portrait of  Theodor Herzl, the founding figure of  
Zionism, alongside a portrait of  V.D. Savarkar, a 
founding figure of  Hindutva.

My reason for signing this petition was because 
the event clearly posited an equivalence between 
Herzl and Savarkar, and was intended to develop 
intellectual respectability for an alliance between 
Zionism and Hindutva. I found this highly ironic, 
since Savarkar was known to be an admirer of  
Hitler and openly expressed his admiration for Nazi 
ideology and methods, which he proposed as a 
model for a Hindu-majoritarian India to follow, 
especially with regard to the treatment of  the 
religious minorities. No member of  the German 
commentariat who denounced me has asked herself  
or himself  why the Israeli Consulate General 
thought it appropriate to equate Zionism with 
Hindutva in the first place.

I have dedicated my life to opposing 
authoritarian forces and discriminatory ideologies, 
and my signature carried with it the weight of  my 
commitment to dialogue, inclusiveness, mutuality, 
and the ceaseless quest for common ground. This 
commitment remains with me, as the cornerstone 
of  my life.

With warm good wishes,

Ranjit

* I did not author the petition, nor do I agree with every 
detail of its wording. But, as anyone who has ever signed a 

petition knows, even sharp differences of stance are 
temporarily set aside to establish a coalition to address an 

urgency. In this case, as the list of signatories shows, the 
coalition consisted of some of India’s best-known artists, 
intellectuals, curators and academics. As it happens, the 

artist who sent me the petition, asking if I would sign it, was 
Vivan Sundaram, whose grandmother, Marie Antoinette 

Gottesmann-Baktay, belonged to a Hungarian Jewish family.
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Educationist and former NCERT director Krishna Kumar on how to live with the past rather than in it

Making Sense of History
books and the National Council of  
Educational Research and Training 
(NCERT). It is noteworthy that the very first 
word of  the acronym NCERT is ‘national’. 
The creation of  new textbooks for different 
subjects, including history, in 2006, 2007 and 
2008 has been well received, particularly 
among those of  us who are involved in 
English-medium schools and who could be 
considered part of  a national elite. As some-
one who was a part of  the NCERT during 
those fortuitous years, I feel especially grati-
fied. The success story of  these textbooks 
makes us believe that we can make a posi-
tive impact through education.

[…]

So, how do we create a sense of  the past 
where the possibility of  learning about its 
wider landscape of  life remains insatiable 
and uncertain, yet full of  possibilities? 

There are shared pasts and conflicting 
histories, and the task of  the judicious, capa-
ble and interested history teacher is to make 
the subject a means of  creating interest in 
the past, and learning about the ways in 
which the past presents itself  as a challenge 
to our intellect, to our abilities to inquire 
about the past. Then alone can history serve 
the purposes which we would consider syn-
onymous with peace. 

History otherwise is a subject that lends 
itself  very easily to political hostility, simply 
because of  the conditions in which it is 
taught and because of  the manner in which 
it is structured for inclusion in the educa-
tion system. History lends itself  most easily 
to that structure as a means of  creating a 
sense of  a continued battle with the past. 

Instead of  learning that the past is actu-
ally past and the best it can do is to help us 
to become curious about it, to respect it and 
to create in us the capacities to live with 
what has already happened, history often 
ends up creating a sense of  nostalgia. The 
idea that something that happened 400 years 
ago can now be undone or that it ought to be 
undone so that justice can be served, is the 
product of  precisely that kind of  thinking.  

The functioning of  schools as a mod-
ern institution involves the essen-
tial device of  regimentation of  the 
child’s body, mind and heart, which 
is used to reach the educational 

goals of  the State. Studies conducted in India 
and around the world have shown that com-
pliance is a necessary skill for every child to 
learn, which starts from the nursery years. 

The compliance of  the body, which 
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu describes 
as ‘habitus’, is an important aspect of  this 
culture that includes body language, 
behaviour and thoughts. In order to become 
a successful student, a child must internalise 
and take on this enveloping culture. The 
ability to make a group of  30 or 40 children 
work together is essential for any school 
education to function, and if  you are a 
schoolteacher, you understand its impor-
tance. Although the word regimentation is 
commonly associated with the military or 
police, its use in schools is equally interest-
ing and compelling. Therefore, it is essential 
to understand how schools function as a 
process and institution. It is important to 
note that this regimentation occurs not only 
in public schools but also in private ones.

I understand that in order to ensure effec-
tive functioning of  schools, certain forms of  
‘habitus’ creation are necessary, particularly 
when the classroom is diverse. I am present-
ing these points for analysis purposes and 
not for criticism. As one goes up the hierar-
chy of  schools, one notices that they distin-
guish themselves in terms of  their effective-
ness and quality by using another word that 
is almost a cousin of  regimentation—disci-
pline. The higher the status of  the school in 
the market, the more they depend on their 
ability to claim that their children are disci-
plined and can be relied upon to behave in 
certain ways. 

By the time students finish school, the 
school’s stamp is so deeply imprinted that 
they carry it with them for the rest of  their 
lives, and they identify themselves by saying 
‘I am from such-and-such school!’ They can 
even spot another person from their school 
in a crowd without having to ask. This is 

Hence, the use of  fear as a tool for regi-
mentation is prevalent in schools, causing 
students to live in a constant state of  anxiety 
and adopt a rote learning approach for 
exams. Drill and coaching classes are seen as 
supplements to school education, especially 
in higher grades. 

As a history teacher, one must be cogni-
sant of  these factors when using history as 
a means to foster critical thinking. In an 
environment where regimentation is deeply 
ingrained, socialising the mind into critical 
enquiry through the study of  history can be 
challenging. 

During my research on Indo–Pak history, 
I spoke with history teachers in both coun-
tries who acknowledged their lack of  control 
over such aspects of  school life. In the lower 
grades, history teachers may not even have a 
background in history. It is only in higher 
classes that history becomes an optional 
subject and a qualified history teacher can 
be guaranteed. Therefore, the question of  
whether teaching history alone can promote 
reflexivity and open-mindedness in a culture 
of  regimentation requires careful consider-
ation of  the many difficulties involved.

One major aspect that history contrib-
utes to nation-building is the creation of  a 
national narrative in the modern world. At 
the school level, all history narratives are 
essentially national narratives that describe 
how events unfolded within the nation’s 
territory. However, it is important to 
approach the nation-building project with-
out excessive sensitivity, as the nationalist 
project has been hijacked and vitiated by 
the current political circumstances in 
India. The situation was similar in Pakistan 
70 years ago. 

In this context, it is worth considering 
whether nation-building can be achieved 
without political nationalism or whether it is 
possible to engage with political nationalism 
in creative ways. Can we aspire to be Indians 
without being nationalists, as Rabindranath 
Tagore dreamed? This is a challenging ques-
tion that requires careful consideration.

Moving forward, we must consider the 
present-day concern regarding school text-

what Bourdieu referred to as ‘habitus’—
institutional memories that manifest not 
just in our language but also in our bodies.

In addition to compliance and discipline, 
another important regimenting device that 
is often ignored in schools (you might use the 
term elite for those schools that use it more 
successfully and purposefully) is the ability 
to answer questions quickly without think-
ing. Unthinking quickness is an aspect of  
regimentation that ‘good’ schools inculcate, 
which helps students become increasingly 
competitive. 

In ninth-grade classrooms in famous 
schools in Calcutta or Delhi, for example, the 
teacher may not even finish the question 
before students start raising their hands. 
This unthinking quickness and the desire to 
answer before anyone else is a consequence 
of  long-standing socialisation values that do 
not quite match the expectation of  critical 
inquiry, which requires reflection and taking 
a few seconds or minutes before answering a 
question. That is something that regimenta-
tion cannot create. Answers are given on the 
assumption that the question does not 
require thought—it only requires recall. 

This leads to the fourth source of  regi-
mentation: fear of  examinations, where so 
much needs to be recalled under great pres-
sure that preparation, from nursery to the 
next 13–14 years, may prove inadequate.
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Even if  I died in the service of  the nation, I would be 
proud of  it. Every drop of  my blood... will contribute to the 
growth of  this nation and to make it strong and dynamic.

Remembering
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on her birth anniversary
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On picky eaters and playdates

It is true that the more 
they see their friends 
trying new flavours, the 
more they are inclined to 
do the same. It is also 
true that they do this 
only when the parent is 
nowhere in sight

I hide chicken mince 
in potato tikkis, I 
plant spinach and 
carrots in idlis and 
serve them to my 
unsuspecting angel as 
pieces of  the rainbow

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

People have nightmares about 
maths exams well into their 60s. 
Some people aren’t that lucky. 
Me, for instance. My nightmares 
jolt me awake with a racing 

heartbeat and a cold sweat, simply because 
I have seen my little daughter eat her 
chicken curry and, hold your breath, ask 
for seconds. It’s just the opposite 
conundrum for most mums, since the 
more typical nightmare is getting your 
kids to eat veggies. 

Not in my home. Born into a family of 
voracious, carnivorous, food-crazy people, 
my daughter turns out to love bhindi! 
Would I feel a little better if she loved 
Enoki mushrooms or even aubergines? 
Who knows! But lady’s fingers? I thought 
that’s exactly the kind of slimy vegetable 
most kids would run away from. Legions of 
5-to-8-year-olds crave crunchy fried bhindi, 
while mothers, fathers and cooks turn out 
stellar bakes, elaborate curries and exotic 
stir-fries, all thanks to the MasterChef we 
have awakened in us, and what are we met 
with? Absolute sulks and disapproval at the 
dining table. That’s the thing I’ve noticed 
about children and food—there’s literally 
no accounting for their taste.

