




ammu and Kashmir, it can be safely said, is never 
out of the headlines. Nearly two years after the 
abrogation of Articles 370 and 35A reset the entire 
discourse, ending J&K’s special status and making it 
a Union territory, the region is back in the news. The 

June 24 meeting between Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
and J&K’s political parties signalled a resumption of the 
stalled political process. The PM gave all the parties a patient 
hearing but promised nothing. Five of the parties are part of 
the ‘Gupkar alliance’ that had issued a joint declaration in 
2019 opposing the abrogation of Article 370.

The restitution of that Article seems a closed chapter for 
now. The calls for Azadi have been silenced. The government 
has proposed a sequence of events in the next few months—a 
new delimitation of assembly seats in J&K, followed by as-
sembly elections and, finally, restoration of statehood. Internet 
and 4G connectivity were restored this February, ending an un-
precedented 18-month clampdown. All political detainees have 
been freed. There are no mass protests of the kind seen after the 
death of Hizbul commander Burhan Wani in 2016. 

The terrorist threat appears to be under 
control. Security forces are proactive and have 
upped their intelligence network. Last year, 
232 terrorists were killed, the second-highest 
number after the resurgence of violence in 2016. 
Pakistan is preoccupied with events in Afghani-
stan and dodging the Financial Action Task 
Force (FATF) blacklist for not curbing terrorism. 

Yet, the calm in the Valley is deceptive, be-
cause anger and sullenness over the loss of state-
hood still simmer below the surface. Kashmiris 
feel they are being denied respect and trust. It is 
echoed by political leaders like Farooq Abdullah 
and his son Omar, for whom restoration of full 
statehood is the test of trust. The removal of Ar-
ticle 35A, which gave only permanent residents 
of J&K the right to buy property, has triggered 
fears that outsiders will now take over their land and jobs. The 
government needs to assure them that this will not happen. 

J&K’s biggest worries, however, are unemployment and 
underdevelopment. It has been a perennial problem—despite 
generous grants from the Centre over the decades, there has 
been little improvement in Kashmir’s development status. A 
large part of the blame lies with the corruption and incompe-
tence of the political families that have ruled Kashmir for seven 
decades. Being a border state, vulnerable to foreign infiltration 
and internal unrest, the private sector has been reluctant to in-
vest. Tourism, too, has dried up over the years over safety fears. 

Kashmir has a huge youth bulge—over 70 per cent of its 12.5 
million population is under 35. The endemic unemployment 
has bred tremendous anger and frustration. Development is the 
key to luring the youth away from violence. When it abrogated 
statehood, the government promised development, transfor-
mation and investments. Barring an acceleration in public 
infrastructure construction, this is yet to happen because of the 
pandemic and the global economic downturn. The government 
has boosted its spending for the region. This year, Parliament 
passed a Rs 1.08 lakh crore budget for the Union territory. On a 
ratio of population to funds, Lieutenant Governor Manoj Sinha 
says, “it is 7 or 8 times more than that of UP and Bihar”.

‘The Promise and the Peril’ is our 29th cover story on J&K 

in 45 years. We look at the major milestones the government 
has to navigate as it charts a future course for J&K. The first is 
delimitation, where the Centre wants to increase constituencies 
commensurate with population growth. Kashmiris fear this is 
an excuse to give the Hindu-dominated Jammu region more 
seats. It is, therefore, important that the exercise, which begins 
next year, is transparent. The conduct of free and fair elections 
the year after is next as it will signal a restoration of the demo-
cratic process and an end to bureaucratic control from Delhi.

Where do the people of Kashmir figure in all this? Often 
forgotten, what they want is an important part of our 

cover story. Group Editorial Director (Publishing) Raj Chen-
gappa and Group Photo Editor Bandeep Singh travelled widely 
in the region to assess the ground situation. They met with a 
cross-section of people, from the Lieutenant Governor to en-
trepreneurs, the corps commander, political leaders and young 
men and women looking to make a living. 

Shortly after the BJP walked out of its coalition government 
with Mehbooba Mufti in June 2018, elections were held for the 

18,833 panch constituencies in Kashmir division 
in October. Among the 2,735 individuals elected 
as sarpanches was Arifa Jaan, 26, who became 
head of the Lalpora panchayat in Baramulla. She 
exemplifies the new layer of young leadership the 
Centre hopes to build in the Valley: not steeped 
in the past or linked to parties like the National 
Conference but optimistic about change. “Earlier, 
there was no accountability,” says Jaan. “There 
was also a funds shortage. Now, funds are being 
made available and there is greater transparency.” 

However, it is a battle that is far from won. 
An assembly election could see voters falling 
back on the same contentious set of leaders 
who have been part of the problem all along. 
The violent extremist fringe remains a threat 
to normalcy even if it inhabits only the periph-

ery. There is also Pakistan’s role in fuelling terrorism in the 
erstwhile state and what it will do to stymie the new initiatives. 
There can be no peace in Kashmir till the government of India 
can broker some kind of agreement with Pakistan. 

Kashmir has seen several turning points and is currently 
standing at yet another. No one wants to live constantly in the 
shadow of fear and uncertainty. Like other Indian citizens, 
Kashmiris too want a better life. Aspirational Kashmiri youth 
want to be part of the India growth story. There is no greater 
unifier than prosperity. We must win their hearts and minds. 
Without this, no strategy can succeed. As Chengappa says, 
“There is both hope and fear across the Valley and as many op-
portunities and threats. The process of reconciliation that has 
just begun must be taken to its logical end—and quickly.” 

Between the promise of peace and the peril of anarchy is the 
middle ground of reintegrating Kashmiris into the mainstream. 
In this lies the solution to what has been India’s most knotty 
problem and its most enduring internal security threat.

(Aroon Purie)
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T
he staid Uttar Pradesh State 
Law Commission office on 
Old Jail Road in Lucknow 
was a hive of activity on 
July 7. The three-member 

commiss ion, headed by retired Justice 
A.N. Mittal, had uploaded a draft of the 
proposed ‘Uttar Pradesh Population 
(Control, Stabilisation and Welfare) Bill, 
2021’ on its website, ostensibly to garner 
public opinion, and all the clamour 
outside was over its contents. 

The proposed draft envisages a 
carrot-and-stick policy to enforce a two-
child norm with the stated intention to 

‘stabilise’ population growth in the state 
(see box overleaf). It also talks about 
efforts to ‘rebalance’ the population in 
order to manage the relative numbers 
of different communities—“Yeh prayas 
bhi kiya jayega ki vibhinn samudayon 
ke madhya jansankhya ka santulan 
bana rahe,” says the policy document. 

The coercive details include bann-
ing candidates who exceed the norm 
from government jobs and contest-
ing elections to local bodies, and also 
declining benefits of state welfare to 
such families. If the draft bill becomes 
an act and is implemented, candidates 

with more than two children will be 
automatically disqualified for govern-
ment jobs, or, if in service, for promo-
tions. Private citizens who violate the 
norms will forfeit benefits under 77 
government schemes/ grants. 

Within a year of its implementa-
tion, all government staff and local 
body representatives will have to sign 
an affidavit that they will adhere to the 
laws. A third child after submitting the 
affidavit will lead to the dismissal of the 
employee, while elected representatives 
will lose their seats and be barred. 

The Yogi Adityanath government in 

THE POPULATION QUESTION
By Ashish Misra
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 NUMBERS GAME The Jansankhya Samadhan Found ation marches in Delhi on July 11, World Population Day, 
demanding a new population control policy; (inset) CM Yogi Adityanath unveils a new ‘UP Population Policy 2021-30’ 
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Former Bihar Deputy CM Sushil 
Modi was tipped to enter the 

Union council of ministers after he was 
moved out of Bihar and rehabilitated in 
the Rajya Sabha last year. It was not to 
be. The grapevine has it that the rea-
son for keeping him out of the Cabinet 
is the same as moving him out of 
Bihar—his proximity to Bihar CM Nitish 
Kumar of the JD(U). Nevertheless, the 
former deputy CM is all praise for the 
Centre. Still hopeful?

THE DIEHARD 
OPTIMIST

In April, misled by fake news, Congress MP Shashi 
Tharoor offered embarrassing condolences on the 

death of the still-living former Lok Sabha speaker 
Sumitra Mahajan on Twitter. More recently, it was 
UP BJP President Swatantra Dev Singh who fell 
for a death hoax. The party chief tweeted that the demise of former Chief 
Minister Kalyan Singh, 89, was ‘the end of an era’. Singh’s post triggered 
off a flood of similar tributes before the octogenarian leader’s grandson, a 
minister in the UP government, clarified otherwise.

W ith the elevation of Ashwini Vaishnaw to 
Union Railway Minister, there are now four 

Union ministers with roots in Rajasthan’s Thar 
area—Vaishnaw (Jodhpur), Gajendra Singh Shek-
hawat (Jodhpur), Arjun Meghwal (Bikaner) and 

Kailash Choudhary (Barmer-Jaisalmer). Vaishnaw’s ancestors were originally 
from Pali, as are four other current MPs—P.P. Chaudhary and Sunil Soni in 
the Lok Sabha and Om Mathur and Neeraj Dangi in the Rajya Sabha. From 
the desert comes wisdom, as the old saw goes.

—Sandeep Unnithan with Anilesh S. Mahajan, Ashish Misra, 
Rohit Parihar and Amitabh Srivastava

Death by Twitter

G L A S S H O U S E

CALMER WATERS AHEAD 
FOR THE CAPTAIN
After a period of uncertainty, when it appeared the 

revolt by cricketer-turned-politician Navjot Singh 
Sidhu had the backing of the Gandhi siblings Priyanka 
and Rahul, Punjab Chief Minister Captain Amarinder 
Singh seems to have guided his rocky boat out of the 
choppy political waters. A recent meeting with act-
ing Congress President Sonia Gandhi seems to have 
cleared things up. The Captain has been given the green 
signal to rejig his Cabinet, which will hopefully allow 
smooth sailing until the state elections, seven months 
down the line. The party has also agreed to consult 
him on changes in the state unit. What swung things? 
Apparently, it was the Punjab chief minister’s personal 
equation with Sonia Gandhi and the spirited lobbying by 
some of her loyalists, including two former chief minis-
ters from other states.

Ill
us

tr
at

io
n 

by
 S

ID
D

H
A

N
T 

JU
M

D
E

C
H

A
N

D
R

A
D

EEP KU
M

A
R

Desert Connect

UPFRONT

Uttar Pradesh claims the commission 
has acted on its own, but many have 
questioned the timing of such a draft 
population control bill just months 
before the assembly election in 2022. 
The Muslim community is particularly 
aggrieved and fears the law will be yet 
another weapon to target it in a com-
munally charged election. Maulana 
Yasoob Abbas, secretary and spokes-
person of the All India Shia Personal 
Law Board, says, “This draft is just an 
election stunt. A commission appo-
inted by the Yogi government has pre-
sented this draft on population control 
with the election in mind.” Yasoob 
argues that population control is not 
an issue endemic to Uttar Pradesh. He 
says if at all such a law must be made, 
it should come from the Centre.  

But commission secretary Sapna 
Tripathi says, “Population control 
and family planning are part of item 
number 20-A on the Concurrent List 
of the Indian Constitution. Since 
there is no law for population control, 
the state can make laws.” The UP 
State Law Commission, she says, has 
studied similar laws in Rajasthan, 
MP and Assam to prepare the draft 
bill. Rajasthan, for instance, intro-
duced the two-child norm for govern-
ment jobs back in 1992 (but in July 
2018, the state rescinded the order). 
Commission chairman Justice Mittal 
explains it further: “UP’s burgeon-
ing population demands that we take 
steps to curb it. Many states have done 
so already. If population growth is not 
checked, unemployment, hunger and 
other problems will rise in the future.” 

T
he proposed population control 
bill also has strict provisions for 
polygamous couples, overrid-

ing religious and personal laws. The 
two-child strictures will apply to men 
even if they father them from different 
wives. The same will apply to women 
who marry more than once and have 
more than two children. Maulana 
Abbas  cites these clauses in the bill to 
press his case that Muslim society is 
being targeted. Incidentally, the total 
fertility rates (TFR) of both Hindus 
and Muslims have shown similar rates 

“The decline in TFR indicates that 
educated people in both societies now 
have smaller families. It’s illit eracy and 
unemployment that lead to larger fam-
ilies, and this is true of both communi-
ties. The need is not for strict laws on 
population control but for education 
and eradication of unemployment.”

The Yogi government has dis-
missed these objections, with Mohsin 
Raza, minister for minority welfare, 
saying no religion or segment of the 
population is being targeted through 
the proposed bill. But senior advocate 
at the Allahabad High Court, Abhay 
Kumar, disagrees: “The proposed bill 
violates the fundamental rights of 
individuals. It also has provisions like 
incentives to people who undergo va-
sectomy, which will give rise to many 
controversies. If the bill ever becomes 
law, there will be a flood of petitions 
challenging it in court.”

Should the Yogi Adityanath gov-
ernment manage to get the bill passed 
by the House in the next two months, 
it will be implemented in the UP 
municipal corporation elections due 
in November 2022. The uneasiness 
among the councillors is palpable. 
In the 118-member house of the Luc-
know Municipal Corporation, over 
half the councillors have more than 
two children. Even Lucknow mayor 
Sanyukta Bhatia of the BJP has three 
children. All these people will be 
debarred from contesting elections. 
Samajwadi Party (SP) leader and 
Sambhal MP Shafiqur Rahman Barq 
says, “By bringing such a law, the BJP 
is again trying to win the election by 
polarising the electorate.” 

Meanwhile, commission secretary 
Tripathi is compiling the suggest ions 
on the draft bill. By the afternoon of 
July 12, she says the commission had 
received over 4,200 e-mails. “Apart 
from public opinion, the draft bill was 
also sent to senior lawmakers. All the 
suggestions received till July 19 will 
be compiled and handed over to the 
chairman. He will take it forward,” she 
says. The commission plans to submit 
its final draft to the Yogi government 
before August 15, after incorporating 
suggestions on the bill. n
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of decline in UP over the years. Acco rding 
to the 2001 census, the TFR of Hindus was 
4.4 and Muslims 4.8; in the 2011 census, 
these were down to 2.6 and 2.9, respec-
tively. Shaista Amber, president of the All 
India Muslim Personal Law Board, says, 

  Sterilisation after two kids en-
titles government staff to additional 
increment/ promotion, exemption in 
state housing schemes, increased 
PF contributions. Private citizens 
may get water/ electricity/ house 
tax exemption plus better deals on 
home loans and other facilities 

  Free treatment, education, insur-
ance and government job for the 
single child of sterilised parents  

  If BPL parents undergo voluntary 
sterilisation after one child, they 
get Rs 80,000 (son) or Rs 1 lakh 
(daughter)  

  Exemptions for twins, disabled 
children, adoptions 

  If the law is implemented, all gov-
ernment staff, local body repre-
sentatives must submit affidavits 
swearing adherance. Provision to 
stop promotion, even dismissal for 
violators 

  State Population Fund to be cre-
ated to implement the law 

 Family ration card will be limited 
to four units

Source: National Comm. on Population Projections
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be. The grapevine has it that the rea-
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is the same as moving him out of 
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Kumar of the JD(U). Nevertheless, the 
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UP BJP President Swatantra Dev Singh who fell 
for a death hoax. The party chief tweeted that the demise of former Chief 
Minister Kalyan Singh, 89, was ‘the end of an era’. Singh’s post triggered 
off a flood of similar tributes before the octogenarian leader’s grandson, a 
minister in the UP government, clarified otherwise.
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Union Railway Minister, there are now four 

Union ministers with roots in Rajasthan’s Thar 
area—Vaishnaw (Jodhpur), Gajendra Singh Shek-
hawat (Jodhpur), Arjun Meghwal (Bikaner) and 

Kailash Choudhary (Barmer-Jaisalmer). Vaishnaw’s ancestors were originally 
from Pali, as are four other current MPs—P.P. Chaudhary and Sunil Soni in 
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revolt by cricketer-turned-politician Navjot Singh 
Sidhu had the backing of the Gandhi siblings Priyanka 
and Rahul, Punjab Chief Minister Captain Amarinder 
Singh seems to have guided his rocky boat out of the 
choppy political waters. A recent meeting with act-
ing Congress President Sonia Gandhi seems to have 
cleared things up. The Captain has been given the green 
signal to rejig his Cabinet, which will hopefully allow 
smooth sailing until the state elections, seven months 
down the line. The party has also agreed to consult 
him on changes in the state unit. What swung things? 
Apparently, it was the Punjab chief minister’s personal 
equation with Sonia Gandhi and the spirited lobbying by 
some of her loyalists, including two former chief minis-
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Uttar Pradesh claims the commission 
has acted on its own, but many have 
questioned the timing of such a draft 
population control bill just months 
before the assembly election in 2022. 
The Muslim community is particularly 
aggrieved and fears the law will be yet 
another weapon to target it in a com-
munally charged election. Maulana 
Yasoob Abbas, secretary and spokes-
person of the All India Shia Personal 
Law Board, says, “This draft is just an 
election stunt. A commission appo-
inted by the Yogi government has pre-
sented this draft on population control 
with the election in mind.” Yasoob 
argues that population control is not 
an issue endemic to Uttar Pradesh. He 
says if at all such a law must be made, 
it should come from the Centre.  

But commission secretary Sapna 
Tripathi says, “Population control 
and family planning are part of item 
number 20-A on the Concurrent List 
of the Indian Constitution. Since 
there is no law for population control, 
the state can make laws.” The UP 
State Law Commission, she says, has 
studied similar laws in Rajasthan, 
MP and Assam to prepare the draft 
bill. Rajasthan, for instance, intro-
duced the two-child norm for govern-
ment jobs back in 1992 (but in July 
2018, the state rescinded the order). 
Commission chairman Justice Mittal 
explains it further: “UP’s burgeon-
ing population demands that we take 
steps to curb it. Many states have done 
so already. If population growth is not 
checked, unemployment, hunger and 
other problems will rise in the future.” 

T
he proposed population control 
bill also has strict provisions for 
polygamous couples, overrid-

ing religious and personal laws. The 
two-child strictures will apply to men 
even if they father them from different 
wives. The same will apply to women 
who marry more than once and have 
more than two children. Maulana 
Abbas  cites these clauses in the bill to 
press his case that Muslim society is 
being targeted. Incidentally, the total 
fertility rates (TFR) of both Hindus 
and Muslims have shown similar rates 

“The decline in TFR indicates that 
educated people in both societies now 
have smaller families. It’s illit eracy and 
unemployment that lead to larger fam-
ilies, and this is true of both communi-
ties. The need is not for strict laws on 
population control but for education 
and eradication of unemployment.”

The Yogi government has dis-
missed these objections, with Mohsin 
Raza, minister for minority welfare, 
saying no religion or segment of the 
population is being targeted through 
the proposed bill. But senior advocate 
at the Allahabad High Court, Abhay 
Kumar, disagrees: “The proposed bill 
violates the fundamental rights of 
individuals. It also has provisions like 
incentives to people who undergo va-
sectomy, which will give rise to many 
controversies. If the bill ever becomes 
law, there will be a flood of petitions 
challenging it in court.”

Should the Yogi Adityanath gov-
ernment manage to get the bill passed 
by the House in the next two months, 
it will be implemented in the UP 
municipal corporation elections due 
in November 2022. The uneasiness 
among the councillors is palpable. 
In the 118-member house of the Luc-
know Municipal Corporation, over 
half the councillors have more than 
two children. Even Lucknow mayor 
Sanyukta Bhatia of the BJP has three 
children. All these people will be 
debarred from contesting elections. 
Samajwadi Party (SP) leader and 
Sambhal MP Shafiqur Rahman Barq 
says, “By bringing such a law, the BJP 
is again trying to win the election by 
polarising the electorate.” 

Meanwhile, commission secretary 
Tripathi is compiling the suggest ions 
on the draft bill. By the afternoon of 
July 12, she says the commission had 
received over 4,200 e-mails. “Apart 
from public opinion, the draft bill was 
also sent to senior lawmakers. All the 
suggestions received till July 19 will 
be compiled and handed over to the 
chairman. He will take it forward,” she 
says. The commission plans to submit 
its final draft to the Yogi government 
before August 15, after incorporating 
suggestions on the bill. n
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of decline in UP over the years. Acco rding 
to the 2001 census, the TFR of Hindus was 
4.4 and Muslims 4.8; in the 2011 census, 
these were down to 2.6 and 2.9, respec-
tively. Shaista Amber, president of the All 
India Muslim Personal Law Board, says, 

  Sterilisation after two kids en-
titles government staff to additional 
increment/ promotion, exemption in 
state housing schemes, increased 
PF contributions. Private citizens 
may get water/ electricity/ house 
tax exemption plus better deals on 
home loans and other facilities 

  Free treatment, education, insur-
ance and government job for the 
single child of sterilised parents  

  If BPL parents undergo voluntary 
sterilisation after one child, they 
get Rs 80,000 (son) or Rs 1 lakh 
(daughter)  

  Exemptions for twins, disabled 
children, adoptions 

  If the law is implemented, all gov-
ernment staff, local body repre-
sentatives must submit affidavits 
swearing adherance. Provision to 
stop promotion, even dismissal for 
violators 

  State Population Fund to be cre-
ated to implement the law 

 Family ration card will be limited 
to four units

Source: National Comm. on Population Projections
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O
n July 4, Pushkar Singh Dhami 
took oath as the 11th Chief 
Minister of Uttarakhand after 

Tirath Singh Rawat resigned from the 
post, having served for a highly contro-
versial four months. In conversation with 
india today’s Group Editorial Director 
Raj Chengappa and Senior Editor 
Anilesh S. Mahajan, Dhami says he is 
committed to taking forward the BJP’s 
development agenda and taking along 
everyone as a team. 
 
Q. You are in the hotseat with elections 
just six months away. What are your 
priorities?  
Certain projects initiated by my pre-
decessors have to be completed in a 
time-bound manner. Then, we have to 
fill 24,000 vacancies in the state depart-
ments. I’ve instructed officials to follow a 
timetable, so that we finish by end-2021. 
 
Q. In four months, the BJP has changed 
chief ministers twice despite a decisive 
mandate in 2017. What will be your mes-
sage for the electorate?  
Since 2014, when PM Narendra Modi 
took charge at the Centre, Uttarakhand 
has been getting its share of develop-
ment projects. If you visit Dehradun or 

pilgrimage sites in Badrinath or Gangotri, 
or remote areas like Pithoragarh, the 
development work is visible on ground. 
Work on the Karnaprayag-Rishikesh rail-
way track and the Kedarnath reconstruc-
tion project is in full swing. Plus, the BJP 
government has taken social schemes 
like Ayushman Bharat, PM Awas Yojana, 
Swacch Bharat and others to the remot-
est parts of the state.  
 
Q. Development aside, how will you 
explain the need to change chief minis-
ters again and again?  
In the BJP, we fight elections as a team. 
I’ll try my best and I’m confident people 
will see my work. With my appointment, 
the mood has changed in the cadre as 
well as the electorate.  
 
Q. Chief ministers often have a vision 
for transforming their state. What are 
your unique ideas for the development of 
Uttarakhand?  
I’m the son of a soldier and I’ve inher-
ited qualities of discipline and punctu-
ality from my parents. My vision is to 
make Uttarakhand an adarsh (ideal) 
state. With the Centre’s help, we’ll set 
up farm infrastructure like cold storages 
and warehouses. We’ve already made 

changes in the bureaucracy—there’s a  
new chief secretary.  
 
Q. Tourists are flocking here again and 
the Kanwar Yatra is due soon. But a third 
wave of the pandemic also looms. How will 
you deal? 
We’ll soon announce a relief package 
for the hospitality sector. Our government 
is also fully committed to saving lives. As 
per current SOPs, hotels are operating at 
50 per cent capacity and negative RT-PCR 
reports are mandatory to enter the state. 
The Kanwar Yatra is a sensitive issue. We 
are in conversation with the governments 
of UP, Haryana and Delhi. No god will be 
pleased to see devotees suffer. 
 Q. Where’s the money for all the relief and 
development projects you talk about?  
For many of these projects, central gov-
ernment agencies will bear the bulk of the 
expenditure. I’ve already met 12 key min-
isters at the Centre asking for assistance. 
I’ve also been in touch with the prime 
minister—he understands the state and is 
guiding me. 
 
Q. You are the youngest and juniormost in 
the cabinet. How hard is it to lead, with all 
these camps and factions in the state BJP?  
There is no such challenge. I’m meeting 
all senior leaders for their guidance and 
cooperation. One should have the skill to 
take everyone along—that’s team spirit. I 
work hard: rise at 5 am and work beyond 
midnight. I live in the present, don’t regret 
the past and don’t worry about the future. 
I give 100 per cent to the task at hand. The 
rest is up to god and the people of my state. 
I didn’t lobby to become CM.  
 
Q. With your elevation, it appears the BJP 
will bring in a lot of new faces to deal with 
anti-incumbency in the state. 
That will be decided by the party. 
 
Q. Do you feel threatened by the Congress 
or AAP in Uttarakhand?  
The opposition has no credibility in the 
state. The state’s re-energised youth has 
already burst their bubble. The response 
I’m getting from the youth is overwhelm-
ing. They understand I’ve been brought 
in to further their agenda—be it about 
jobs or their participation in the state’s 
development. n

I N T E RV I E W

‘I don’t regret the past,  
don’t worry about the future 
and live in the present’

I
t was a moment of celebration 
for advocates of free speech when 
the Supreme Court, on March 24, 
2015, struck down Section 66A of 

the Information Technology (IT) Act, 
2000. The provision, first tabled in the 
Lok Sabha in December 2006 to deal 
with cyber crimes against women, was 
written into the statute in December 
2008 soon after the terror attacks in 
Mumbai (November 26, 2008). This 
was during a session of Parliament 
that prioritised other laws—such as 
the National Investigation Agency Act 
and Unlawful Activities Prevention 
(Amendment) Act—linked to an appar-
ent aim to investigate and prosecute 
offences affecting India’s security. 

At the time of its adoption in 2008, 
the then UPA government pitched even 
the IT amendment as part of this new 
scaffolding of national security laws. 
Section 66A gave the police sweeping 
powers to jail individuals for posting 
online anything considered “grossly 
offensive/ menacing” or sending com-
munication that was “false [in order] to 
cause annoyance, inconvenience, dan-
ger, obstruction, insult, injury, criminal 
intimidation, enmity, hatred or ill will”. 

The provision was challenged in 
the SC in 2012 by Shreya Singhal, a law 

student, following the arrest of two girls 
from near Mumbai. They had criticised 
on Facebook the shutdown in Mumbai for 
Shiv Sena patriarch Bal Thackeray’s funer-
al on November 18, 2012. 

While ruling Section 66A unconstitu-
tional, the SC said: “Section 66A is cast so 
widely that virtually any opinion on any 
subject would be covered by it, as any seri-
ous opinion dissenting with the mores of the 

day would be caught within its net.” 
Cut to March 2021. Since the provi-

sion was declared unconstitutional, over 
1,300 cases have been registered under 
Section 66A; 745 cases are pending 
before district courts in 11 states. This is 
despite the SC directing in February 2019 
that copies of its Section 66A verdict be 
provided to all district courts, chief sec-
retaries and the police. The cases regis-
tered since Section 66A was struck down 
is nearly double those filed in the seven 
years of its valid existence—1,307 cases 
between 2015 and 2020 as against 681 
between 2008 and 2015.  