So, what makes kids so peculiarly picky 
when it comes to eating? Reams have been 
written about young taste buds adjusting to 
new flavours, parental control and even 
maternal eating preferences. I personally 
don’t think the last one applies to my 
daughter, because if it did, she’d be eating 
everything in sight. 

The good thing that has come about 
because of my daughter’s fussiness, though, 
is an inventiveness to match. I hide 
chicken mince in potato tikkis, I plant 
spinach and carrots in idlis and serve them 
to my unsuspecting angel as pieces of the 
rainbow. Then there are my ‘really-evil-
mum-muffins’—savoury muffins that look 
deliciously unhealthy topped as they are 
with cream cheese but are, in truth, a 

Denise D’Silva on how there’s no accounting  
for children’s taste in food

healthy treat packed with millet flour and 
vegetables. What they cannot see really 
cannot hurt them at all, this is what I’ve 
learnt. Because once they see a plate with 
different types of food on it—oh heavens! 

A picky eater with peculiarly personal 
tastes is one hurdle. A picky eater who 
doesn’t like food groups touching each 
other is quite another level of trauma. I 
mean, how do you serve an Indian meal of 
rice, rotis, fish and veg in a plate without a 
single grain of rice touching the veg, or 
some curry finding its way to the other 
side? Katoris or bowls are the answer, 
right? But get this—they’re also a gaping 
trap set up by kids to fool you into thinking 
you’ve sorted the issue. Because once food 
is categorised into bowls, then entire bowls 
are returned as is, since there are ‘toooo’ 
many bowls and we cannot expect them to 
eat ‘sooooo’ much food.

I have been subjected to tirades about 
how blue plates are not good for boiled egg 
sandwiches or how white plates need to be 
filled with only white food and nothing 
else. I’ve even made the mistake of thinking 
that if chicken sausages are manna from 
heaven as is pasta in a pesto sauce—then 
this combination would actually make a 
great dinner. But of course not! How can 
sausages and pasta and pesto be touching 
each other? Perhaps the famous chef 
Ferran Adria was also tortured by a toddler 
when he came up with the idea of 
deconstructed cuisine. I once had a friend 
call me at an odd hour of the night to ask 
how to cook French beans with onions 
which she had wrangled out of a farmer’s 
market somewhere in Spain, because  
her son had refused to eat anything else  
for a whole day and absolutely needed it  
at breakfast. 

Scientists and researchers say that kids 
being fussy about food is part of their 
developmental phase and a natural 
evolutionary response to things. They term 
it neophobia, which is a fear of the new. 
Part of me wants to award these scientists 
with their rightful due for studying this 
phase so minutely. And the other part of me 
would like to introduce them to the many 
bottle caps, buttons and pens that have been 
frighteningly coaxed out of these tiny 
mouths, popped in when their mothers had 
turned away for three seconds. Absolutely 
no neophobia for small dangerous objects  
at all. 

On mom self-help groups (yes, they’re 
very popular and most common), you’ll find 
mothers breaking down by the dozen via 
posts on how little their child has eaten in 
two-three days or how he or she refuses to 
try new things; mothers asking for tips, and 
which songs to play during feeding time. 
Apparently, ‘Baby Shark’ and ‘Senorita’ 
score high when it comes to the number of 

daughter had embarked on a Gujarati 
culinary adventure with her current bestie. 
It is true that the more they see their 
friends trying new flavours, the more they 
are inclined to do the same. It is also true 
that they do this only when the parent is 
nowhere in sight. 

I’d also like to tell some of Mumbai’s 
sea-food restaurants to rethink their 
décor. It’s a great idea to have a floor-to-

ceiling aquarium, but how can we get our 
opinionated children to appreciate a 
wonderful coastal meal in such 
surroundings? First show them those 
beautiful fish swimming in the display 
and then have Nemo for dinner? Not on! 
When a 5-year-old tells you incessantly 
about how uncool it is to eat food with a 
face, it cuts deep.

My advice to myself, and hopefully this 
works for those in the same boat, is this—
take a deep breath, lie to your lovelies 
about the aeroplane in the sky for their 
mouths to open, and once a week, every 
week: serve them some fries for your 
sanity. It’s a phase, it will pass. Oh yes, and 
don’t ever take them to a café which asks 
you: latte, single-shot, with milk, without 
sugar et cetera. Because then you’re setting 
yourself up for this lethal shot: “Mumma, 
you ask me why I’m so fussy, and the lady 
has to ask you so many questions just to get 
your coffee right?”  

DENISE D’SILVA is the author of Beyond Curry 
Indian Cookbook, and co-founder and creative head 

of Hyphen Brands

Diwali on the Square

Diwali came to London early this year 
courtesy London’s Mayor Sadiq Khan. 

Amidst all the doom and gloom induced 
by the Israel–Hamas war and the economic 
crisis at home, the mayoral office tried to 
lift the mood by organising a day-long 
Diwali festival in Trafalgar Square, almost 
a fortnight before the actual event.

On 29 October, hundreds of people, 
including many from outside London, 
braved the pouring rain to join the 
festivities.  The free public event featured 
traditional Indian dance, music, fun 
activities, and food from different parts  
of India. 

Describing the festival as “an amazing 
day” that brought different communities 
together, Khan referred to the Bollywood 
blockbuster, Amar Akbar Anthony—a film 
about camaraderie and integration—and 
said he wished someone would make a 
sequel set in Britain.

“As our communities come together to 

share hospitality and remember the story 
of Rama and Sita, I am delighted to 
welcome the return of Diwali festivities in 
Trafalgar Square. The spirit of this vibrant 
festival brings us all together and embodies 
the diverse and welcoming spirit of our 
great city,” he said.

Prime Minister Rishi Sunak was left 
catching up with his own more exclusive 
Downing Street Diwali celebrations a few 
days later.

Londoners gear up for ‘Chicmas’

Meanwhile, Christmas festivities are 
already knocking at the door, and for 

all the moaning and groaning about the 
cost-of-living crisis, people are set to 
splurge more on decorations and presents 
than last year.

John Lewis, the department store that 
sets the tone for Christmas sales, has said 
that despite the economic crisis, the 
number of homes buying and erecting two 
Christmas trees is more than usual; there 

has also been a 96 per cent increase in the 
sale of outdoor decorations. 

The first weekend of December has been 
dubbed as the ‘big treekend’ for a third of 
London households.

‘One tree is no longer enough. 40 per 
cent of homes with children and about 30 
per cent of those without will put up a 
second “show tree” to brighten up a 
hallway or home office,’ The Times 
reported.

According to trading expert Kathleen 
Mitchell, a new trend is ‘personalising’ 
festivities in an effort to look different from 
others. And the new buzz word is 
‘Chicmas’—a chic Christmas. So, a super 
happy ‘Chicmas’ to all.

Sikhs, kirpans and white racism

Sikhs living in Britain have long enjoyed 
the right to wear kirpans as part of 

their essential religious practice, but 
apparently the memo has either not gone 
out to all government officials or some 
simply don’t care.

Sikhs continue to be harassed for 
carrying kirpans into government 
buildings. Last week, court officials in 
Birmingham were forced to apologise to a 
Sikh man who was stopped from sitting as 
a juror by security staff who discovered 
that he was carrying a kirpan.

Jatinder Singh, who has served as 
president at Guru Nanak Gurdwara in 
Smethwick and as secretary general of the 
Sikh Council UK, said he felt 
“discriminated against” when he was 
prevented from entering Birmingham 
crown court where he had been summoned 
to serve on a jury.

He was originally allowed into the court 
for the morning session but when he 
returned after a lunch break, Singh was 
stopped by security staff and prevented 
from entering.

He said that he “felt like a child who has 
gone to school and taken something they 
shouldn’t and had it confiscated. I felt 
embarrassed, I felt discriminated against, I 
didn’t expect it to happen to me”.

A spokesman for the courts service said 
that it had apologised to Singh “for any 
distress caused” and promised to take 
“steps to prevent this sort of incident from 
happening again”.

Let’s see.

Traffic lights tortoise wins the race

Anyone who has ever crossed a road 
(and who hasn’t?) would have felt 

cheated by traffic lights which take too 
long to turn into ‘walk’ mode only to turn 
red too quickly. 

This is because the traffic light system is 
universally based on a rough calculation of 
how long it takes an average person to 
cross the road. It doesn’t take into account 
the pedestrian’s age or disability, both of 
which might slow down their responses. 

Now, the British government is taking a 
fresh look at the one-size-fits-all traffic 
light system. 

Under the current guidelines, introduced 
in the early 1950s, pedestrians have 6.1 
seconds to cross both lanes of a road of 
normal width at a walking pace of 1.2 metres 
per second. A new recommendation will 
allow 7.3 seconds to cross at a speed of 1 
metre per second.

Research shows that 76 per cent of men 
and 85 per cent of women aged 65 and older 
were unable to use crossings safely because 
their walking speed was slower than 1.2 
metres per second. Allowing 20 per cent 
longer crossing time will benefit people 
who, like this columnist, are getting a bit 
slow on their feet.