As recently as May 5 this year, Salim 
Hussain, a 22-year-old man from 
Assam’s Dhubri, was arrested over a 
Facebook post and charged under Section 
66A. “We have now dropped Section 66A 
from all cases and requested the courts to 
do the same in cases pending trial,” says 
Bhaskar Jyoti Mahanta, DGP, Assam. “So 
practically, there is no case under Section 
66A in Assam.” 

The misuse of Section 66A was 
brought to the SC’s notice by the People’s 
Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL), a rights 
advocacy group. On July 5, attorney gen-
eral of India K.K. Venugopal offered a 
flimsy reason for the continuing misuse 
of the law. “If your lordships see the IT 
Act book, there is only a small asterisk 
and a footnote that says ‘deleted by order 
of Supreme court’. No one reads the foot-
note,” he said. 

A provision of law, even if declared 
unconstitutional, is not deleted from the 
statute books till Parliament passes an 
enabling amendment. Section 66A of the 
IT Act still finds mention in India Code, 
the official source for the text of central 
statutes.  

While the apex court gave the Centre 
two weeks to respond to the PUCL plea 
on Section 66A, independent observ-
ers say there is more to its continuing 
use than systemic lapse. “Some police 
officials like the flexibility offered by the 
vague wording and scope of this legal 
provision. They employ it for any type of 
online crime,” says Apar Gupta, execu-
tive director of the New Delhi-based 
Internet Freedom Foundation (IFF). In 
fact, PUCL’s petition was based on data 
compiled by an IFF tracker on cases reg-
istered under Section 66A. n
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The Long Arm of a 
Defunct Law
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TOP VIOLATORS
States leading in misuse of the 
defunct Section 66A of IT Act 

 Cases registered   Cases pending
(Between 2015 and 2020)

Source: Internet Freedom Foundation
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india today’s Group Editorial Director 
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Anilesh S. Mahajan, Dhami says he is 
committed to taking forward the BJP’s 
development agenda and taking along 
everyone as a team. 
 
Q. You are in the hotseat with elections 
just six months away. What are your 
priorities?  
Certain projects initiated by my pre-
decessors have to be completed in a 
time-bound manner. Then, we have to 
fill 24,000 vacancies in the state depart-
ments. I’ve instructed officials to follow a 
timetable, so that we finish by end-2021. 
 
Q. In four months, the BJP has changed 
chief ministers twice despite a decisive 
mandate in 2017. What will be your mes-
sage for the electorate?  
Since 2014, when PM Narendra Modi 
took charge at the Centre, Uttarakhand 
has been getting its share of develop-
ment projects. If you visit Dehradun or 

pilgrimage sites in Badrinath or Gangotri, 
or remote areas like Pithoragarh, the 
development work is visible on ground. 
Work on the Karnaprayag-Rishikesh rail-
way track and the Kedarnath reconstruc-
tion project is in full swing. Plus, the BJP 
government has taken social schemes 
like Ayushman Bharat, PM Awas Yojana, 
Swacch Bharat and others to the remot-
est parts of the state.  
 
Q. Development aside, how will you 
explain the need to change chief minis-
ters again and again?  
In the BJP, we fight elections as a team. 
I’ll try my best and I’m confident people 
will see my work. With my appointment, 
the mood has changed in the cadre as 
well as the electorate.  
 
Q. Chief ministers often have a vision 
for transforming their state. What are 
your unique ideas for the development of 
Uttarakhand?  
I’m the son of a soldier and I’ve inher-
ited qualities of discipline and punctu-
ality from my parents. My vision is to 
make Uttarakhand an adarsh (ideal) 
state. With the Centre’s help, we’ll set 
up farm infrastructure like cold storages 
and warehouses. We’ve already made 

changes in the bureaucracy—there’s a  
new chief secretary.  
 
Q. Tourists are flocking here again and 
the Kanwar Yatra is due soon. But a third 
wave of the pandemic also looms. How will 
you deal? 
We’ll soon announce a relief package 
for the hospitality sector. Our government 
is also fully committed to saving lives. As 
per current SOPs, hotels are operating at 
50 per cent capacity and negative RT-PCR 
reports are mandatory to enter the state. 
The Kanwar Yatra is a sensitive issue. We 
are in conversation with the governments 
of UP, Haryana and Delhi. No god will be 
pleased to see devotees suffer. 
 Q. Where’s the money for all the relief and 
development projects you talk about?  
For many of these projects, central gov-
ernment agencies will bear the bulk of the 
expenditure. I’ve already met 12 key min-
isters at the Centre asking for assistance. 
I’ve also been in touch with the prime 
minister—he understands the state and is 
guiding me. 
 
Q. You are the youngest and juniormost in 
the cabinet. How hard is it to lead, with all 
these camps and factions in the state BJP?  
There is no such challenge. I’m meeting 
all senior leaders for their guidance and 
cooperation. One should have the skill to 
take everyone along—that’s team spirit. I 
work hard: rise at 5 am and work beyond 
midnight. I live in the present, don’t regret 
the past and don’t worry about the future. 
I give 100 per cent to the task at hand. The 
rest is up to god and the people of my state. 
I didn’t lobby to become CM.  
 
Q. With your elevation, it appears the BJP 
will bring in a lot of new faces to deal with 
anti-incumbency in the state. 
That will be decided by the party. 
 
Q. Do you feel threatened by the Congress 
or AAP in Uttarakhand?  
The opposition has no credibility in the 
state. The state’s re-energised youth has 
already burst their bubble. The response 
I’m getting from the youth is overwhelm-
ing. They understand I’ve been brought 
in to further their agenda—be it about 
jobs or their participation in the state’s 
development. n
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al on November 18, 2012. 

While ruling Section 66A unconstitu-
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despite the SC directing in February 2019 
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is nearly double those filed in the seven 
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Hussain, a 22-year-old man from 
Assam’s Dhubri, was arrested over a 
Facebook post and charged under Section 
66A. “We have now dropped Section 66A 
from all cases and requested the courts to 
do the same in cases pending trial,” says 
Bhaskar Jyoti Mahanta, DGP, Assam. “So 
practically, there is no case under Section 
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brought to the SC’s notice by the People’s 
Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL), a rights 
advocacy group. On July 5, attorney gen-
eral of India K.K. Venugopal offered a 
flimsy reason for the continuing misuse 
of the law. “If your lordships see the IT 
Act book, there is only a small asterisk 
and a footnote that says ‘deleted by order 
of Supreme court’. No one reads the foot-
note,” he said. 

A provision of law, even if declared 
unconstitutional, is not deleted from the 
statute books till Parliament passes an 
enabling amendment. Section 66A of the 
IT Act still finds mention in India Code, 
the official source for the text of central 
statutes.  

While the apex court gave the Centre 
two weeks to respond to the PUCL plea 
on Section 66A, independent observ-
ers say there is more to its continuing 
use than systemic lapse. “Some police 
officials like the flexibility offered by the 
vague wording and scope of this legal 
provision. They employ it for any type of 
online crime,” says Apar Gupta, execu-
tive director of the New Delhi-based 
Internet Freedom Foundation (IFF). In 
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M
adhya Pradesh, which has 
long had the dubious dis-
tinction of being a ‘bimaru’ 
state (a reference to its 

sick economy and poor development 
indicators) is making a push to salvage 
its reputation. Improving nutritional 
outcomes has been identified as a prior-
ity, and, to that end, the state recently 
announced a new nutrition policy. 

Malnutrition manifests in many 
ways, and there are health indicators 
(see Madhya Pradesh’s Health Card) 
that identify and measure the extent 
of the problem. For example, a state’s 
infant mortality rate (IMR) or maternal 
mortality rate (MMR) offer insights. 
On both these counts, Madhya Pradesh 
has among the worst records in India. 
As per the Sample Registration Survey 
2018, the state has an IMR of 56 per 
100,000 births, which is the highest 
in the country; the national average 
is 36 per 100,000 births. In terms of 
the MMR, the state is placed fourth 
from the bottom, with 173 deaths per 
100,000 births (national average: 113).

Madhya Pradesh’s new policy, titled 
the ‘State Nutrition Policy 2020-2030’, 
aims to reduce malnutrition across the 
board, with targets set across population 
groups, from children and adolescents 
to women and adults. For instance, the 
policy calls for the IMR to be reduced 
from 56 to 25, the MMR from 173 to 
less than 70, and the prevalence of anae-
mia in adolescents from 53.2 per cent to 
26.6 per cent, by 2030. 

The policy has its genesis in inter-
ventions carried out following the 
first wave of Covid-19. In 2020, Vikas 

Samwad, a voluntary agency working in 
the nutrition sector, carried out a survey 
across 122 villages in MP to assess how 
much the pandemic had exacerbated 
the malnourishment problem. “We 
found that the nutritional intake in vul-
nerable groups such as women and chil-
dren was down to 45-50 per cent [of 
pre-pandemic levels],” says Sachin Jain 
of Vikas Samvad. The report was widely 
discussed in the government, which 
then invited suggestions to formulate a 
new policy to remedy the situation.

A key feature of the new policy is 
the notion of ‘nutritional governance’, 
which calls for an inter-departmental 
approach, rather than putting the entire 
burden on the state’s department of 

UPFRONT

THE HIDDEN 
PANDEMIC

By Rahul Noronha

M A L N U T R I T I O N I N M P
women and child development. A total 
of 16 departments have been assigned 
roles under this policy—for example, 
the department of agriculture has been 
tasked with promoting the cultivation 
of crops that tackle malnutrition more 
effectively in affected areas. The state’s 
public health engineering department 
has been tasked with ensuring the sup-
ply of clean water in such areas, while 
the state’s health and rural development 
departments have been assigned roles 
to improve medical services and create 
livelihoods, respectively. The policy also 
provides for a social audit of nutrition 
programmes that are underway, and 
also encourages evidence-based plan-
ning at the aanganwadi (rural child 
care centre) level instead of a state-
centric response. Madhya Pradesh has 
around 97,000 aanganwadis, which 
are the smallest unit at which health 
indices are monitored and nutritional 

supplements distributed. “The program-
matic approach to tackling malnutri-
tion is giving way to a policy-based 
approach,” says Swati Meena, commis-
sioner of the Madhya Pradesh woman 
and child development department.

T
he new policy has already been 
rolled out, and all the depart-
ments concerned have been set 

measurable targets. Progress will be 
evaluated every two years to assess if 
targets are being met. Well-intentioned 
it may be, but the policy can easily fal-
ter in its implementation. Nutritional 
programmes are hotbeds of corrup-
tion, with resource leakages being ram-
pant. Aside from the newly mandated 
social audit, the policy does not have 
a robust mechanism to prevent this. 
Secondly, there is an overwhelming 
reliance on technology for reporting. 
The architects of the policy say technol-
ogy is the need of the hour, dismissing 
the data-related problems faced by the 
Union government’s flagship nutrition 
programme—the Poshan Abhiyaan. 
Successful implementation of the policy 
will also critically require a high level 
of commitment from the political and 
permanent executive, given its structural 
dependence on the efficient working of a 
large number of departments to produce 
the desired results. “The policy is com-
prehensive. However, it requires money. 
Unless an additional allocation of funds 
is made, it may be difficult to attain tar-
gets,” says Dr Dipa Sinha, assistant pro-
fessor at the School of Liberal Studies, 
Dr BR Ambedkar University, Delhi.

The policy also calls for the involve-
ment of civil society groups, which could 
partially offset problems like resource 
leakages and inefficient government 
interventions. “There are roles that have 
been defined in the policy for civil society 
groups,” says Meena. “There is greater 
scope for public involvement and oppor-
tunities for intervention by civil society 
groups in case there is deviation from 
stated goals.” One way or another, this 
will be a long haul, with many hoping 
that the new policy does not derail. For 
now, the jury is out on whether or when 
Madhya Pradesh will emerge healthier. n

THE FACE OF HUNGER A file photo  
of a mother with her malnourished children 
in a village in MP’s Shivpuri district
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M
adhya Pradesh, which has 
long had the dubious dis-
tinction of being a ‘bimaru’ 
state (a reference to its 

sick economy and poor development 
indicators) is making a push to salvage 
its reputation. Improving nutritional 
outcomes has been identified as a prior-
ity, and, to that end, the state recently 
announced a new nutrition policy. 

Malnutrition manifests in many 
ways, and there are health indicators 
(see Madhya Pradesh’s Health Card) 
that identify and measure the extent 
of the problem. For example, a state’s 
infant mortality rate (IMR) or maternal 
mortality rate (MMR) offer insights. 
On both these counts, Madhya Pradesh 
has among the worst records in India. 
As per the Sample Registration Survey 
2018, the state has an IMR of 56 per 
100,000 births, which is the highest 
in the country; the national average 
is 36 per 100,000 births. In terms of 
the MMR, the state is placed fourth 
from the bottom, with 173 deaths per 
100,000 births (national average: 113).

Madhya Pradesh’s new policy, titled 
the ‘State Nutrition Policy 2020-2030’, 
aims to reduce malnutrition across the 
board, with targets set across population 
groups, from children and adolescents 
to women and adults. For instance, the 
policy calls for the IMR to be reduced 
from 56 to 25, the MMR from 173 to 
less than 70, and the prevalence of anae-
mia in adolescents from 53.2 per cent to 
26.6 per cent, by 2030. 

The policy has its genesis in inter-
ventions carried out following the 
first wave of Covid-19. In 2020, Vikas 

Samwad, a voluntary agency working in 
the nutrition sector, carried out a survey 
across 122 villages in MP to assess how 
much the pandemic had exacerbated 
the malnourishment problem. “We 
found that the nutritional intake in vul-
nerable groups such as women and chil-
dren was down to 45-50 per cent [of 
pre-pandemic levels],” says Sachin Jain 
of Vikas Samvad. The report was widely 
discussed in the government, which 
then invited suggestions to formulate a 
new policy to remedy the situation.

A key feature of the new policy is 
the notion of ‘nutritional governance’, 
which calls for an inter-departmental 
approach, rather than putting the entire 
burden on the state’s department of 

UPFRONT

THE HIDDEN 
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By Rahul Noronha

M A L N U T R I T I O N I N M P
women and child development. A total 
of 16 departments have been assigned 
roles under this policy—for example, 
the department of agriculture has been 
tasked with promoting the cultivation 
of crops that tackle malnutrition more 
effectively in affected areas. The state’s 
public health engineering department 
has been tasked with ensuring the sup-
ply of clean water in such areas, while 
the state’s health and rural development 
departments have been assigned roles 
to improve medical services and create 
livelihoods, respectively. The policy also 
provides for a social audit of nutrition 
programmes that are underway, and 
also encourages evidence-based plan-
ning at the aanganwadi (rural child 
care centre) level instead of a state-
centric response. Madhya Pradesh has 
around 97,000 aanganwadis, which 
are the smallest unit at which health 
indices are monitored and nutritional 

supplements distributed. “The program-
matic approach to tackling malnutri-
tion is giving way to a policy-based 
approach,” says Swati Meena, commis-
sioner of the Madhya Pradesh woman 
and child development department.

T
he new policy has already been 
rolled out, and all the depart-
ments concerned have been set 

measurable targets. Progress will be 
evaluated every two years to assess if 
targets are being met. Well-intentioned 
it may be, but the policy can easily fal-
ter in its implementation. Nutritional 
programmes are hotbeds of corrup-
tion, with resource leakages being ram-
pant. Aside from the newly mandated 
social audit, the policy does not have 
a robust mechanism to prevent this. 
Secondly, there is an overwhelming 
reliance on technology for reporting. 
The architects of the policy say technol-
ogy is the need of the hour, dismissing 
the data-related problems faced by the 
Union government’s flagship nutrition 
programme—the Poshan Abhiyaan. 
Successful implementation of the policy 
will also critically require a high level 
of commitment from the political and 
permanent executive, given its structural 
dependence on the efficient working of a 
large number of departments to produce 
the desired results. “The policy is com-
prehensive. However, it requires money. 
Unless an additional allocation of funds 
is made, it may be difficult to attain tar-
gets,” says Dr Dipa Sinha, assistant pro-
fessor at the School of Liberal Studies, 
Dr BR Ambedkar University, Delhi.

The policy also calls for the involve-
ment of civil society groups, which could 
partially offset problems like resource 
leakages and inefficient government 
interventions. “There are roles that have 
been defined in the policy for civil society 
groups,” says Meena. “There is greater 
scope for public involvement and oppor-
tunities for intervention by civil society 
groups in case there is deviation from 
stated goals.” One way or another, this 
will be a long haul, with many hoping 
that the new policy does not derail. For 
now, the jury is out on whether or when 
Madhya Pradesh will emerge healthier. n
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A 
15-year-old tax dispute has 
devolved into an ugly legal 
battle between the Indian 
government and UK’s Cairn 

Energy Plc., becoming a major source 
of international embarrassment for the 
Centre. On July 8, a Paris court  
ordered the freezing of over $23 mil-
lion (Rs 195.5 crore) of Indian govern-
ment assets in the French capital, partly 
enforcing a $1.2 billion (Rs 8,900 crore) 
arbitration ruling in Cairn’s favour by 
an international tribunal in December 
2020. Cairn has also moved a US court 
seeking to make national carrier Air 
India liable so that its assets can be 
seized. India has challenged the tri-
bunal’s verdict, but as far as the Paris 
court’s order goes, the Union finance 
ministry says India is yet to receive any 
official notification and that the Centre 
will adopt “appropriate legal remedies”.

Although the Centre is trying to put 
up a brave front, international courts 
have come down heavily on its handling 
of three such arbitration cases, relating 
to Cairn Energy, Vodafone and Devas 
Multimedia. These incidents have also 
compromised the Modi government’s 
bid to be seen as an investor-friendly 
dispensation. The Cairn Energy dis-
pute relates to retrospective taxation, 
which also saw a previous Manmohan 
Singh government at loggerheads 
with Vodafone. In January 2013, the 

Supreme Court had ruled in Vodafone’s 
favour in a case where the Centre had 
raised a $2 billion (around Rs 14,900 
crore now) tax claim on the company, 
related to its acquisition of Hutchison’s 
assets in India in 2007. The apex court 
had ruled that a transfer of assets 
between two entities outside India could 
not be taxed in India, even if the asset 
was located in India. However, that year, 
then finance minister Pranab Mukherjee 
had introduced a retrospective taxa-
tion policy that brought several already 
concluded deals under the tax net. The 
Indian government thus demanded 
$1.2 billion from Cairn Energy as taxes 
related to a 2006 restructuring of assets 
it held in India. It was then that Cairn 

approached the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration at the Hague, arguing that the 
new tax laws violated the fair and equita-
ble treatment promised under the India-
UK bilateral investment treaty. India has 
argued that tax disputes are not protected 
by bilateral investment treaties.

In the Vodafone case, the Permanent 
Court of Arbitration ruled in September 
last year that India’s retrospective tax 
breached the “guarantee of fair and 
equitable treatment”. Meanwhile, in 
the Devas Multimedia case (Devas is a 
satellite broadband services firm that 
won a case against Antrix Corporation, 
an arm of the Indian Space Research 
Organisation), the company is demand-
ing over $1.2 billion it won in interna-
tional arbitration from India, and has 
joined Cairn Energy in a parallel bid to 
seize Air India’s assets abroad.

Experts say that in the Cairn Energy 
case, the Paris court was simply enforc-
ing what the arbitration tribunal had 
awarded the company earlier, and that 
the Indian government can appeal the 
ruling in France’s higher courts. The big-
ger issue is that of retrospective taxation.  
“If the arbitration tribunal has taken 
the view that the retrospective amend-
ment imposes a new tax and therefore 
affects the rights of foreign investors in 
India, there is an issue to be addressed,” 
says H.P. Ranina, a senior lawyer with 
the Supreme Court. “However, the 
Indian government says the retrospec-
tive amendment only clarified the exist-
ing Section 9 of the Income Tax Act.” 
According to the Centre, the retrospec-
tive amendment is not a new tax, and 
under the investment treaties, one can-
not argue that foreign investors’ rights 
have been affected because they would 
have been advised by their tax counsels 
about the prevailing laws. Experts say the 
government should move the Supreme 
Court to re-examine its 2012 verdict and 
clarify the IT laws once and for all, so that 
investors know what to expect. This will 
also help the government avoid the con-
tinuing embarrassment of getting pulled 
up in international arbitration courts. n

UPFRONT

A RETROSPECTIVE
TAX TANGLE
By M.G. Arun

C A I R N E N E RG Y PL C .

$1.2 bn 
(Rs 8,900 crore): 
India’s tax claims on  

Cairn Energy

$1.2 bn
Devas Multimedia’s arbitration 

award against India

$2 bn
(Rs 14,900 crore):  

The Centre’s tax claim  
on Vodafone

BUSINESS AT RISK
Cairn Energy Plc’s tax dispute with the 
government dates back to 2006

Upfront-8-Cairn Fiasco-Jul26.indd   16 7/15/2021   3:46:08 AM





16    INDIA TODAY    J U LY 26, 2021

K
iran Karnik chooses his similes 
carefully. India’s image is that 
of a large, lumbering elephant, 

but it threatens to become a hippo, he 
says. Aggressive, bad-tempered and 
slow. Or could it become a gazelle by 
2030, agile, peaceful and likable? He 
seeks answers through his analysis of 
nine areas shaping India: democracy 
and politics, security, health, education, 
economy, demography, society, jobs and 
livelihoods, and technology.

Why should you care what this public 
un-intellectual, as he calls himself, says? 
Well, Karnik led projects that shaped 
India, including satellite TV education 
in his two decades at ISRO. He oversaw 
the UGC’s Countrywide Classroom TV 
programmes. And then, in the month 
the terrorists struck the twin towers of 
New York City, he joined India’s trade 
body NASSCOM. He turned it into an 
organisation that helped shepherd In-
dian IT to global, iconic status. He was 
awarded the Padma Shri in 2007.

Through much of his deeply-re-
searched book, Karnik sketches an opti-
mistic picture, but on the same canvas, 
just a layer below, his gentle brush-
strokes paint dystopia. Our elections are 
good, though “there are accusations of 
late about the Election Commission of 
India being soft on the ruling party”. As 
part of its nationalist agenda, the BJP 
has been trigger-happy in filing sedition 
cases, he notes. Democracy should mean 
that rights of minorities—religious, 
regional, gender, caste, opinion—need to 
be respected, Karnik writes, describing 
New Delhi’s “steamrolling of new laws 
based only on a massive majority”.

Amid India’s many achievements in 
space, technology, economic develop-
ment, he finds health a big failing, one 
Covid highlighted starkly. He makes a 
convincing case for public health to be 
a part of national security, else we will 

remain vulnerable to pandemics and 
even bioweapons. He makes some excel-
lent suggestions on public health; and on 
education, pitching for full aca demic au-
tonomy for universities and light-touch 
regulation, where he finds the New 
Education Policy 2020 falling short. He 
makes strong recommendati ons: univer-
sal and free school education, healthcare 
and social security to all, supplemented 
by universal basic income.

He softens the blow of criticism, 
especially of Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi. “Ultra-nationalism, jingoism and 
xenophobia seem to be the common ele-
ments among strong leaders in various 

countries.... Such ultra-nationalism is 
almost always based on the creation of 
an ‘other’…which in India helps to not 
only bind together the Hindu majority, 
but adds nationalism into the mix”.

If Karnik’s calibrated soft-speak 
is what it takes to be heard, I’m all for 
it. I’m less optimistic about great ideas 
translating into public policy in 2021, es-
pecially if founded on a critique of where 
we are headed. Nandan Nilekani’s Imag-
ining India (2009) launched his public 
career; his ideas for India arguably led to 
his helming the Aadhaar project, among 
other influential roles. But that was 
another time, a different India.

Karnik briefly sketches a stunning 
‘India 2050’ too: all Indians will be well 
fed, live in homes with safe water, elec-
tricity and toilets, and be assured of free, 
high-quality healthcare and education. 
Cities will have clean air. Every commu-
nity will have parks and sports facilities 
and museums, art galleries and theatres. 
If that weren’t utopia enough, caste, 
religion, region and other divides will be 
forgotten. This is a dream, he then says, 
and suggests a more modest goal: let us 
become the happiest country.

Read this book for its analysis, sus-
pending disbelief on the utopias where 
required. Look out for the author’s un-
derstated observations. For instance, he 
describes the downward trajectory since 
demonetisation, the communal dishar-
mony, muscular policies and anti-Pak 
rhetoric that paid dividends for the BJP 
but not for India, and the border fracas 
that set our relationship with China back 
by many decades. And he summarises 
in passing, without mentioning 2014: 
“The years from around 2011–12 may be 
considered India’s lost decade.”

This book is about not losing this 
decade too, not pushing India “toward 
the dystopian nightmare our founding 
fathers sought to prevent”, as Raghuram 
Rajan says in his tribute, adding that 
everyone who cares about India should 
read this book so that we can “strength-
en the better angels of its nature”. That, I 
agree with. n

Prasanto K. Roy is a tech writer who 
works in public policy
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T
he American exit from Bagram, 
their Afghan airbase, on July 2 
is the enduring symbol of the 
US withdrawal from its ‘longest 

war.’ The very next day, 13 districts fell to 
the Taliban, and the momentum hasn’t 
slowed. Yet the process of US disengage-
ment was set in motion nearly a decade 
ago. In February 2011, Hillary Clinton 
(then Secretary of State) reflected the 
policy shift when the preconditions for 
talks with the Taliban—renouncing vio-
lence and laying down arms, acc epting 
the Afghan constitution and breaking 
ties with terror groups like Al Qaeda—
were converted into talk outcomes.

Pakistan’s decade-long investment 
in providing the Taliban safe haven and 
sanctuary was paying off. The next goal 
was ensuring the regime’s legitimacy, 
something it had lacked in the 1990s 
because only three countries (Pakistan, 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia) recognised 
it. The legitimisation process began with 
the est ablishment of the Doha office in 
2013, followed by the Pakistan-initiated 
Quadrilat eral Coordination Group 
(the US, Afghanistan, China, Pakistan) 
talks with the Taliban, and the Kabul, 
Heart of Asia and Moscow processes. 
All through, the US limited its role to a 
facilitator of the ‘Afghan-led, Afghan-
owned’ peace process. 

The breakthrough came when 
the Trump administration initiated 
direct talks with the Taliban, appoint-
ing ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad as 
Special Representative for Afghanistan 
Reconciliation. He began by outlin-
ing four objectives—a ceasefire, cutting 
links with Al Qaeda, IS and other terror-
ist groups, intra-Afghan peace talks and 
withdrawal of foreign forces, underlin-
ing that “nothing is agreed until every-
thing is agreed”. However, he had no 
Plan B, and the Taliban called his bluff. 

Eventually, the US accepted the Taliban/
ISI Plan A—a timebound unconditional 
US withdrawal in return for safe pas-
sage. Further, the Taliban also enhanced 
their legitimacy at the expense of the 
Kabul government which was pressured 
by the US into releasing some 5,000 
Taliban insurgents in its custody. 

The 2020 Doha Agreement was nei-
ther Afghan-led or owned but received 
unanimous endorsement from the UN 
Security Council. Perhaps it’s just as well 
it was signed on February 29, for by the 
time its anniversary comes around in 
2024, its ignominious end will be history.