Any takers for this in India?

And, finally, Hollywood actress Joan 
Crawford’s date of birth was such a secret 
that her obituary in The Times recorded 
that ‘She died on May 10, 1977, aged 
between 69 and 76’.

Diwali festivities in Trafalgar Square

times the child opens his/her mouth while 
distracted by the song, and so, God bless 
YouTube, can be ‘force-fed’. 

And while force-feeding sounds so 
inappropriate in the woke times we live in, 
timing morsels to a song hardly qualifies. I 
distinctly remember our mothers (from the 
80s and the 90s) listing the dire 
consequences of not finishing what was on 
the plate, ranging from being left out on the 
dark staircase to being sent off to boarding 
school. The trauma associated with 
cauliflower and spinach meals was very 
real and a cry-fest for both moms and  
kids alike. 

Every child has a routine of fussing at 
meal-time. Surprisingly, this routine 
vanishes when it comes to playdates. The 
number of times I have felt completely 
stupid giving the other mother a list of 
things my child won’t eat, only to be told 
later that she loved the food and took 
thirds, has got me convinced that my 
daughter will indeed make an excellent 
politico. I have been accused at 6 a.m. on a 
school day for not making dhoklas like 
XYZ’s mom, when I had no idea that my 

LO N D O N  D I A R Y
HASAN SUROOR
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Tshering Dorjee Bhutia at home in Karthok, with his handmade bows and the tools of his craft

Father and son display both traditional and latest models; (right) Sangay Tshering demonstrates the bowman’s stance

Jigyasa Mishra

It takes time to realise that Tshering 
Dorjee Bhutia never earned his living 
from making bows. For 60 years, his 
income came from carpentry—mainly 
repairing furniture. But his inspiration 

came from archery, deeply embedded in the 
culture of  his native Sikkim. His life is so 
wrapped up in that art and craft, it’s all the 
83-year-old wants to talk about, at his 
modest home in Karthok village of  
Pakyong district. His many decades as a 
skilled wood worker sit lightly on him. He 
would rather be known as the bowmaker 
of  Pakyong.

“I was 10 or 12 when I started making 
things with wood. Gradually, they began 
taking the shape of  a bow and people 
started buying them. That’s how this 
bowman was born,” Tshering tells us.

“Previously, the bow was made 
differently,” he says, showing us some of  
his products. “This earlier type was called 
tabjoo (in Nepali). It consisted of  two 
simple pieces of  stick joined together, tied 
and covered with the chamda (leather). The 
version we make nowadays is called the 
‘boat design’. Making one bow takes three 
days, at least. But that’s for an active, 
young hand. An old hand would take a few 
more days,” Tshering says with a 
mischievous smile.

Tshering has been making bows and 
arrows for over six decades now in his 
hometown, some 30 kilometres from 
Gangtok. Karthok is known for its 
Buddhist monastery—the sixth oldest in 
Sikkim. Locals say Karthok had more 
bowmakers once, but Tshering is now the 
only one left.

In one vital way, Tshering’s house 
reflects the charm of  Karthok. You reach 
the portico only after passing through a 
bright and colourful garden that is home to 
nearly 500 varieties of  flowers and plants. 
He even has a greenhouse and a nursery in 
his backyard, where you find some 800 
orchids, besides herbs, ornamental 
varieties, and bonsai plants. This is largely 

the effort of  his eldest son, Sangay 
Tshering Bhutia, 39, a highly skilled 
horticulturist. Sangay designs several 
types of  gardens, sells plants and even 
teaches and initiates others into 
horticulture.

“Six of  us live here,” Tshering tells us. 
“Myself, my wife Dawti Bhutia (she is 64), 
my son Sangay Tshering and his wife Tashi 
Dorma Sherpa (she is 36). And our 
grandchildren Chyampa Hesal Bhutia and 
Rangsel Bhutia.” There is one other 
resident: the family’s beloved dog, Dolly, 
mostly to be seen in the company of  three-
year-old Chyampa. Rangsel is not yet two.

Tshering’s second son, Sonam Palazor 
Bhutia, 33, is in the India Reserve Battalion 
of  Sikkim, posted in Delhi, where he lives 
with his wife and son. Sonam visits his 
father in Karthok during festivals and 
holidays. The oldest of  Tshering’s children 
is his daughter, Tshering Lhamu Bhutia, 
who is 43, married, and lives in Gangtok. 
Also in Gangtok is his youngest son, 
Sangay Gyampo, 31, a research scholar 
pursuing his PhD. The family are from the 
Buddhist Lama community and belong to 
the Bhutia, a major Scheduled Tribe  
in Sikkim.

As we try and learn about the use of  
Tshering’s bows, Sangay Tshering pitches 
in. “Papa made this for me,” he says, 
showing us a brown and yellow ochre 
coloured bow. “It is the only one I practice 
archery with.” He stretches his left arm to 
demonstrate the technique involved in 
using the bow.

Archery is deeply embedded in Sikkim’s 
traditions and is more than a sport—it is 
also a culture. Typically, it comes alive just 
after the harvests, when festivals and 
tournaments allow people to gather 
together in a period of  relative inactivity. It 
was the national sport here even before 
Sikkim’s integration into the Indian Union.

Sikkim is home to Tarundeep Rai, two 
times World Archery Championship 
medallist, twice an Asian Games medallist, 
and perhaps the only archer to have 
represented India in three Olympics—
Athens 2004, London 2012, and Tokyo 2020. 
Last year, Sikkim’s chief  minister Prem 
Singh Tamang (better known as P.S. Golay) 
announced the setting up of  the Tarundeep 
Rai Archery Academy in the state to 
honour the Padma Shri winner.

Archery teams from West Bengal, Nepal 
and Bhutan regularly visit Sikkim to 
participate in the high-end tournaments 

the arrows to me and goes back inside the 
house to get a modern, machine-made bow.

“We sell a roughly made bow, without 
extensive filing and polishing, for 400 
rupees to those who approach us saying 
they want a lighter and cheaper version,” 
says Sangay. “That’s when we use the upper 
part of  the bamboo, which we usually don’t 
because it’s less strong. But a fine, three-
coat, fully polished bow, would go for 600-
700 rupees. We use the lower, stronger part 
of  the bamboo to make that. To make one 
fine bow, the bamboo consumed would be 
worth maybe 150 rupees, the thread or 
string worth 60 rupees, but the pricing of  
the polish is difficult to calculate,”  
Sangay laughs.

Why is that?
“We make the polish at home. We buy 

the goat skin chamda mostly during 
Dashain (Dussehra) and take the wax out 
of  it for polishing. When the bow is 
completed, this polish is coated onto it. 
Another layer is applied when the first one 
dries up, and this is repeated till three 
coatings have been done. That 1x1foot goat 
skin costs us 150 rupees,” says Sangay. This 
elaborate process makes it hard to figure 
out the exact cost of  the polishing.

“Oh, and the main material, the 
backbone of  the bow,” he adds, “the 
bamboo for that costs us 300 rupees a piece. 
We can make five bows from one big 
bamboo, easily. ”

Sangay goes inside, and reappears with 
a huge archery kitbag, and takes out a 
bigger and heavier version of  the bow from 
it. “Here is the latest bow design. But this 
is not allowed in our local tournaments. 
One can practice with it, but to participate 
in the competition, the traditional 
handmade bow is mandatory. My brothers 
and I play in those tournaments with the 

bows made by papa. This time, my brother 
brought some different kind of  wood polish 
from Delhi, and painted his bow with it. 
Mine is polished with the traditional paint 
that papa has been using for ages.”

The Bhutias regretfully tell us that the 
sale of  bows has reduced over the years. 
Their product mostly sells at the Buddhist 
festival of  Losoong, which is the 
Sikkimese New Year of  the Bhutia tribe. 
Observed through December, it is a post-
harvest festival that also sees archery 
tournaments. “That’s when most people 
come to the monastery here, and buy from 
us. In recent years, we have sold barely 
four to five pieces, annually. The artificial 
bow has taken over the market now, a 
Japanese product, I think. Earlier, till 
about six or seven years ago, I was able to 
sell around 10 bows annually,” says 
Tshering Dorjee.

But even 10 bows a year would not have 
brought him any appreciable income. It 
was his work as a carpenter, repairing and 
making furniture, and other little 
woodwork items that sustained the family. 
Tshering says that when he was the sole 
earning member of  the family as a fulltime 
carpenter—well over a decade ago—he 
earned about Rs. 10,000 a month. But it 
was, and continues to be, the bows that 
fascinate him.

The bows the Bhutias craft are made 
from a special kind of  wood commonly 
called Bhutanese bamboo. “All the bows 
papa makes are crafted from Bhutanese 
bamboo which was earlier not available in 
India,” says Sangay. “Our supply now 
comes from farmers who planted the seeds 
of  this variety in Kalimpong, located in 
West Bengal, 70 kilometres from here. I go 
there myself, and buy two years’ worth of  
supplies at a time, which we store here at 
home in Karthok.”

“You need a guru first. Nobody can do 
anything without a guru,” says Tshering. 
“Initially, I was just a carpenter. But later, I 
learnt bow making from my father. I saw 
the designs of  the bows my friends used to 
play with, and tried making some. 
Gradually, it started to turn out fine. 
Whenever someone would approach me to 
buy one, I would first of  all show them how 
to use it!”