President Joe Biden had long belie-
ved that the US needed to extricate itself 
from the unending counter-insurgency 
in Afghanistan, limiting its role to coun-
terterrorism. On April 14, when he 
declared 9/11 as the deadline for com-
pleting the US withdrawal, the Taliban 
controlled 76 districts; today, the num-
ber stands closer to 220. Even after these 
Taliban gains, Biden has maintai ned 
that the US ‘is not into nation-bui lding’ 
and “it is the Afghan peoples’ right and 
responsibility to decide their future”.

Factions in the Taliban
Now that the US exit is a reality, Pakis-
tan, Iran, Russia and China may be 
recalling the old saying—be careful what 
you wish for—as they gear up to a new 
challenge of how to persuade the Taliban 
not to overplay their military hand and to 

accept power-sharing.
Whether or not they succeed depends 

on the Taliban—how much they have 
changed and whether they are as cohe-
sive and unified as they were under 
Mullah Omar in the 1990s. The disclo-
sure in 2015 that Mullah Omar was dead 
(he had died in 2013) led to an internal 
power tussle. Mullah Akhtar Mansour 
(Alizai Pashtun) won out over Mullah 
Omar’s son Mullah Yaqub (Hotaki 
Pashtun). Mansour brought in a couple 
of Tajik and Uzbek faces to broadbase the 
Rehbari Shura while stepping up attacks 
in Afghanistan to gain acceptance by the 
local commanders. However, within a 
year, he was killed in a US drone attack. 

In 2016, Mullah Haibatullah (a 
Noorzai from Panjwai) took over, this 
time with two deputies, ISI favourite 
Sirajuddin Haqqani (a Zadran from 
Paktia and son of Jalaluddin Haqqani), 
managing the Peshawar shura, and 
Mullah Yaqub, who was backed by 
Qayyum Zakir, involved with the drug 
trade, and Ibrahim Sadar, the Helmand-
based commander carrying more weight 
in the southern provinces. Reports indi-
cate he is favourably inclined for talks. 

Opposition comes from Haqqani, 
who has linkages with the other groups 
operating in the northern provinces. 
These include Al Qaeda in the Indian 
subcontinent (AQIS). Other ele-
ments include the IS-Khorasan and 
the Pakistan-based groups (TTP, LeT, 
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JeM, al-Badr, Lashkar-e-Jhangvi and 
Lashkar-e-Islam). How the loyalties 
and allegiances of these groups function 
on the ground is unclear. 

In addition, Iran has a battle-hard-
ened Hazara Shia unit constituting the 
Syria-returned Fatemiyoun brigade, 
built up by Gen. Ismail Qaani who has 
succeeded Qasim Soleimani as the Al 
Quds commander to defend Hazarajat, 
if necessary.

A third grouping that has gained 
prominence is the Doha-based Taliban 
under Mullah Abdul Ghani Barader, co-
founder of the Taliban and married to 
Mullah Omar’s sister. The Doha group 
has managed to get their families over 
and, as the public face of the Taliban, are 
more inclined to a negotiated settlement. 

All groups are happy as long as the 
military option keeps yielding results, 
but who will call the shots when it 
comes to establishing governance struc-
tures and negotiating a power-sharing 
arrangement? The latter also depends 
on whether the Kabul regime can pres-
ent a unified front and whether Pakistan, 
Iran, Russia and China can prevail upon 
the Taliban’s fighting units. Estimates of 
Taliban strength run to around 60,000 
whereas the Afghan security forces are 
over 300,000. How ever, whether the lat-
ter can keep their morale and maintain 
the integrity of their chain of command 
are questions that depend on the Kabul 
leadership which has spent the last two 

years sniping at each other. 
The last meeting of the extended-

troika (US, China, Russia and Pakistan) 
in Moscow on March 18 recalled the 
UNSC resolution of last March that 
they “do not support the return of the 
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan”, though 
they have displayed no initiative since. 
However, recent visits by Taliban del-
egations to Tehran and Moscow and the 
meetings in Dushanbe and Tashkent 
appear to be attempts at judging how 
receptive the Taliban are to resuming 
the intra-Afghan talks that have been in 
limbo for months and lowering the vio-
lence levels in Afghanistan. In a June 22 
op-ed in The Washington Post, Pakistan 
PM Imran Khan wrote, “We oppose any 
military takeover of Afghanistan, which 
will lead only to decades of civil war, as 
the Taliban cannot win over whole of 
the country, and yet must be included in 
any government for it to succeed.” 

C
ompared to other external actors, 
India’s leverage is limited by 
geography (the lack of a con-

necting border), limited resources, both 
financial and military, and because we 
were late in realising that, since 2013, the 
mainstreaming of the Taliban was let-
ting Pakistan expand its security space in 
the region. Instead of sending out feelers 
to the Taliban, India chose to find com-
fort in the mantra of ‘the Afghan-led, 
Afghan-owned peace process’. 

According to senior Qatari official 
Mutlaq bin Majed al Qahtani, Indian 
officials have recently been in discreet 
contact with Taliban. However, as the 
old saying goes, one doesn’t learn swim-
ming by jumping into a flooded river. 
Also, FOMO cannot drive strategy. 
India’s strength is that it is perceived as 
a benign power with an influence that 
cuts across ethnic groups. But it lacks 
the coercive power of other actors. 

The Taliban may or may not have 
changed, Pakistan may or may not exert 
the same influence, but Afghanistan 
has certainly changed in the past two 
decades. Nearly three-fourths of the 
Afghan population is below 30 and used 
to living in a conservative but open soci-
ety; 60 per cent of the population now 
enjoy internet access. 

Developing options demands patient 
and sustained engagement across the 
board. Distance can provide America the 
luxury of non-engagement, but our his-
tory and geography dictate otherwise for 
us, especially given our hostile relations 
with Pakistan. Just as water finds its own 
level, the natural political dynamics of 
the region will assert itself gradually, pro-
vided India chooses its partners well and 
is responsive to the changing dynamics.

During the 1990s, Taliban fighters 
aggravated the situation in Kashmir. 
Will they do it again? It depends on 
the extent of ISI control. If India devel-
ops direct links, we could explore an 
assurance like the Taliban spokesman 
Suhail Shaheen provided China regard-
ing the ETIM (East Turkestan Islamic 
Movement). How credible such an 
assurance might be is an open ques-
tion. The answer is to replace episodic 
engagement with constant engagement 
because the neighbourhood merits it.

The underlying strategic logic of the 
Zaranj-Delaram highway, Chabahar 
port and the connectivity provided by 
the INSTC (International North-South 
Transport Corridor) to Afghanistan and 
Central Asia still holds and, together 
with our natural partners, can help us 
navigate the uncertainties ahead. n

Rakesh Sood is a former ambassador to 
Afgh anistan and Distinguished Fellow, 
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T
he American exit from Bagram, 
their Afghan airbase, on July 2 
is the enduring symbol of the 
US withdrawal from its ‘longest 

war.’ The very next day, 13 districts fell to 
the Taliban, and the momentum hasn’t 
slowed. Yet the process of US disengage-
ment was set in motion nearly a decade 
ago. In February 2011, Hillary Clinton 
(then Secretary of State) reflected the 
policy shift when the preconditions for 
talks with the Taliban—renouncing vio-
lence and laying down arms, acc epting 
the Afghan constitution and breaking 
ties with terror groups like Al Qaeda—
were converted into talk outcomes.

Pakistan’s decade-long investment 
in providing the Taliban safe haven and 
sanctuary was paying off. The next goal 
was ensuring the regime’s legitimacy, 
something it had lacked in the 1990s 
because only three countries (Pakistan, 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia) recognised 
it. The legitimisation process began with 
the est ablishment of the Doha office in 
2013, followed by the Pakistan-initiated 
Quadrilat eral Coordination Group 
(the US, Afghanistan, China, Pakistan) 
talks with the Taliban, and the Kabul, 
Heart of Asia and Moscow processes. 
All through, the US limited its role to a 
facilitator of the ‘Afghan-led, Afghan-
owned’ peace process. 

The breakthrough came when 
the Trump administration initiated 
direct talks with the Taliban, appoint-
ing ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad as 
Special Representative for Afghanistan 
Reconciliation. He began by outlin-
ing four objectives—a ceasefire, cutting 
links with Al Qaeda, IS and other terror-
ist groups, intra-Afghan peace talks and 
withdrawal of foreign forces, underlin-
ing that “nothing is agreed until every-
thing is agreed”. However, he had no 
Plan B, and the Taliban called his bluff. 

Eventually, the US accepted the Taliban/
ISI Plan A—a timebound unconditional 
US withdrawal in return for safe pas-
sage. Further, the Taliban also enhanced 
their legitimacy at the expense of the 
Kabul government which was pressured 
by the US into releasing some 5,000 
Taliban insurgents in its custody. 

The 2020 Doha Agreement was nei-
ther Afghan-led or owned but received 
unanimous endorsement from the UN 
Security Council. Perhaps it’s just as well 
it was signed on February 29, for by the 
time its anniversary comes around in 
2024, its ignominious end will be history.

President Joe Biden had long belie-
ved that the US needed to extricate itself 
from the unending counter-insurgency 
in Afghanistan, limiting its role to coun-
terterrorism. On April 14, when he 
declared 9/11 as the deadline for com-
pleting the US withdrawal, the Taliban 
controlled 76 districts; today, the num-
ber stands closer to 220. Even after these 
Taliban gains, Biden has maintai ned 
that the US ‘is not into nation-bui lding’ 
and “it is the Afghan peoples’ right and 
responsibility to decide their future”.

Factions in the Taliban
Now that the US exit is a reality, Pakis-
tan, Iran, Russia and China may be 
recalling the old saying—be careful what 
you wish for—as they gear up to a new 
challenge of how to persuade the Taliban 
not to overplay their military hand and to 

accept power-sharing.
Whether or not they succeed depends 

on the Taliban—how much they have 
changed and whether they are as cohe-
sive and unified as they were under 
Mullah Omar in the 1990s. The disclo-
sure in 2015 that Mullah Omar was dead 
(he had died in 2013) led to an internal 
power tussle. Mullah Akhtar Mansour 
(Alizai Pashtun) won out over Mullah 
Omar’s son Mullah Yaqub (Hotaki 
Pashtun). Mansour brought in a couple 
of Tajik and Uzbek faces to broadbase the 
Rehbari Shura while stepping up attacks 
in Afghanistan to gain acceptance by the 
local commanders. However, within a 
year, he was killed in a US drone attack. 

In 2016, Mullah Haibatullah (a 
Noorzai from Panjwai) took over, this 
time with two deputies, ISI favourite 
Sirajuddin Haqqani (a Zadran from 
Paktia and son of Jalaluddin Haqqani), 
managing the Peshawar shura, and 
Mullah Yaqub, who was backed by 
Qayyum Zakir, involved with the drug 
trade, and Ibrahim Sadar, the Helmand-
based commander carrying more weight 
in the southern provinces. Reports indi-
cate he is favourably inclined for talks. 

Opposition comes from Haqqani, 
who has linkages with the other groups 
operating in the northern provinces. 
These include Al Qaeda in the Indian 
subcontinent (AQIS). Other ele-
ments include the IS-Khorasan and 
the Pakistan-based groups (TTP, LeT, 
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JeM, al-Badr, Lashkar-e-Jhangvi and 
Lashkar-e-Islam). How the loyalties 
and allegiances of these groups function 
on the ground is unclear. 

In addition, Iran has a battle-hard-
ened Hazara Shia unit constituting the 
Syria-returned Fatemiyoun brigade, 
built up by Gen. Ismail Qaani who has 
succeeded Qasim Soleimani as the Al 
Quds commander to defend Hazarajat, 
if necessary.

A third grouping that has gained 
prominence is the Doha-based Taliban 
under Mullah Abdul Ghani Barader, co-
founder of the Taliban and married to 
Mullah Omar’s sister. The Doha group 
has managed to get their families over 
and, as the public face of the Taliban, are 
more inclined to a negotiated settlement. 

All groups are happy as long as the 
military option keeps yielding results, 
but who will call the shots when it 
comes to establishing governance struc-
tures and negotiating a power-sharing 
arrangement? The latter also depends 
on whether the Kabul regime can pres-
ent a unified front and whether Pakistan, 
Iran, Russia and China can prevail upon 
the Taliban’s fighting units. Estimates of 
Taliban strength run to around 60,000 
whereas the Afghan security forces are 
over 300,000. How ever, whether the lat-
ter can keep their morale and maintain 
the integrity of their chain of command 
are questions that depend on the Kabul 
leadership which has spent the last two 

years sniping at each other. 
The last meeting of the extended-

troika (US, China, Russia and Pakistan) 
in Moscow on March 18 recalled the 
UNSC resolution of last March that 
they “do not support the return of the 
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan”, though 
they have displayed no initiative since. 
However, recent visits by Taliban del-
egations to Tehran and Moscow and the 
meetings in Dushanbe and Tashkent 
appear to be attempts at judging how 
receptive the Taliban are to resuming 
the intra-Afghan talks that have been in 
limbo for months and lowering the vio-
lence levels in Afghanistan. In a June 22 
op-ed in The Washington Post, Pakistan 
PM Imran Khan wrote, “We oppose any 
military takeover of Afghanistan, which 
will lead only to decades of civil war, as 
the Taliban cannot win over whole of 
the country, and yet must be included in 
any government for it to succeed.” 

C
ompared to other external actors, 
India’s leverage is limited by 
geography (the lack of a con-

necting border), limited resources, both 
financial and military, and because we 
were late in realising that, since 2013, the 
mainstreaming of the Taliban was let-
ting Pakistan expand its security space in 
the region. Instead of sending out feelers 
to the Taliban, India chose to find com-
fort in the mantra of ‘the Afghan-led, 
Afghan-owned peace process’. 