Tshering is nostalgic about his early 
days in the craft of  bow making. “My 
earnings from it are presently negligible. 
My home, this house, is being run by my 
children for about a decade now. The bows I 
make now are no more a source of  income 
but a labour of  love.”

“Papa does not make many of  them 
now—his eyesight has weakened,” says 
Sangay Tshering, adding wistfully, “We 
have no clue who will carry on this craft 
after him.”  

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

held at the royal palace grounds in Gangtok 
and other parts of  this state. Interestingly, 
traditional games, with barebow archery, 
remain popular with the Sikkimese 
themselves—more than the modern sport 
where the bow can be a very complex 
technological device.

Oddly, the Bhutia family tells us, there 
are no specific shops around from where 
you can buy the traditional bow. Arrows 
can still be bought from some local stores, 
but not the bow. “Buyers get to know about 
us from local markets and archers—and 
visit us at home. It’s not a big place and 
nobody has to struggle to find our house. 
Everybody knows everybody here,” says 
the octogenarian.

The bow buyers come from various 
parts of  Sikkim, neighbouring states, and 
even Bhutan. “They come from or via 
Gangtok and Karthok,” says Tshering in 
Nepali. That’s the language his family, like 
many others in the state, speaks.

While we talk about how bows are made, 
and when Tshering learned the art, he 
quietly goes inside the house, looking for 
something. Some three minutes later, he 
emerges smiling and excited—holding a 
bunch of  bows and arrows, along with his 
auzaar, the tools he still uses.

“I made all of  these, 40 or even more 
years ago. Some of  these are very, very old. 
Just a little younger than me,” he says 
smiling. “I have never used any electric 
appliance or tool. Everything was 
handcrafted properly.”

“The arrows we use now are modified 
versions,” says Sangay Tshering. “I 
remember when I was very little, the 
arrow’s tail used to be different. Back then, 
there used to be a duck’s feather mounted 
to the tail. Now the modern versions come 
mostly from Bhutan.” Sangay hands over 

In a state whose archers have represented India in 
three Olympics, 83-year-old Tshering Dorjee Bhutia 
still makes bows and arrows the old-fashioned way

The Bowmaker 
of Pakyong
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हसुनै हदैरी 
भी हाल ही मेें एक दोस््त से फोन पर लबंी बा्त हुई। उसन ेब्ताया 

कक कैसे कपछल ेकुछ कदनों से मेसु्स्लमे किरोधी खबरों की िजह से 

िह लगा्तार अपन ेसीन ेपर बोझ मेहसूस कर रहा है। मेैंन ेउनसे 

कहा कक ्तनाि की िजह से मेझु ेअपन ेमेाथ ेकी नसें उभरी हुई 

मेहसूस होन ेलगी हैं और कपछल े कुछ हफ््तों मेें मेैं बमेसु््ककल 

सो पाई हंू।  मेैंन ेकहा कक कुछ मेहीन ेपहल ेमेैं एक मेनोकिककत्सक के 

पास जान े के बारे मेें सोिन ेलगी थी लकेकन नहीं गई क्योंकक 

मेनोकिककत्सक मेरे े ककसी कमेत्र या रर्क्तदेार का नबंर मेांग रहे 

थ ेऔर मेझु ेइसके कलए ककसी को कहन ेमेें झेंप मेहसूस हो रही 

थी। कलहाजा, अब मेैंन ेउन्हें सुझाि कदया कक हमे दोनों ककसी 

मेनोकिककत्सक के पास जाए ंऔर रफेरेंस के ्तौर पर एक-दूसरे 

का नामे दे दें। मेरे ेकमेत्र न ेकहा कक उनके कलए मेनोकिककत्सक 

का खि्च िहन करना संभि नहीं हो सकेगा। कफर मेैंन ेभी मेन 

ही मेन गणुा-भाग ककया और पाया कक कुछ मेहीनों के कलए 

्तो मेैं मेनोकिककत्सक की फीस और दिा का खि्च उठा लूगंी 

लकेकन आकखरकार इसका खि्च मेरे ेमेाकसक ककराय ेके आसपास 

हो जाएगा।... इसकलए शायद मेझु ेइसके कबना ही कामे िलाना 

पड़़ेगा। 
कपछल े छह मेहीनों के दौरान मेैंन े लगभग सा्त से आठ 

ककि्ताएं कलखीं लकेकन उन्हें सोशल मेीकिया पर नहीं िाला। मेैं 

जहां भी देख्ती हंू, मेझु ेिसैी ही सामेग्ी कदखाई दे्ती है और कफर 

इस सोि मेें पड़ जा्ती हंू कक कहीं मेैं अपनी ककि्ताओं के जररये 

‘नकारात्मेक कििार’ को ही ्तो बढ़ािा नहीं दे दंूगी? मेैं हर कदन 

पांि स ेछह ट्िीट कलख्ती हंू लकेकन उन्हें पोस्ट नहीं कर्ती क्योंकक 

मेैं उनपर होन ेिाली संभाकि्त प्रक्तकरियाओं से िर्ती हंू- सरकार या 

मेरे ेसंभाकि्त हमेलािरों से नहीं बस््कक मेरे ेदोस््तों और सहककमे्चयों 

से जो मेरेा मे्ूकयांकन करेंग,े और अपनी बा्त रख्ेत हुए मेैं उन्हें 

जान-ेअनजान ेनाराज न कर दंू क्योंकक इससे मेझु ेकमेल रहा कामे 

रुक सक्ता है या सामेाकजक रूप से मेझु ेअलग-थलग हो जाना 

पड़ सक्ता है। कपछल ेसाल मेझु े‘एिाप्ट़ेि स्रिीनप्ल’े श्णेी मेें 

आईफा अिाि्ड के कलए नामेांकक्त ककया गया था और कपछले 

मेहीन ेमेरे ेपांि गान ेररलीज हुए। लकेकन मेैंन ेउनमेें स ेककसी के 

बार ेमेें इंस्टाग्ामे पर नहीं कलखा क्योंकक मेसु्स्लमे किरोधी नफर्त 

की बह्ती धारा मेें मेरेी ककसी भी उपलस््धध के बार ेमेें बा्त करने 

का यह सही िक््त नहीं लग्ता।  
मेैं स्ट्िटर पर मेसुलमेानों की हत्या का आह्ान करन ेिाले 

लगभग हर नफर्त भर ेिीकियो को देख्ती हंू क्योंकक मेरेी आद्त 

है। मेैं यह भी देख्ती हंू कक कैसे लोग इसं्टाग्ामे पर अपनी लाप्ता 

कबस््कलयों को बिान ेकी कोकशश कर रहे हो्त ेहैं।  

जसेै खाना पकाना, घर की सफाई करना, बठैकों मेें भाग 

लनेा और अपना व्यािसाकयक कामे करना मेरेी रोजाना की 

कजदंगी का कहस्सा हैं, िसेै ही यह किकजटल अकनिपरीक्ा भी। 

जब मेझु े स्रिीनप्ल े या िायलॉग कलखना हो्ता है ्तो मेझुे  

एक-दो कदन के कलए फोन बदं करना पड़्ता है क्योंकक मेैं जान्ती 

हू ंकक एक भी नफर्ती िीकियो या ट्िीट देखकर मेैं सदमे,े गसु्से 

और बेिारगी के भिंर मेें फंस जाऊंगी। मेैं खुद से कह्ती हू,ं 

मेैं एक पशेिेर लकेखका हंू और जब कोई मेझु े कलखन ेके कलए 

भगु्तान कर्ता है ्तो मेरेी भािनाएं आकंशक रूप से ककराय ेपर 

हो्ती हैं। यह मेरे ेकलए गरै-पेशिेर होगा कक अपनी भािनाओं को 

कहीं और गल्त ्तरीके से व्यक््त करंू। अगर दोपहर मेें बठैक 

हुई और मेझुसे ककसी जोड़़े के कलए एक आकर््चक, कहसं््ललश, 

मेजदेार, रोमेाकंटक गी्त कलखन ेके कलए कहा जा्ता है, ्तो मेझुे 

िह करके देना होगा। इससे कोई फक्क नहीं पड़्ता कक उस कदन 

सुबह मेैंन ेएक पकुलसकमेमी द्ारा ट़्ेन मेें ्तीन मेसु्स्लमे व्यस्क््तयों को 

गोली मेारन ेके िीकियो देख ेया सैकड़ों मेसु्स्लमे घरों पर बुलिोजर 

िलाए जान ेकी खबरें पढ़ीं।  
मेैंन ेखदु को समेझा कदया है कक कहंसा और नरसंहार की बा्तें 

रोजमेरा्च दफ््तरों मेें कॉफी-ब्के के दौरान होन ेिाली  इधर-उधर की 

बा्तों जसैी ही हैं। ज्यादा्तर नके इरादे िाल ेलोग भी ऐसी बा्तों का 

कजरि ‘यह बहु्त बरुा हुआ’ से शरुू कर्ेत हैं और ‘िलो, कामे पर 

िल्त ेहैं’ के साथ खत्मे कर दे्त ेहैं। मेैं उन्हें यह नहीं ब्ता पा्ती 

कक िूकंक ‘ऐसा बुरा घट गया है’ कभी-कभी मेैं लौटकर कामे करने 

की हाल्त मेें नहीं हो्ती। लकेकन मेझु ेकामे करना िाकहए—और 

य ेनके इरादे िाल ेलोगों मेें से ्तमेामे न ेजो 2014 मेें ककया, उसे 

अब भला ि ेकैसे पलट सक्त ेहैं?  