According to senior Qatari official 
Mutlaq bin Majed al Qahtani, Indian 
officials have recently been in discreet 
contact with Taliban. However, as the 
old saying goes, one doesn’t learn swim-
ming by jumping into a flooded river. 
Also, FOMO cannot drive strategy. 
India’s strength is that it is perceived as 
a benign power with an influence that 
cuts across ethnic groups. But it lacks 
the coercive power of other actors. 

The Taliban may or may not have 
changed, Pakistan may or may not exert 
the same influence, but Afghanistan 
has certainly changed in the past two 
decades. Nearly three-fourths of the 
Afghan population is below 30 and used 
to living in a conservative but open soci-
ety; 60 per cent of the population now 
enjoy internet access. 

Developing options demands patient 
and sustained engagement across the 
board. Distance can provide America the 
luxury of non-engagement, but our his-
tory and geography dictate otherwise for 
us, especially given our hostile relations 
with Pakistan. Just as water finds its own 
level, the natural political dynamics of 
the region will assert itself gradually, pro-
vided India chooses its partners well and 
is responsive to the changing dynamics.

During the 1990s, Taliban fighters 
aggravated the situation in Kashmir. 
Will they do it again? It depends on 
the extent of ISI control. If India devel-
ops direct links, we could explore an 
assurance like the Taliban spokesman 
Suhail Shaheen provided China regard-
ing the ETIM (East Turkestan Islamic 
Movement). How credible such an 
assurance might be is an open ques-
tion. The answer is to replace episodic 
engagement with constant engagement 
because the neighbourhood merits it.

The underlying strategic logic of the 
Zaranj-Delaram highway, Chabahar 
port and the connectivity provided by 
the INSTC (International North-South 
Transport Corridor) to Afghanistan and 
Central Asia still holds and, together 
with our natural partners, can help us 
navigate the uncertainties ahead. n

Rakesh Sood is a former ambassador to 
Afgh anistan and Distinguished Fellow, 
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CALL TO ARMS
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The move came a fortnight after 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi called 
for an all-party meeting of J&K leaders 
to discuss the prevailing situation in 
the UT. Among those who were invited 
and attended the June 24 meeting were 
the leaders who had been vilified by the 
central government for bringing ruin to 
the erstwhile state. For both Modi and 
these leaders, it was a walk back from 
their stated positions and an acknowl-
edgement that they were all part of the 
solution and not the problem itself. But 
holding the meeting in Delhi and not 
Srinagar was a clear message that all 
talk of autonomy or independence was 
a closed chapter. It was the Centre that 
was calling the shots and deciding the 
sequence of how the new normal will 
be achieved. As an expert put it, “After 
the conquest, the prime minister was 
signalling that the next phases will be 
consolidation and accommodation.”

So, what are the benchmarks to 
determine the success of the Modi 
government’s audacious gameplan to 
radically alter the status quo in J&K? 
On top of the list is its clarity of purpose. 

After trying several options, including 
allying with the Peoples Democratic 
Party (PDP) to form a coalition govern-
ment, and even making overtures to 
Pakistan to maintain friendly relations, 
the Modi government decided it was 
time to act decisively and end the ambi-
guity over Kashmir’s status. As a senior 
official puts it, “To achieve that target, 
it was clear that first the terror card had 
to be degraded, that networks such as 
the Hurriyat that fomented turmoil had 
to be dealt with with an iron fist and 
supporting insurgency had to be made 
cost-ineffective for Pakistan.”

In doing so, the government emplo-
yed the Chanakyan manoeuvres of 
saam, daam, dand, bhed (persuade, 
purchase, punish and sow division). 
First, it put the major leaders under 
house detention for anything between 
six months and over a year. Security 
forces arrested those they believed could 
spark violence and spawn terror. It 
then imposed a drastic communication 
blackout by shutting down the internet 
for months in the Valley. Simultane-
ously, security forces hunted down ter-

rorists and their commanders and liqui-
dated the significant players with telling 
regularity. All this helped to break the 
back of the conflict economy and terror 
networks. When Pakistani forces tried 
to play their old game of infiltration by 
keeping the Line of Control hot, Indian 
forces were instructed to hit them twice 
as hard to inflict heavy costs.

The results are showing. Security 
forces report a 60 per cent drop in 
law and order incidents in the Valley 
as compared to previous years. With 
Pakistan preoccupied with major de-
velopments in Afghanistan, backchan-
nel negotiations with India saw the two 
countries agree to a ceasefire on the 
LoC in February. So far, that has held. 
The upshot of all this, as Lieutenant 
Governor Manoj Sinha told india to-
day, is that “the security position now 
is very good. Our forces have the upper 
hand. Our strategy of taking tough 
action against militancy has yielded 
results. One indication is that thrice 
the number of tourists have flocked to 
Srinagar compared to the past couple 
of years”. (See interview, ‘What hap-

pens after delimitation…)
Alongside, the Modi government 

moved to legally end the anomalies 
between Indian law and that of the 
erstwhile J&K state based on its special 
status. As an official put it, “We recast 
the entire structure and institutional 
architecture of the state. Now no one 
can undo most of what we have done.” 
While presenting the budget for J&K 
in Parliament in March this year, the 
Union finance minister Nirmala Sith-
araman made it a point to state, “We 
now have one nation, one Constitution 

and one law. All 890 central laws have 
now become applicable to J&K, 205 
state laws have been repealed and 129 
laws have been modified.” The budget-
ary allocation for J&K was a whopping  
Rs 1.08 lakh crore, a 33 per cent incr-
ease from 2017-18 and five times more 
the per capita expenditure of states like 
UP and Bihar. The mammoth central 
government expenditure for J&K is to 
enable it to meet its promise of trans-
forming the UT through 55 develop-
ment schemes, building infrastructure 
and funding industrialisation. 

However, this is where the govern-
ment’s gameplan has seemingly begun 
to falter. While Sinha rattles off a whole 
list of roads, bridges, power projects and 
medical institutions that his adminis-
tration has either sanctioned or compl-
eted, many of these projects are yet to 
make a tangible difference to people’s 
lives. “There is a chasm,” says an official. 
“They want jobs, not bridges or roads.” 
The government’s efforts have been fur-
ther stymied by the Covid-19 pandemic 

and the rolling lockdowns that have set 
back most development projects. The 
environment is still not conducive to 
promoting new entrepreneurship. 

Providing jobs to the Valley’s youth 
is critical to channelling their ener-
gies into productive work and away 
from the lure of the gun. Unless this 
happ ens, security forces believe their 
hard-fought gains will soon dissipate. 
The J&K government already has 
a bloated bureaucracy of 450,000 
employees, a size that even bigger 
states don’t have. So, there is a need for 
private jobs to meet the demand. In 
April, the UT government announced 
a massive industrial policy with an 
outlay of Rs 28,400 crore and offering 
major incentives to entrepreneurs to 
set up units. Meanwhile, a land bank is 
being created for industrial parks. But 
these efforts need a gestation period to 
fructify, while the need for employment 
is immediate and urgent.

Three years of President’s Rule 
(the Mehbooba Mufti government 

C O V E R  S T O R Y
K A S H M I R 

early July, a clutch of officials from the Jammu and Kash-
mir administration assembled at Hari Parbat, overlooking 
Srinagar. Their mission? To study the feasibility of putting 
a 100-foot-tall flagpole on the hill so that, on a clear day, a 
giant Indian flag could be visible from Gulmarg, 50 kilome-
tres away. It was to symbolise that, almost two years after the 
Modi government took away J&K’s special status by abrogat-
ing Article 370 and demoted it to a Union territory, the Indian 
State had established an unchallenged dominance over the 
Valley. That Kashmir was no more a disputed territory but an 
integral part of the Indian federation.
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DELHI, AND NOT SRINAGAR, 
WAS A CLEAR SIGNAL THAT 
AUTONOMY WAS A CLOSED 
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was dismissed in June 2018) saw the 
bureaucracy run the state, which has 
proved counter-productive. Bureaucra-
cies tend to be arrogant, corrupt and 
rule-bound and because of frequent 
transfers cannot provide the account-
ability that politicians, seeking re-elec-
tion, need to have. Nor do babus, who 
are busy implementing programmes, 
have the time to give people a patient ear, 
something the political class is adept at 
doing. As an expert puts it, “You cannot 
make Kashmir a Switzerland while the 
rest of India remains a Bihar.” The UT 
administration claims it has rooted out 
corruption through greater transparency 
and e-tenders, besides punishing officials 
caught taking bribes. “Actions now have 
consequences,” says a senior officer. “The 
good are rewarded and the corrupt pun-
ished. Corruption hasn’t vanished, but 
there is greater accountability.”

Ideally, the Modi government would 
have preferred another year of Pres id-
ent’s Rule to consolidate its development 
agenda before restarting the political 
process. But two factors have compel-
led it to speed up the process. One 

is the negative factor of the growing 
disillusionment among people with the 
functioning of the bureaucracy and its 
ability to deliver. Two, the panchayat 
elections held in 2018 in an attempt to 
build a young grassroots leadership have 
proved immensely successful. So much 
so that mainstream political parties 
that boycotted it decided to join the fray 
when district council elections were held 
in November 2020. The enthusiastic 
voter participation in the panchayat and 
district council polls signalled to the 
government that the timing was right to 
revive the political process.

Following Modi’s meeting with all 
the political parties of J&K, the govern-
ment announced that the Delimitation 
Commission formed to rationalise 
consti tuencies would complete its task 
at the earliest. It indicated its intention 
to hold an assembly election after the 
exercise and then consider restoring 
J&K’s statehood. Each of these will be 
a contentious process, especially in the 
sequence of their pla nning. The delimi-
tation exercise has to be fair, just and 
transparent to counter the criticism that 
it is being done to end the dominance of 
Muslims in the Valley. Political par-
ties want statehood restored before the 
ass embly election, but the government 
is wary. “Each process,” as a government 
official observes, “whether it is delimi-
tation or elections, will be a test of the 
good behaviour and sincerity of political 
parties before granting statehood. We do 
not want the process to be sabotaged or 
subverted. Notice how the goalposts have 
changed—from autonomy and azadi to 
now just full statehood.” What would be 
ideal, the official believes, is if there can 
be an unsigned pact that while India will 

do everything to make Kashmir feel spe-
cial (even if it has legally lost its special 
status), the Valley will eschew violence 
and extremism. Equally important is 
having a clear roadmap of the develop-
ment goals to be achieved in the short 
and long term—a 20-year perspective.

A ll these security, economic, 
social and political im-
peratives put Kashmir once 
again at a critical crossroad. 

The region finds itself at another signifi-
cant inflection point that holds plenty of 
promise and peril, opportunity and wor-
rying threat. Kashmir certainly deserves 
better. To assess the mood in the Valley, 
I travelled with my colleague, Group 
Photo Editor Bandeep Singh, across 
Kashmir to interview and photograph a 
wide cross-section of people—both those 
who govern (or aspire to govern) and 
those being governed. We met the L-G, 
who outlined his plan for transforming 
Kashmir, and then three political lead-
ers, including two former chief ministers, 
to get the view from the other side.

We also talked to an army general 

and the inspector-general of police tasked 
with ensuring security in the Valley. To 
assess how development ini tiatives were 
unfolding on the ground, we went to rep-
resentatives of all three tiers—the deputy 
commissioner of a sensitive district, 
the president of a municipality and the 
sarpanch of a panchayat in a remote vill-
age in Baramulla. We also approached 
a prominent Kashmiri hotelier and 
horticulturists—two sectors that are the 
backbone of Kashmir’s economy. An emi-
nent educationist and a political strate-
gist gave us insights on socioeconomic 
issues. But, mostly, we concentrated on 
speaking to young, aspiring Kashmiris to 
find out how they see the future.

Kashmir is not just a terri tory. It 
is a land full of people like you and me. 
Without their participation, the Valley 
means nothing. In the following pages, 
we bring you their life stories and views 
for you to judge. After spending nearly 
a week with them, I came away with 
the feeling that the Kashmiri’s intrigu-
ing quiescence must not be read as 
acquiescence to the present situation. 
You can sense an undercurrent of anger, 

fear, betrayal and mistrust of the Indian 
state in them, besides the concern that 
the loss of their special status will open 
their lands and jobs to outsiders. To win 
their hearts, these concerns must be ad-
dressed urgently. 

However, coupled with the uncertai-
nty, there is also immense hope. Many 
want to just move on with their lives: 
get jobs, pursue their passions and dis-
cover the joy of living. Their energy is 
infectious, be it the enterprising young 
woman who heads a self-help group that 
runs a milk cooperative and perceives 
enough opportunity to grow. Or a young 
reformed militant recruit who admits 
that jihad is not the answer to Kashmir’s 
woes and is now keen to become a police-
man. Two young singers confide how 
they wanted to make it big in the Indian 
music industry. While I was with them, 
they belted out an old Hindi number: Jo 
vaada kiya woh nibhana padega/ roke 
zamaana chahe roke Khudai (You’ll 
have to keep your promise, whether 
the world or god comes in your way). It 
could well be J&K’s new anthem for the 
Government of India. n

KASHMIRIS’ QUIESCENCE MUST 
NOT BE READ AS ACQUIESCENCE. 