मेरे े फोन पर जो कदख्ता है और जो सामेन े है, उसके 

बीि यह किसंगक्त कभी-कभी भटकाि पदैा कर्ती ह।ै  

जब मेैं ककसी मेहंग ेकैफे या रसे््तरां मेें जा्ती हंू, ्तो दकुनया जल नहीं 

रही हो्ती। जब मेैं ककसी शॉकपगं मेॉल मेें जा्ती हंू ्तो कोई ककसी को 

मेार नहीं रहा हो्ता। जब मेैं एक आलीशान दफ््तर के भी्तर हो्ती 

हू ं्तो िहां ‘आ्तकंिादी’ के नार ेलगाने िाली भीड़ नहीं हो्ती। 

ई-मेले, एयर-कंिीशनर, बैंक ट्ासंफर जसैी आधकुनक पूजंीिादी 

दकुनया को िलान ेिाली हर िीज सामेान्य ्तरीके से कामे कर रही 

हो्ती है। यह मेझु ेहर कदन खदु से सिाल करन ेपर मेजबरू कर्ता 

है: इन दोनों दुकनया मेें कौन असली है? और, अगर य ेदोनों 

असली हैं ्तो कब आपस मेें टकराएगंी? और जब ि ेटकराएंगी, 

्तो मेैं कजदंा रहन ेके कलए ककस हद ्तक जाऊंगी?  

मेैं इनमेें से ककसी भी सिाल का जिाब नहीं जान्ती।  

मेैं अपनी हकडियों मेें ‘किनम्र्ता’ के उस बोझ को मेहससू  

कर्ती हंू कजसे मेैं रोजाना की कहसंा के पागलपन और इसकी 

िजह से आंखों मेें उभर आए खनू के बािजदू ढोन े के कलए  

मेजबरू हंू। जो लोग सुनना िाह्त ेहैं, उनमेें से भी ज्यादा्तर की 

सहानभुकू्त स ेमेरेा गहरा मेोहभगं हो रहा है। इसकलए अगर मेझुे 

ऊपर कदए गए सिालों मेें स ेककसी का जिाब प्ता भी हो्ता ्तो भी 

मेैं बड़ी किनम्र्ता के साथ मेसु्कुरा्त ेहुए कह्ती- िलो कामे पर 

िापस िल्त ेहैं।  n
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फोटोः गेटी इमेजेज

यह जानकर कैसा लगेगा कक आप तो 

देश से मोहब््बत करते हैं, पर देश नहीं 

साफ है कक संघ पररवार जब चाहता है, तब

कवकहप-बजरंग दल को हकथयार थमा देता है
आजाद भारत को घेर रखी गुलामी की तमाम दीवारों पर ज्ब हम 76 वें साल की लकीर खींच रहे हैं, तो इस मुकाम पर हमारी  

दो मुस््ललम नागररक याद कदला रही हैं कक आजादी की इस यात्ा में हमने मूक दश्शक ्बनकर उनके भरोसे को तोड़ा है 

मैं हर दिन पांच से छह ट््वीट दिखती हूं िेदिन 

उन्हें पोस्ट नहीं िरती। क््योोंदि मैं उनपर 

होने ्वािी संभाद्वत प्रदतदरि्योाओं से डरती हूं- 

सरिार ्योा मेरे संभाद्वत हमिा्वरों से नहीं 

बल््कि मेरे िोस्तों और सहिदममि्योों से जो मेरा 

मू्क्योांिन िरेंगे, और अपनी बात रखते हुए मैं 

उन्हें जाने-अनजाने नाराज न िर िूं क््योोंदि 

इससे मुझे दमि रहा िाम रुि सिता है ्योा 

सामादजि रूप से मुझे अिग-थिग हो जाना 

पड़ सिता है

सबीका अब्बास नकवी क्षिणपंथी कब्गेि की ओर से कई ्तरीके से मेुझे 

कई दफा अपमेाकन्त ककया गया। बु्कली बाई, 

सु्कली िी्कस जैसे संबोधन और अनकगन्त रेकडिट 

सबग्ुप्स (कनजी प्रक्तकरियाओं को जगह देने िाला 

सोशल मेीकिया प्लेटफॉमे्च) की कदलों को भेद देने 

िाली प्रक्तकरियाएं। स््तंकभ्त ‘नहीं’ होने की अपनी 

क्मे्ता से मेैं ह्तप्रभ हूं। यह सं्ताप और भय मेेरे 

रोजाना के जीिन का कहस्सा हो गया है। नूंह मेें 

जब से मेुसलमेानों के कखलाफ कहंसा शुरू हुई है, 

मेैं नहीं समेझ्ती, हमेमेें से कोई ठीक से सो सका 

है। मेुझे अपना घर जला कदए जाने के सपने आ्ते 

हैं। नूंह की घटना के बाद एक हफ््ते के भी्तर मेेरे 

ििेरे भाई और भ्तीजे ने अपनी मेुस्स्लमे पहिान 

की िजह से गंभीर भेदभाि झेला है। हमे िीकियो 

कॉल के जररये जब जुड़़े ्तो रो पड़़े। रा्त भर 

अपने समेुदाय की सुरक्ा की दुआएं कीं। अड़ोस-

पड़ोस मेें हर एक के बारे मेें प्ता ककया। 

लेककन हमेें ऑकफस जाना पड़ा। इन सबके 

बाद भी समेाज हमेसे सामेान्य ्तरीके से कामे 

करने की अपेक्ा कर रहा था जबकक हमेारे घर 

जला कदए गए थे, व्यापार ्तहस-नहस कर कदए 

गए थे। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं। 

मेेरे ििेरे भाई और मेैं काफी कदनों बाद कमेले 

और- शक नहीं- हाल मेें हमे सबने जो भेदभाि 

झेला, उस बारे मेें लंबी बा्तिी्त की। सामेान्य 

बा्तिी्त और हंसी-मेजाक की जगह हमे इस 

देश मेें अपने भकिष्य को लेकर सामेूकहक ्तौर 

पर किंक्त्त थे। घृणा, उत्पीड़न और दुव्य्चिहार 

की रोजाना की खबरों से ही जगने िाला समेुदाय 

दूसरे लोगों की ्तरह ‘गॉकसप करने’ या सामेान्य 

बा्तिी्त करने की बा्त कैसे सोि सक्ता है? 