THERE IS AN UNDERCURRENT  
OF ANGER, FEAR AND MIS TRUST  

OF THE INDIAN STATE. TO 
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CONCERNS MUST BE  
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C O V E R  S T O R Y
K A S H M I R KASHMIR: AN ONGOING SAGA

October 26, 1947
The Maharaja of 
Kashmir, Hari Singh, 
signs the Instrument 
of Accession (IoA) 
with India 

October 17, 1949
India adopts Article 
306 in its draft Con
stitution, giving J&K 
special status. This is 
incorporated as Article 
370 of the Constitution 
on January 26, 1950

August 1953/  
February 1954
Sheikh Abdullah, 
chief minister of J&K, 
is dismissed from 
his position and is 
later arrested. A new 
regime under Bakshi 
Ghulam Moham-
mad ratifies the IoA

March 1987
Massive rigging of ass
embly polls facilitates 
Farooq Abdullah’s 
rise to power, but also 
triggers an armed 
insurgency led by the 
J&K Liberation Front, 
backed by Pakistan
based terrorists

1989
The withdrawal of Soviet forces from 
Afghanistan results in a massive 
influx of militants into Kashmir, with 
Pakistan providing weapons and 
training. The bloodshed triggers a 
mass exodus of Kashmiri Pandits

May 26, 2008
J&K govern
ment agrees 
to transfer 100 
acres of land to 
the Amarnath 
Shrine Board, 
leading to 
violent protests 
in the Valley. 
Counterpro
tests break out 
in Jammu after 
this is revoked

March 2015
The PDP and BJP form 
an alliance. Mufti 
Mohammad Say-
eed becomes chief 
minister on March 1, 
ending Governor’s 
rule, which had been 
imposed in December 
2014 after the ass
embly polls delivered  
a hung verdict

January 7, 2016
CM Mufti Mohammad 
Sayeed dies. His daughter 
Mehbooba takes over 
after three months of in
decision. On July 8, Hizbul 
commander Burhan 
Wani is gunned down 
in an encounter. Violent 
protests erupt across the 
Valley, curfew is imposed

June 19, 2018
The BJP withdraws 
support to the PDP. 
Mehbooba resigns 
as CM, Governor’s 
rule imposed

August 4, 2019
Several of J&K’s top 
leaders, including Me
hbooba Mufti, Omar 
Abdullah and Sajjad 
Lone sign a joint reso
lution—the Gupkar 
Declaration—saying 
that any attempt to 
modify or abrogate 
Articles 370/ 35A 
would be considered 
an act of aggression 
against the people 
of J&K

August 5, 2019
Modi government abrogates Article 370 and 
bifurcates the state into UTs. By August 9, 
hundreds are put under preventive detention, 
including the Gupkar Declaration leaders

November 17, 
2018
Panchayat polls 
begin, concluding 
on December 11. 
The Centre hails 
them as a success, 
even though the 
voter turnout was 
less than 50 per 
cent

June 24, 2021
PM Modi meets 
several J&K top 
leaders, including 
Farooq Abdullah, 
Ghulam Nabi Azad, 
Omar Abdullah and 
Mehbooba Mufti, to 
chalk out a plan for 
the future of J&K

November 28, 
2020
District Development 
Council elections 
held. Gupkar member 
parties, which formed 
an electoral alliance 
on November 8, win 
110 seats, and the 
BJP, 75

January 1990
Jagmohan made 
governor of 
J&K, Farooq 
Abdullah 
resigns, and 
Governor’s rule 
is imposed. In 
September, India 
imposes AFSPA 
to maintain order

2010
Unrest in the Valley after 
news breaks that three 
‘terrorists killed in a foiled 
infiltration bid’ in endApril/ 
early May were actually 
civilians murdered by armed 
forces personnel 

November 
17, 1956
J&K adopts a 
constitution 
defining it as a 
part of India

February 26, 1975
With support from the Congress, 
Sheikh Abdullah becomes 
chief minister and remains so till 
his death in 1982. Later, his son 
Farooq assumes office
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was dismissed in June 2018) saw the 
bureaucracy run the state, which has 
proved counter-productive. Bureaucra-
cies tend to be arrogant, corrupt and 
rule-bound and because of frequent 
transfers cannot provide the account-
ability that politicians, seeking re-elec-
tion, need to have. Nor do babus, who 
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doing. As an expert puts it, “You cannot 
make Kashmir a Switzerland while the 
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good are rewarded and the corrupt pun-
ished. Corruption hasn’t vanished, but 
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is the negative factor of the growing 
disillusionment among people with the 
functioning of the bureaucracy and its 
ability to deliver. Two, the panchayat 
elections held in 2018 in an attempt to 
build a young grassroots leadership have 
proved immensely successful. So much 
so that mainstream political parties 
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good behaviour and sincerity of political 
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not want the process to be sabotaged or 
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now just full statehood.” What would be 
ideal, the official believes, is if there can 
be an unsigned pact that while India will 

do everything to make Kashmir feel spe-
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status), the Valley will eschew violence 
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“What happens 
after delimitation, 
whether polls first 
or statehood, is  
a million-dollar 
question”

c o v e r  s t o r y
K a s h m i r G oV ERn a nCE

S
ituated atop a hill in Srinagar, the Raj 
Bhavan commands a spectacular view of 
the Dal Lake and the surrounding moun-
tain ranges. But given the constant state of 
turbulence afflicting Jammu and Kash-
mir, its occupants rarely get time to soak in 

the view. Manoj Sinha is no exception. Appointed 
as Lieutenant Governor last August, the second after 
the reorganisation of J&K into a Union territory on 
August 5, 2019, Sinha has had his hands full from the 
get-go. The appointment of the 62-year-old veteran 
BJP leader from Uttar Pradesh, who was a former 
Union minister of state for railways and telecom-
munication, was a signal that the Narendra Modi 
government was keen on restoring the political process 
that had been breached after the abrogation of Article 
370. Since then, Sinha can take part of the credit for 
kickstarting the political dialogue when the prime 
minister invited Kashmiri leaders—many of whom 
had been detained and vilified by the ruling dispen-
sation—for a heart-to-heart chat on June 24 and to 
involve them in what seems to be a long march towards 
restoration of statehood in J&K.  

Now comes the tough task of successfully conduct-
ing a delimitation exercise and then an assembly 
election. Meanwhile, J&K needs urgent development 
and employment for its restless youth. Despite the big 
promises of transforming the Union territory into an 
industrial hub, there is not much to show. In a detailed 
interview with Group Editorial Director (Publishing)  
Raj Chengappa, Lieutenant Governor Sinha dis-
cusses the contentious issues and his commitments to 
bring rapid progress and peace to the Valley. Excerpts:

m a n o j  s I n h a  6 2

Lieutenant Governor, 
Jammu and Kashmir

participated with a lot of enthusiasm. 
Then, district development councils 
(DDCs) were formed in 20 districts. 
The all-party meeting with the prime 
minister was held in a cordial atmo-
sphere. Well begun is half done.

Q. Opposition leaders are 
asking why delimitation is 
being held first, then elec-
tions and then statehood?
a. In his Independence Day speech 
last year, the PM had been categori-
cal that assembly elections will be 
held in J&K after the Delimitation 
Commission completes its work. This 
was reiterated by the home minister in 

Parliament. You know the significance 
of anything said in Parliament—it 
has to happen. That process is now 
progressing slowly. Once the delimi-
tation process is over, the Election 
Commission is the constitutional 
body to decide when and how elec-
tions will be held. If you read the J&K 
Reorganisation Act, after the forma-
tion of the Union territory, the num-
ber of seats in the assembly increased. 
So, elections cannot happen without 
delimitation, though many people are 
questioning the need for delimitation 
by arguing that it wasn’t done at other 
places, such as Assam. That argument 
does not hold here. The Delimitation 

Q. after Prime minister Narendra 
modi’s June 24 meeting with lead-
ers of J&K, the political process 
has started. What has been the 
outcome? 
a. The political process shouldn’t be linked to 
the prime minister’s meeting alone. It had been 
in the works. When I was given this responsibil-
ity and I went to meet the PM, he told me a few 
important things. First, that dialogue should con-
tinue and second, urgent steps should be taken 
to strengthen grassroots democracy in J&K. So, 
we had already started that process. Three-tier 
panchayati raj institutions were set up here after a 
long time, and free, fair, transparent and violence-
free elections were held. In districts that used to 
see 5-7 per cent voting, the youth and women 

“jammu and kashmir  
is on the path of  

peace and development, 
moving towards the 
mainstream. the all-

party meeting with 
the prime minister was 

cordial. well begun  
is half done”

BandEEP sInGh
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Commission was constituted by an 
Act of Parliament. And, the world has 
a good opinion about the Election 
Commission of India. We should have 
faith in the Election Commission and 
the Delimitation Commission.
 
Q. Opposition leaders won-
der why statehood cannot 
be restored first?  
A. Nobody is saying that the state will 
not be formed. Both the prime minister 
and home minister have said that state-
hood will be restored at an appropriate 
time. How can elections be held without 
delimitation? Let delimitation happen. 
What follows next—elections or state-
hood—is a million-dollar question. 

Q. Kashmir’s parties are 
challenging the abroga-
tion of Article 370 and have 
gone with an appeal to the 
Supreme Court. 
A. One should wait for the final judg-
ment of the Supreme Court. You will 
find several rulings of the Supreme 
Court, that if a matter is sub judice, it 
is unconstitutional and illegal to create 
an atmosphere in favour or against it 
among the public. 

Q. The prime minister has 
said a committee will be 
formed to examine and 
release politicians who are 
still under arrest. Has this 
committee been formed? 
A. Broadly speaking, no political person 
is in detention now. There are two cat-
egories of detention. Category A: politi-
cal persons. Category B: those booked 
under certain laws like the CrPC, IPC, 
for terror funding or militancy. How 
can Category B people be released? 
Despite this, we formed a committee on 
the instructions of the home minister. 
The principal secretary (home) is head-
ing the committee and will examine the 
matter on a case-by-case basis.  

Q. It has been almost two 
years since J&K was made 
a Union territory and lot of 

promises had been made 
about development. What 
has been achieved?
A. Look at it from two perspec-
tives—what happened in the past 70 
years and what has happened in the 
past two years. Two AIIMS were sanc-
tioned in two years. Work has com-
menced in Awantipora for the Srinagar 
AIIMS. The second one will come up 
in Jammu. Seven new medical colleges, 
two cancer institutes, seven nursing 
colleges, a bone institute and paedi-
atrics facilities have been sanctioned. 
Two tunnels were laid open in June, 
one near Banihal and the Z-Morh tun-
nel. Look at the speed with which high-

ways are being built. Work on creating 
a rail link to Srinagar has been on for a 
long time. By the end of 2022, Srinagar 
will be connected to Kanyakumari. A 
Rs 1.08 lakh crore budget for J&K this 
year has been passed by Parliament. 
Looking at budget allocation vis-à-vis 
population, J&K’s budget is over 7 or 8 
times that of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. 
It’s an achievement.

Q. But leaders say things 
like power cuts continue in 
Srinagar.  
A. Compare the availability of power 
two years ago and now. Expecting 
everything to get done in two years in 
spite of two waves of Covid is hoping 
for the impossible. How much electric-
ity did you generate in 70 years? Just 

3,450 MW. In the next four-five years, 
we will be getting more power—3,500 
MW. There is potential for 16,000-
20,000 MW. A project in Sialkot could 
not be completed in 35 years—that’s 
the achievement of those talking about 
development. We have completed over 
1,100 languishing projects. We have 
introduced such transparency that no 
project can proceed without admin-
istrative approval, technical sanction, 
financial approval and e-tendering. We 
have put an end to that racket. Now, all 
work is geo-tagged, physically verified 
and put in the public domain to let the 
people decide whether or not work is 
getting done properly. 

Q. Has corruption reduced?
A. It has not only reduced, we have 
stopped it. This has become a problem 
for a lot of people. 

Q. But people say petty cor-
ruption still exists? 
A. I am not saying it is completely over. 
But we have changed the system. Above 
all, no one can say there is corruption 
in the top echelons. Many of those who 
are corrupt have gone to jail. We have 
attached properties of people. We are 
not merely talking of ‘zero tolerance’ 
towards corruption, we are acting on it. 

Q. What about incentives for 
industry?
A. We are giving incentives worth  
Rs 28,400 crore to industry. We are giv-
ing 300 per cent incentive on GST. With 
the proposals that are coming forward, I 
have no doubt that the coming two years 
will see investment worth Rs 30,000-
35,000 crore, with job opportunities for 
500,000-600,000 people. We already 
have proposals worth Rs 20,000 crore. 
Our industries secretary has gone to 
Jammu. The date for the meeting on 
proposals for Jammu is also fixed. 
 
Q. There is worry that while 
the funds and industrial pol-
icy are good, everything is 
still on paper.
A. The industrial policy came only 

three or four months ago. Since then, 
we have been engaged in managing the 
Covid situation. Let us meet again three 
months down the line, and I will show 
you investment and projects worth at 
least Rs 20,000 crore. I’ll show you that 
work has started on the ground. 

Q. On J&K, Prime Minister 
Modi has said that he wants 
to remove ‘Dilli ki doori’ (dis-
tance from Delhi) as well 
as ‘Dil ki doori’ (distance 
between hearts). How does 
the government propose to 
end this disconnect?
A. J&K is very close to the prime minis-
ter’s heart. I have been regularly meeting 
him on J&K matters. Whenever I meet 
him, the prime minister asks whether a 
certain highway has been built, whether 
a certain tunnel is ready, whether funds 
meant for the DDCs have been trans-
ferred. About the District Capex Budget, 
the budget of districts has not been 
done anywhere else in the country. It 
was done here on the instructions of the 
prime minister. Wide-ranging consulta-
tions were held at the panchayat, block 
and DDC levels, after which the bud-
gets were passed. Last year, the District 
Capex Budget was Rs 5,136 crore; this 
year it has more than doubled to  
Rs 12,600 crore. We have launched a 
whole range of development schemes 
that are functioning well. 

Q. There have been appre-
hensions about people from 
outside J&K coming and 
owning land and taking away 
local jobs. 
A. There is no such fear in the minds of 
the people here, barring a few. You can 
enquire around if anyone from outside 
J&K got an inch of land here. As far as 
industry is concerned, if anyone wants 
to build a hotel, we will provide them 
land. If anyone wants to build a hospi-
tal, we will give land. If Fortis, Medanta 
or any good super-specialty hospital 
comes here, we will provide them land. 
Besides, the land laws here mandate 
a J&K domicile. Broadly, 90 per cent 
of the land is agricultural, where no 
outsider can come. The remaining 10 
per cent is government land and even a 

resident of J&K cannot get it.