हमेारे ‘िजूद’ पर गुस्से और किलाप के 

अस्पष्ट क्णों से जो कुछ आ्ता है, उसके 

आधार पर मेैं कलख रही हूं कक हमेलोगों, भार्तीय 

मेुसलमेानों के कलए कैसे ‘सामेान्य हाला्त’ का 

कोई मे्तलब नहीं रह गया है। सपना देखने और 

स्ि्तंत्र, सुरकक््त भकिष्य की योजना बनाने और 

उसे अमेल मेें लाने की कोई सूर्त नहीं बिी। 

हमे साि्चजकनक ट्ांसपोट्ड मेें जोर से अपने नामे 

लेने, सलामे िालेकुमे और खुदा हाकफज कहने 

से परहेज करने लगे हैं। संपादकीय कलखने की 

बा्त हो या कफर िोरी-जैसी छोटी-सी घटना की 

एफआईआर कराने के कलए पुकलस स्ट़ेशन जाने 

की, हमेें िर लगने लगा है। हमे उन पर कैसे 

यकीन कर सक्ते हैं? जो कुछ हमे झेल रहे हैं, 

उसमेें िे भी ्तो एक पक् हैं? जब हमे अपने घरों 

मेें नमेाज अदा कर्ते हैं, ्तब भी पुकलस बुला ली 

जा्ती है! ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

हमे कहां जाएं? मेस्स्जद और मेदरसे  

जलाए जा रहे, मेजार ्तहस-नहस करने के कलए 

लोग अकभयान िला रहे हैं। हमेें मेारा जा रहा है, 

हमेारी कलंकिंग की जा रही है। ककसी पर कोई 

असर नहीं है। जो हमेारा नरसंहार करने की बा्त कह्ते हैं, 

हमे उन्हें पुरस्ककृ्त ककए जा्ते और मेाला पहनाए 

जा्ते देख्ते हैं। जो हमेारे कखलाफ कहंसा कर्ते हैं, 

उन्हें हमे लगा्तार मेंि कदए जा्ते देख्ते हैं। ककसी 

पर कोई असर नहीं है। 
हमेारे ऑकफस के सहकमेमी धमेाांध हैं जो 

धू्त्च्तापूि्चक इस्लामेोफोकबक िुटकले सुना्ते 

हैं और दकक्णपंथी सरकार की जी्त पर हमेारे 

्तीनमेंकजला भिनों को सजाया जा्ता है। ककसी पर 

कोई असर नहीं है। जब भी हमे अपना सोशल मेीकिया फीि 

रीफ्ेश कर्ते हैं, हमेें कनशाना बना्ता हुआ 

पॉिकास्ट, रैली, हेट स्पीि, ट़्ेस्न्ििंग हैशटैग, 

मेीमे कदख्ता है। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

मेुस्स्लमे मेकहलाओं की ऑनलाइन नीलामेी की 

जा्ती है। अदाल्त गुनाहगारों के भकिष्य के कलए 

किं्ता जाकहर कर्ती है। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं। 

हमेारी लाशों, जली बस्स््तयों और हमेें 

खलनायक बनाकर िुनाि लड़़े और जी्ते जा्ते 

हैं। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

मेैं शायद ही ककसी मेुसलमेान को जान्ती हूं 

कजसने ककराये पर मेकान पाने मेें मेुस््ककलें न झेली 

हों। ब्ोकरों और मेकान मेाकलकों का हमेें घूरना 

और उनकी नजरों मेें हमेारे कलए नफर्त, यह 

आए कदनों का अनुभि है। इन्हीं िजहों से हमे 

दाकखला रद्द करा्ते हैं, नौकरी छोड़ देनी पड़्ती 

है। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

मेुसलमेानों को गुंिों और कफर सरकार द्ारा 

लूटा जा्ता है, उनकी कलंकिंग की जा्ती है, उन्हें 

्तरह-्तरह से परेशान ककया जा्ता है। ककसी पर 

कोई असर नहीं है। जब हमेारी लाशों का कजरि टीिी के समेािार 

िरि ्तो छोकड़ए, नीिे की कटकर मेें भी न हो 

्तो भला कोई कैसे सपने देखे, कैसे खूबसूर्त  

भकिष्य की योजना संजोए और कैसे रोजमेरा्च की 

कजंदगी को सामेान्य ्तरीके से जीए? ककसी पर 

कोई असर नहीं है। जरा सोकिए, उस इंसान को कैसा मेहसूस 

हो्ता होगा, जो अपने देश से ्तो मेोह्धब्त कर्ता 

है लेककन देश उससे मेोह्धब्त नहीं कर्ता? मेैं 

उस देश के कलए काला कपड़ा पहनना और फश्च-

ए-अजा कबछाना िाह्ती हूं कजसने इस बा्त को 

सुकनस््कि्त करने के कलए सकरिय ्तौर पर िोट 

ककया कक हमेें खत्मे कर कदया जाए। जब हमे मेारे 

जा रहे हों और हमेें खत्मे ककया जा रहा हो, िह 

अपना रोजमेरा्च का कामे ऐसे कर रहा हो जैसे 

कुछ हुआ ही न हो। एक देश जो ‘मेौ्त के कुएं’ 

मेें गाड़ी िला रहे व्यस्क््त के कलए ्ताली बजा रहे 

लोगों की ्तरह हो जो मेन ही मेन िाह रहे हों कक 

कर्तब कदखाने िाला िह इंसान कगरकर मेर जाए। 

िे न कसफ्क हमेें कमेटाना िाह्ते हैं और बाजारों 

और कथएटरों, गांिों और कॉलोकनयों, स्ककूलों और 

कि्किकिद्ालयों, शहरों और ऑकफसों से बाहर 

करना िाह्ते हैं बस््कक नैरेकटि बनाने और फैसले 

लेने की प्रकरिया िाली जगहों से भी हमेें कनकाल 

बाहर करना िाह्ते हैं। युिा मेुसलमेान जेलों मेें 

हैं, हमेारे दोस््त जेलों मेें हैं। सामेाकजक न्याय की 

बा्त करने िाले जागरूक लोग खामेोश करा कदए 

गए हैं। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

रा्त मेें हमेारा रूटीन टूट रहा है, सोशल 

मेीकिया पर कुछ भी पोस्ट करने से पहले हमेें दस 

हजार बार सोिना पड़्ता है, सुरकक््त ्तरीके से 

घर पहुंिने के कलए कई ्तरीके से अपनी पहिान 

कछपानी पड़्ती है, यही कहानी दोहरा्ते-दोहरा्ते 

हमे थक गए हैं। ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है। 

हमेारे कुछ दोस््त हैं कजन्होंने हमेारी जगह 

नफर्त को िुना और हमेारा साथ छोड़ कदया। एक 

पूि्च कमेत्र और यूकनिकस्चटी के सहपाठी कनयकमे्त 

्तौर पर अपमेानजनक ट़ेक्स्ट भेज्ते और मेेरी 

मेुस्स्लमे पहिान पर धू्त्च कटप्पणी कर्ते रह्ते हैं। 

एक अन्य दोस््त ने अपनी शादी मेें घृणा फैलाने 

िाले को आमेंकत्र्त ककया, एक अन्य ने एक ऐसे 

व्यस्क््त से अपने आट्ड शो का उद्घाटन कराने 

का िादा ककया कजसने मेुस्स्लमे मेकहलाओं के 

साथ बलात्कार की अपील की थी। हमेारा एक 

साथी कलाकार इस बा्त पर गि्च मेहसूस कर्ता 

है कक नरसंहार करने िाले एक पागल ने उसके 

कामे की सराहना की। कोई किं्ता नहीं कर्ता 

कक यह हमेें ककस ्तरह छोटा मेहसूस करा्ता है। 

कक्तने अनपेकक््त, कक्तने घृकण्त! ककसी पर कोई 

असर नहीं है। मेेरे पास कहने के कलए बहु्त कुछ 

है, इ्तना कुछ कक अपनी रोजाना की कजंदगी मेें 

अपनी उदासी के बारे मेें अपने हर साथी नागररक 

को ब्ताना िाह्ती हूं लेककन इसका क्या कोई 

मे्तलब है, अगर मेुझे कहा जाए कक हमेारे कलए 

्तुमेसे प्रेमे करना भी मेुस््ककल है? आप कैसे प्रेमे 

करेंगे अगर कदलों की गहराई से जान्ते हों कक लि 

लेटस्च से ज्यादा खून की जरूर्त है? 

ककसी पर कोई असर नहीं है, कफर भी हमे 

एक दूसरे का खयाल रख्ते हैं। हमे पैसे इकट्ा 

कर्ते हैं, मेुस्कुरा्ते हैं, मेुस््ककल हाला्त मेें भी 

िुटकुले सुना्ते हैं और अपने अंदर उम्मेीदों की 

पौध को धीरे-धीरे सींि्ते हुए कजंदा रखने की 

कोकशश कर्ते हैं। मेैं िाह्ती हूं कक हमे प्रक्तरोध 

करने, किरोध करने, बहादुरी और साहस कदखाने 

के कलए रोजाना न जगें। मेैं िाह्ती हूं, हमे 

सामेान्य ्तरीके से पढ़ें, कामे करें, सांस लें; जो 

िाहें, पहनें; जो िाहें, खाएं; सपने देखें, जीएं। 

लेककन यह सब मेुस््ककल से मेुस््ककल हो्ता जा रहा 

है। हमेारा सबसे बड़ा दुभा्च्लय आपसी भाईिारे की 

कमेी और हमेारे आसपास के लोगों की खामेोशी 

है। मेैं आपसे बोलने का अनुरोध नहीं करने जा 

रही हूं। मेैं आपको नींद से भी जगाने नहीं जा रही 

हूं। आपको आपकी नफर्त से भी बाहर कनकलने 

को नहीं कहूंगी। यह भी नहीं कहूंगी कक हमेारा 

खयाल रखो। क्योंकक मेैं ्तो एक ही िीज जान्ती हूं:  

इस जु्कमे मेें जो खामेोश रहें 

जाकलमे भी िही, काक्तल भी िही।  n

देश में ही ्बन गई है दो दुकनया 

स््वतंत्रता दि्वस द्वशेष

कृपया  पेज 2और 6भी देखेें
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INDEPENDENCE DAY

A DAY TO NEVER  

FORGET

Anis Kidwai’s memories

of the first Independence

Day are eerily resonant

THE ALIENATION  

IS COMPLETE

In Manipur, separation

may be the only way to

find enduring peace 

P2

P4

P6

NATION

REBOOTING INDIA

Can a putative non-BJP

government repair

India’s social fabric?

‘No one bats an eye’

How does it feel to belong to a country that you love, but that does not love you back, asks Sabika Abbas Naqvi

I feel in my bones the 

burden of  politeness 

I’m compelled to carry 

despite the madness 

of  the daily violence 

that has bloodied my 

eyes. I’m deeply 

disenchanted

with the empathy of   

most of  those who 

may want to listen

I 
have been auctioned by the right-wing 

brigade way too many tim
es. Bulli B

ai, 

Sulli Deals, and countless Reddit sub-

groups. I am shocked at my ability
 to not 

be shocked. This grief  and fear has 

become part of  my everyday life. 

Since the violence against Muslims 

broke out in Nuh, I don’t think any of  us 

have slept properly. I 
have had nightmares 

of  my house being burnt down. In the 

immediate aftermath of  Nuh, my nephew 

and cousin have had it r
ough. Did you ask 

why? We broke down on video calls with 

each other. Prayed for the safety of  our 

community through the night. Checked in 

on everyone in the vicinity. 

But we had to go to office the day after. 

We’re expected to function normally while 

we’re being auctioned, while our homes are 

burnt, our businesses destroyed. No one 

bats an eye. 

My cousins and I met after a long  

long tim
e and guess what we talked about—

what else but the discrimination each  

one of  us faces routinely these days. Instead 

of  the usual gossip and laughter, we wor-

ried, in a mental huddle, about our future 

in this country.

How can a community that wakes up to 

daily news of  hate, harassment and abuse 

find the heart to ‘gossip’ or make small ta
lk 

like other people? That privilege has been 

snatched from us. No one bats an eye.

What I write comes from disjointed 

moments of  rage and lament over the 

destruction of  our wajood, over how any 

form of  ‘normalcy’ does not exist for us, the 

Indian Muslims. 

The will to
 dream and plan a future, free-

ly, safely, n
o longer exists. We are very con-

scious of  our names, of  saying salam ale-

kum and khuda hafiz loudly in public trans-

port. Scared of  writing editorials or going to 

police stations to file
 FIRs for something as 

petty as a theft. How can we trust them? 

When they are party to all that we go 

through? The police are called when we offer 

prayers even inside our homes! No one bats 

an eye.

Where do we go? The mosques and 

madrasas are burnt down, people are run-

ning campaigns to destroy mazars. We are 

I 
just got off  a long phone call with a 

friend who was telling me how, over the 

last few days, he has been feeling a con-

stant weight on his chest due to relent-

less anti-M
uslim news. I to

ld him that I 

have begun to feel the veins bulging on my 

forehead due to the stress, and that I have 

barely slept in the last few weeks. 

I told him that a few months ago, I w
as 

thinking of  going to a psychiatrist, but I 

didn’t because the psychiatrist wanted a 

friend or relative’s number as a reference, 

and I felt ashamed to ask someone. So now, I 

suggested, the two of  us could both go visit a 

psychiatrist and give each other’s names as 

reference. My friend said he couldn’t afford 

a psychiatrist. 

In my mind, I quickly calculated that 

while I could afford a psychiatrist’s fees  

and the medication for a few months,  

eventually the cost might be equal to my 

monthly rent… so maybe I would just have to 

do without. 

In the last six months, I have written 

around seven or eight new poems, but I h
ave 

not put them out on social media. Everywhere 

I look I see ‘relatable content’ and wonder if  

I might end up sharing ‘negative thoughts’ 

through my poems. I also write five to six 

tweets every day, but I do not post them. 

Because I fear the reactions—not of  the 

State or my probable future assaulters—but 

of  my friends and colleagues who will ju
dge 

me, and who I might accidentally end up 

offending, which could lead to the unneces-

sary loss of  work opportunities for me or 

social ostracisation. 

Last year, I was nominated for an IIFA 

Award for Adapted Screenplay. In the past 

month, five of  my songs were released. But I 

did not post so much as an Instagram Story 

even, about any of  that, because no time 

feels like an appropriate tim
e to talk about 

any of  my achievements in the ever-flowing 

stream of  anti-M
uslim hate. 

I watch almost every hate video that calls 

for the killin
g of  Muslims on Twitter, 

because I do. I also watch how people are 

trying to save missing cats on Instagram, 

because I m
ust. 

T
his digital ordeal is a part of  my every-

day life, along with cooking my meals, 

cleaning my house, attending meetings, 

and doing my work. I h
ave to switch off  my 

phone for a day or two when I have to write 

Torn between Two Worlds

The dissonance between what I see on my phone and what is in front of me is sometimes disorientating, says Hussain Haidry

As we mark a 76th notch on the many prison walls of  independent India, two Muslim fellow travellers  

remind us of  how the nation, the government of  the day and all of  us mute witnesses have failed them

killed and lynched. No one bats an eye.

We see them, the ones who call fo
r our 

genocide, being feted, garlanded and award-

ed. Those who enable violence against us 

are continuously platformed. No one bats 

an eye.

Our office colleagues are bigots who slyly 

crack Islamophobic jokes and decorate our 

three-storey buildings on the right-wing gov-

ernment’s win. No one bats an eye. 

Every time we refresh our social media 

feeds, there is a podcast, a rally, 
a hate 

speech, a trending hashtag, a meme target-

ing us. No one bats an eye. 

Muslim women are auctioned online. 

The court shows great concern for the 

future of  the perpetrator. No one bats  

an eye. 

Elections are fought and won on our dead 

bodies, burnt bastis, our villainisation. No 

one bats an eye. 

I barely know any Muslims who have not 

found it h
ard to find a house on rent. That 

gaze, that hate in the eyes of  brokers and 

landowners alike! We drop admissions and 

leave jobs for that reason. No one bats an eye. 

Muslims are looted, lynched, harassed by 

the goons and then by the State. No one bats 

an eye. 

How can one dream, plan, go about our 

daily lives normally when our dead bodies 

don’t fin
d mention in news cycles, not even 

as a footnote? 

How does it feel to belong to a country 

that you love, but that does not love you 

back? I want to wear black clothes and 

spread a farsh-e-aza for a nation that actively 

voted to ensure we are erased, that goes 

about its
 daily business while we get killed 

and destroyed. A nation that applauds and 

cheers as it w
atches. You know, like the audi-

ence of  a maut ka kuan (well of  death) that 

wishes the racer would fall to
 his death.

They not only want to delete us and drive 

us out of  bazaars and theatres, villages and 

colonies, schools and universities, cities and 

offices, they want to drive us out of  spaces of  

narrative-building and decision-making. 

Young Muslims are behind bars, our 

friends are behind bars. Bright men and 

women who talk about social justice are 

silenced. No one bats an eye. 

Our routine is breaking down at night, 

thinking ten thousand tim
es before posting 

on social media, hiding our identitie
s in 

various ways to reach home safely, exhaust-

ed repeating this story over and over again. 

No one bats an eye. 

We have friends who chose hate over us 

and left our side. A former friend and class-

mate from the university religiously sends 

me abusive texts and elaborate slurs on  

my Muslim identity. 
Another friend invites 

a hate enabler to their wedding, another 

promises to get their art show inaugurated 

by a man who called for Muslim women  

to be raped. A fellow artist feels proud that  

a genocidal maniac commended their  

work. No one cares how small it 
makes us 

feel. How unwanted, how hated. No one bats 

an eye.

I have so much to say, so much to tell every 

fellow citizen about the heaviness in our 

everyday, but will it
 matter if  I told you we 

find it h
ard to even love? How do you love 

when you know deep down that petitio
ns 

require more blood than love letters? 

But while no one bats an eye, we care for 

each other. We check in, do fundraisers, 

crack dark and diffic
ult jokes, smile, pray 

and manage to slowly water the plant of  

hope inside our ribs. 

I wish we didn’t have to wake up every 

day to rise, resist and be brave. I wish we 

could simply study, work, breathe, wear 

what we want, eat what we want, dream—

and be. But it i
s getting diffic

ult. It
 is getting 

more and more diffic
ult. 

Our biggest misfortune is the absolute 

lack of  allyship and the enabling silence of  

people around us. I w
ill n

ot request you to 

speak up. I will not wake you from your 

slumber. Or shake you out of  your hate. I 

will n
ot ask you to care. 

For I only know one thing: 

‘Iss zulm mein jo khamosh rahey  

zalim bhi wahi, qatil b
hi wahi’ 

(He who is quiet in tim
es of  oppression,

he is the oppressor, he is the assassin)  

screenplays or dialogues, because I know that 

watching one video or one hateful tweet will 

throw me off  into a vortex of  shock, outrage, 

anger, helplessness, and I will go numb. 

I tell myself, I am a professional writer, 

and my emotions are partially on hire when 

someone pays me to write—it will b
e grossly 

unprofessional of  me to misallocate my emo-

tions elsewhere. 

If, in
 an afternoon meeting, I am asked to 

write an edgy, Hinglish, funny, romantic 

song for a duet, then I must comply and 

deliver—for it should be of  no concern to 

anyone whatsoever that the very same 

morning, I h
ave watched videos of  a police-

man shooting three Muslim men in a train, 

and read about the hundreds of  Muslim 

homes getting bulldozed.

I have made peace with the fact that these 

everyday spectacles of  violence and genocid-

al chants are coffee-break conversations at 

some of  my workplaces. Most of  the 

well-m
eaning people begin with “It’s gotten 

so bad, ya,” and end with, “Chalo, let’s get 

back to work.” I am unable to tell th
em that 

because it h
as gotten so bad, sometimes I’m

 

quite unable to get back to work. But work I 

must—and what can these well-m
eaning 

people do now to undo what so many of  them 

did back in 2014, anyway? 

This dissonance between what I see on 

my phone and what is in front of  me is some-

times disorientating. When I go to an expen-

sive café or restaurant, the world is not 

burning. When I go to a shopping mall, 

nobody is killin
g anyone. When I am inside a 

plush office space, there are no mobs scream-

ing terror chants. E-mails, air-conditioners, 

bank transfers—everything that runs the 

modern capitalistic world appears to be 

functioning just fin
e. 

This makes me question myself  every 

day: which of  these two worlds is real? And 

if  both of  them are real, when will th
ey col-

lide? And if  they collide, to what lengths will 

I go to stay alive?

I do not know the answers to any of  those 

questions. I fe
el in my bones the burden of  

politeness I’m
 compelled to carry despite the 

madness of  the daily violence that has blood-

ied my eyes. I’m deeply disenchanted with 

the empathy of  most of  those who may want 

to listen. So even if  I did know the answers 

to any of  those questions, I would have 

ended up just smiling politely, and said, 

“Chalo, let’s get back to work.”  

Photo: Getty Images
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THE POLITICS OF RAPE 
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Using women’s bodies as 
patriarchal battlegrounds
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Whose interests does the
Jan Vishwas Bill serve?
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A temple that boasts a 
collection of 200,000 books

At the relief camps in Manipur, where thousands of the displaced have taken shelter, the conditions are pathetic, with shortages of essentials such as medicines, food, sanitary pads and milk for babies

Can Manipur Find Peace?
Separately may be the only way to live together for the warring ethnic communities of the state, suggests Mercy V. Guite

It has been over three months now that 
Manipur was drawn into a seemingly 
interminable spiral of  ethnic violence, 
and we are nowhere near a resolution, 
despite sympathetic noises from some 

quarters. The central and state governments 
remain apathetic and are doing their 
damnedest to deflect attention, and there is 
no real effort to find a way to end hostilities 
and progress towards peace.

The political, socio-economic narrative 
only recently tilted towards the Zomi–Kuki 
tribes after the appearance online of  a video 
showing women of  the tribal community 
being abused by a Meitei mob. Not much 
breaks through the internet ban curtaining 
Manipur. With the Centre claiming it’s ready 
to discuss issues—albeit on its own terms—
and the Opposition too digging in its heels, 
we effectively have a stalemate.

Caught in this political–constitutional 
affray are human lives. Zomi–Kuki women 
and children are facing life-threatening 
health risks. Some observers will belabour 
the point that there is suffering on both 
sides of  the divide, but the worst the Meitei 
may have suffered since May 3, when this 
violent spiral began, is some disruption in 
life and business as usual. On the other 
hand, losses that the Zomi–Kuki–Hmar 
tribes face, now and in the future, are a far 
more real thing. Their immediate worry, of  
course, is how to stave off  attacks on their 
villages and on the Zomi–Kuki people by a 
majoritarian State machinery.

The immediate provocation that sparked 
the latest clash between the Meitei and 
Zomi–Kuki tribes was the Meitei demand for 
scheduled tribe (ST) status. The Meitei are 
already a privileged majoritarian group in 
Manipur, and include the general, SC (sched-
uled caste) and OBC (other backward class-
es) sub-groups. But the reasons for the 
Centre’s determined silence on Manipur lie 
beyond the immediate, or even historical 
sociological provocations, it is not about the 
Meitei demand for ST status.

 
The silence of the governments

What is it, then? What is the secret of  
Manipur chief  minister N. Biren Singh’s 
immunity? Why has the Centre not sacked 
him, after three months of  an all-too-obvious 
administrative failure? Why wasn’t the fail-
ure of  the state administration reasonable 
grounds to impose President’s Rule? Why, 
even after news of  the atrocities against 
women caught in this violence became an 
open secret?

Manipur is extremely important to the 
economic and trade cooperation facet of  the 
‘Act East’ Policy. In 2003, there were reports 
of  Jubilant Oil & Gas (a Dutch oil company) 
conducting a survey for the presence of  
hydrocarbons in the hill areas of  Manipur—
Jiribam, Tamenglong and Lamka 
(Churachandpur is a name imposed on the 
district later). The total area granted for oil 
exploration was 3,850 sq. km, and it is esti-
mated that Manipur has nearly 5,000 billion 
cubic feet of  oil. The production sharing of  
Manipur Block–I was signed on 30 June 2020; 
it had already been signed for Manipur 
Block-II on 19 June 2010 and a licence grant-
ed by the Manipur government on 20 
September 2010. This may suggest a context 
for an attempted land grab, perhaps?

However, even if  these hill areas that are 
home to tribal communities are reserves of  
oil and natural gas, the current mayhem is 
still beyond comprehension. Why would the 
state government use its machinery for a 

large-scale pogrom? Did the majority Meitei 
population have some deep envy of  the trib-
al inhabitants of  the hill areas? Would 
exploiting these oil reserves yield financial 
benefits to them? The answer to both those 
questions is ‘yes’. 

Can this trigger hate crimes by the Meitei 
against the hill tribes, or nudge them into 
fanning false narratives that the tribals in 
these areas are illegal immigrants from 
Myanmar? Yes, again, because it can make 
room for future claims that the Meitei are 
the ‘natural’ or ‘indigenous’ inheritors of  
these rich land reserves. Even so, the atroci-
ties against innocent tribal civilians in the 
Imphal valley, the killings and burning down 

of  homes, businesses, churches and person-
al property seem excessive.

What more is there to consider? Well, 
Manipur is considered most important for 
the opium trade in the Southeast Asian coun-
tries, being on the border with Myanmar. If  
Manipur is an important junction in the 
opium trade both within and across the bor-
der, what does the state government and its 
majority population gain from violence 
against the tribal hill peoples of  Manipur? 
Yet even this does not explain the scale and 
intensity of  the recent attacks. Are India’s 
geo-political, defence and trade and economic 
interests to be prioritised over civilian  
Kuki–Zomi lives? The silence is hard to 

explain—because surely this is a convincing 
alibi, should the government choose to speak.

How, then, do we explain the apparent 
support for Biren Singh and his government?

 
Meira Paibis vs Zomi–Kuki women

The monsoon session of  Parliament has 
become a fruitless tug-of-war, even as media 
bytes and newspaper stories from both sides 
of  the ethnic divide make headlines. The 
reality, however, is that the internally dis-
placed Zomi–Kuki people are suffering daily 
in Lamka (or Churachandpur, its imposed 
name), Delhi, Guwahati, Aizawl and many 
other places. There are bodies lying aban-

doned in the Churachandpur district hospi-
tal morgue for over 80 days—families of  the 
deceased have not been able to claim them 
without putting their own lives at risk .

The suffering of  women and children is 
beyond comprehension. Many women have 
been sexually assaulted, even gang-raped. 
Openly. The disturbing video of  the two 
Zomi–Kuki women paraded naked and 
groped is just one of  many such incidents, 
which have gone unreported (or reported 
but ignored), thanks to the indefinite inter-
net shutdown, especially in the peripheral 
areas of  the state. 

There have been many incidents of  
Meitei mobs seeking out Kuki–Zomi people, 
even marking them for worse assault than, 
say, the Tangkhul, who are Naga tribals. 
These mobs have not even spared senior cit-
izens and government officers, and are 
undeterred by the police or army. They have 
hounded out tribal families living in the 
valley or in Imphal itself; have taken the 
attack to the villages in the hills; sought out 
students in their dormitories; blockaded 
roads, lain in wait for prey to come their 
way, even on the road to the airport (why not 
let them run away from the lands you so 
badly want—or was it more important to 
instil terror?). They have ritually targeted 
women to bear the brunt of  abuse, and often 
these mobs have included women, who 
egged them on. The savage abuse of  a 
woman, her body (because she is a tribal) 
sends a clear and chilling signal.

Anna and Kim

The Young Tribal Women’s Network—a collective of women 
from Manipur and neighbouring North-East states—started 
as a WhatsApp group in May 2023, soon after violence broke 

out in Manipur between the dominant Meitei community and the 
Kuki–Zo tribes. The collective was formed to fulfil the urgent need 
for relief. Since then, we’ve been providing necessities such as 
blankets, medicines and sanitary napkins to be dispatched to 
various relief camps across Manipur.

Initially, we catered to the rising requirement for basic amenities 
at relief camps in Imphal. Then we started working in neighbouring 
hill districts such as Kangpokpi, Chandel and Senapati. However, a 
radical mob roaming the streets 
made it difficult for us to reach the 
relief camps. We couldn’t send our 
relief items through cargo or 
courier via air either, as the mob 
made the Imphal airport 
inaccessible to us.

All of this is occurring against 
the backdrop of a pre-existing 
infrastructural deficit in the tribal 
areas, which have always lacked 
access to proper healthcare and 
other livelihood opportunities. 
The displaced persons are 

struggling for essentials such as rice, dal, medicines, blankets and 
sanitary pads. Several new mothers have also faced issues in 
breastfeeding their newborns as the lack of nutritional food has 
made lactation difficult; in one case, this even led to the death of 
a baby. This is why there is also an immediate demand for baby 
food and other supplements. With our limited funds and access, 
we have chosen to focus on meeting these necessities, although 
we wish to expand our scope and provide post-trauma care and  
counselling as well.

Many neutral parties and persons bearing no allegiance to the 
conflicting groups have helped us in on-ground coordination and 
support. Due to the ongoing nature of the violence, we decided 
against mobilising individual field volunteers for their personal 

safety. Instead, we’re partnering 
with the Indian Red Cross Society, 
which has been actively providing 
relief in the area and has more 
access as an international body. 
We hope to help all those affected 
by this violence regardless of their 
ethnic identity, while praying for 
justice and peace to prevail.  

Juliana also contributed to this article. 
Kim and Anna are members of the 

Young Tribal Women’s Network. 
Courtesy: India Development Review 

Every Grain Counts
A volunteer group’s struggle with relief efforts in Manipur

They have ritually targeted 
women to bear the brunt  
of  abuse, and often these 
mobs included women,  
who egged them on. The  
savage abuse of  a woman, 
her body (because she  
is a tribal) sends a clear  
and chilling signal

Some observers belabour 
the point that there is 
suffering on both sides of  
the ethnic divide, but the 
worst the Meitei have 
suffered since May 3, when 
this violent spiral began, is 
some disruption in life and  
business as usual Continued on page 3
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