Q. What about reserva-
tions in jobs and educa-
tional institutions for local 
citizens as in Haryana and 
Maharashtra? Is something 
similar being contemplated 
for J&K as well? 
A. Only those holding J&K domicile 
can get jobs here. Outsiders cannot. 
Now, you cannot have reservations in 
the IAS cadre. Rumour-mongering and 
inciting emotions should stop. J&K is 
moving towards the mainstream of the 
country. The people here want devel-
opment and employment. But some 
people do not want peace and prosper-
ity because of vested interests. 

Q. How is the security 
situation? 
A. The security position is very good. 
As compared to the past several years, 
more than thrice the number of tour-
ists have come. The security forces 
have an upper hand. We have made a 
strategy that we will take tough action 
against militancy and create an opinion 
on this in the country. The coordina-
tion between our security forces, be it 
the J&K police, Indian Army or para-
military forces, is very good. A new 
challenge has emerged in the form of 
drones and necessary arrangements 
have been made at all our installations 
to deal with this. 

Q. People in the Valley are 
afraid of speaking their mind 
and they complain about not 
being treated with respect.
A. I say this very responsibly: there 
are no restrictions of speech for the 
common man or any political per-
son in J&K. Meetings are being held 
every day. There are no restrictions on 
political activity, holding dialogue or 
strengthening democracy, but anti-
national activity will not be allowed. 
The honour and dignity of the common 
people were never attacked. Nor will it 
ever happen. The dignity of every citi-
zen will be protected. n

“We are giving 
incentives Worth 
rs  28,400 crore to 
industry. i have no 

doubt that the coming 
tWo years Will see 
investment Worth  
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Commission was constituted by an 
Act of Parliament. And, the world has 
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the Delimitation Commission.
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ways are being built. Work on creating 
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we will be getting more power—3,500 
MW. There is potential for 16,000-
20,000 MW. A project in Sialkot could 
not be completed in 35 years—that’s 
the achievement of those talking about 
development. We have completed over 
1,100 languishing projects. We have 
introduced such transparency that no 
project can proceed without admin-
istrative approval, technical sanction, 
financial approval and e-tendering. We 
have put an end to that racket. Now, all 
work is geo-tagged, physically verified 
and put in the public domain to let the 
people decide whether or not work is 
getting done properly. 

Q. Has corruption reduced?
A. It has not only reduced, we have 
stopped it. This has become a problem 
for a lot of people. 

Q. But people say petty cor-
ruption still exists? 
A. I am not saying it is completely over. 
But we have changed the system. Above 
all, no one can say there is corruption 
in the top echelons. Many of those who 
are corrupt have gone to jail. We have 
attached properties of people. We are 
not merely talking of ‘zero tolerance’ 
towards corruption, we are acting on it. 

Q. What about incentives for 
industry?
A. We are giving incentives worth  
Rs 28,400 crore to industry. We are giv-
ing 300 per cent incentive on GST. With 
the proposals that are coming forward, I 
have no doubt that the coming two years 
will see investment worth Rs 30,000-
35,000 crore, with job opportunities for 
500,000-600,000 people. We already 
have proposals worth Rs 20,000 crore. 
Our industries secretary has gone to 
Jammu. The date for the meeting on 
proposals for Jammu is also fixed. 
 
Q. There is worry that while 
the funds and industrial pol-
icy are good, everything is 
still on paper.
A. The industrial policy came only 

three or four months ago. Since then, 
we have been engaged in managing the 
Covid situation. Let us meet again three 
months down the line, and I will show 
you investment and projects worth at 
least Rs 20,000 crore. I’ll show you that 
work has started on the ground. 

Q. On J&K, Prime Minister 
Modi has said that he wants 
to remove ‘Dilli ki doori’ (dis-
tance from Delhi) as well 
as ‘Dil ki doori’ (distance 
between hearts). How does 
the government propose to 
end this disconnect?
A. J&K is very close to the prime minis-
ter’s heart. I have been regularly meeting 
him on J&K matters. Whenever I meet 
him, the prime minister asks whether a 
certain highway has been built, whether 
a certain tunnel is ready, whether funds 
meant for the DDCs have been trans-
ferred. About the District Capex Budget, 
the budget of districts has not been 
done anywhere else in the country. It 
was done here on the instructions of the 
prime minister. Wide-ranging consulta-
tions were held at the panchayat, block 
and DDC levels, after which the bud-
gets were passed. Last year, the District 
Capex Budget was Rs 5,136 crore; this 
year it has more than doubled to  
Rs 12,600 crore. We have launched a 
whole range of development schemes 
that are functioning well. 

Q. There have been appre-
hensions about people from 
outside J&K coming and 
owning land and taking away 
local jobs. 
A. There is no such fear in the minds of 
the people here, barring a few. You can 
enquire around if anyone from outside 
J&K got an inch of land here. As far as 
industry is concerned, if anyone wants 
to build a hotel, we will provide them 
land. If anyone wants to build a hospi-
tal, we will give land. If Fortis, Medanta 
or any good super-specialty hospital 
comes here, we will provide them land. 
Besides, the land laws here mandate 
a J&K domicile. Broadly, 90 per cent 
of the land is agricultural, where no 
outsider can come. The remaining 10 
per cent is government land and even a 

resident of J&K cannot get it.

Q. What about reserva-
tions in jobs and educa-
tional institutions for local 
citizens as in Haryana and 
Maharashtra? Is something 
similar being contemplated 
for J&K as well? 
A. Only those holding J&K domicile 
can get jobs here. Outsiders cannot. 
Now, you cannot have reservations in 
the IAS cadre. Rumour-mongering and 
inciting emotions should stop. J&K is 
moving towards the mainstream of the 
country. The people here want devel-
opment and employment. But some 
people do not want peace and prosper-
ity because of vested interests. 

Q. How is the security 
situation? 
A. The security position is very good. 
As compared to the past several years, 
more than thrice the number of tour-
ists have come. The security forces 
have an upper hand. We have made a 
strategy that we will take tough action 
against militancy and create an opinion 
on this in the country. The coordina-
tion between our security forces, be it 
the J&K police, Indian Army or para-
military forces, is very good. A new 
challenge has emerged in the form of 
drones and necessary arrangements 
have been made at all our installations 
to deal with this. 

Q. People in the Valley are 
afraid of speaking their mind 
and they complain about not 
being treated with respect.
A. I say this very responsibly: there 
are no restrictions of speech for the 
common man or any political per-
son in J&K. Meetings are being held 
every day. There are no restrictions on 
political activity, holding dialogue or 
strengthening democracy, but anti-
national activity will not be allowed. 
The honour and dignity of the common 
people were never attacked. Nor will it 
ever happen. The dignity of every citi-
zen will be protected. n

“We are giving 
incentives Worth 
rs  28,400 crore to 
industry. i have no 

doubt that the coming 
tWo years Will see 
investment Worth  

rs  30,000-35,000 crore, 
With massive job 

opportunities”

“there are no 
restrictions on 

political activity, 
holding dialogue 
or strengthening 

democracy, but anti-
national activity Will 

not be alloWed. the 
dignity of every citizen 

Will be protected”

BandEEP SInGH

c o v e r  s t o r y
K A S H M I r G oV ERn a nCE



30    india today    J U LY 26, 2021 J U LY 26, 2021   india today   31

THEIR 
CRY FOR 
JUSTICE

c o v e r  s t o r y
K a s h m i r P oLi t iC S

Three leaders, including 
two ex-chief ministers, talk 
to Raj Chengappa about the 
long months in detention, 
the tentative green shoots 
in ties with the Centre and 
how some things are non-
negotiable for Kashmir

l mehbooba mufti
I was alone and without my family, and 
nobody likes to be in that situation. I 
was also thinking about what was hap-
pening outside; it was really troubling 
me, the crackdown. Also, I had this 
thing in my mind all the time about how 
my father (the late M.M. Sayeed) got it 
all wrong about aligning with the BJP 
for a resolution of the Kashmir issue.
 
l sajjad lone
It was a humbling experience, but I was 
also angry. Only later did the realisa-
tion sink in of what had happened to us. 
When I came out of detention, it was 
with the perception that we have been 
wronged, but also that as a people we 
could have done better. Of course, the 
leadership has to take responsibility for 
behaving in a manner that left us iso-
lated, in the sense that we saw very few 
people sympathising with us on August 
5, 2019 [when Art. 370 was revoked]. 

Q. What is your assessment 
of the interaction with the 
prime minister? 
l omar abdullah
Coming after the concerted efforts to 

discredit Kashmir’s mainstream poli-
ticians, the last thing I expected was 
for ‘these sort of political leaders’ to be 
invited to meet the prime minister. That 
said, the prime minister seemed genu-
ine, saying the meeting wasn’t a spur 
of the moment thing, and that he had 
actually wanted to meet all of us face-
to-face since last year. So, for those who 
believe this is some sort of sudden move 
based on ‘various other developments’, 
it’s something to speculate about.

l mehbooba mufti
To be honest, I did not go with too 
many expectations. The least I expect-
ed was that they will take some confi-
dence-building measures that could 
give relief to the people, like releasing 
political prisoners, stopping all these 
stupid firmans (orders) issued from 
Delhi, and coming up with some kind 
of package for the people who have 
suffered immensely since 2019. My 
priority was to tell them what was hap-
pening on the ground, how depressed 
the people are. They have broken us 
into pieces, emotionally, economically 
and socially. The only good part about 
all this was that they listened patiently.

 l sajjad lone
The beauty of democracy is that the 
very government that ordered us [to 
be detained] invited us to a meet-
ing. It has to be given to the leaders of 
J&K that despite their anger, they put 
across their strong opinions in a digni-
fied manner. I did not expect anything 
more—the meeting was to thaw the ice, 
start a possible phase of reconciliation. 
I just hope they build on the momen-
tum and the process culminates in 
something concrete.

Q. What do you think of 
the government’s ‘seq
uencing’—having delimita
tion first, then elections and 
lastly statehood? 

l omar abdullah
They said that August 5, 2019, was 
done to bring J&K on par with the 
rest of the country. So, if that was the 
reason you did what you did, then at 
least fulfil your own commitment. Why 
is it then J&K is getting delimitation 
now, when other states and Union ter-
ritories will have delimitation only in 
2026 and that too on the basis of the 

“We want to be on 
par with the others, 
so why should  
we accept a 
truncated state?”

“Statehood 
is being seen 
as a solution. 
It’s like being 
demoted 
from 10th 
to KG and 
then being 
promoted to 
2nd class”

Q. What are the big takeaways from  
your many months in detention?

l omar abdullah
You get so much time to think and, fortunately, I am 
one of those people who are extremely comfortable in 
my own company. Very early on, I set myself a routine 
which I thought was the best way to stay sane. I spent 
a lot of time just walking, trying to reconcile and 
understand what had happened and what I felt about 
it. You don’t have anyone to bounce your thoughts off, 
so it is purely what you make of things yourself. I did 
read a lot and, when we had cable, also rediscovered 
my love for old Hindi movies on one of the TV chan-
nels that shows the classics.

m e h b o o b a  m u f t i  6 2

Ex-CM, PDP chief

o m a r  a b d u L L a h  5 1

Ex-CM, National Conference V-P
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2021 census? As for statehood, it is a 
commitment that the BJP has already 
given. Then why should elections pre-
cede it? If the idea is to have a state of 
Jammu and Kashmir, then let it go for 
elections as a state, why should you 
have a UT government which will then 
be converted into a state government?

l mehbooba mufti
The BJP is cleverly trying to shift the 
goalposts because they want to push 
the Kashmir issue under the carpet. 
So from Article 370, we have moved 
to statehood. As for delimitation, the 
people, especially in the Valley, have 
apprehensions about it. They feel they 
will be further disempowered.

 l sajjad lone
I want New Delhi to see the situation 
the way we see it—that the people of 
J&K have been denied a state. Every 
moment that continues, it is a sin 
against democracy; it is a sin against 
federalism. It cannot and should not 
have been done. Hold elections at any 
time, but give J&K back its statehood 
[at the earliest]. It is not that we are 
asking for power for ourselves—give 
power to the Lieutenant Governor, 
make him the governor, but let there 
be some semblance of people’s power 
being paramount.

Q. Will you and your party 
contest the assembly ele
ction, were it to be held? 

l omar abdullah
I can’t speak for my party (the National 
Conference). It really depends on what 
extent the government of India is ada-
mant about statehood only after elec-
tions, to what extent this determines 
how my colleagues think. As for me 
personally, I have no interest in fighting 
elections for the time being. I am quite 
happy to sit it out and do my politics 
outside of the electoral canvas.

l mehbooba mufti
We in the PDP will fight every election 

democratically, for we can’t leave any 
space open for reactionary powers to 
come in and disempower our people 
further. That’s where we stand as a 
political party and a regional alterna-
tive. But as far as I am concerned, I am 
not going to fight any election till we 
restore Art. 370 and 35A, Inshallah. 
Also, when I have won elections, I have 
taken oath on my J&K Constitution 
and the Indian Constitution, it is also 
an emotional thing for me.
 
l sajjad lone
I would have loved to stay away and 
sulk but there is no one to convince. 
Also, I don’t understand how some of 
our leaders are saying they will not con-
test but their parties will. If something 
is halaal for me, shouldn’t it be halaal 
for all my leaders? 

Q. What kind of statehood 
should J&K get? 

l omar abdullah
We will not accept a state where we 
are any less than what we were before 
August 5, 2019. We want to be on par 
with the others, so why should we 
accept a truncated state? The BJP’s 

own agenda says ‘Ek vidhaan, ek 
nishaan, ek pradhaan’, one model for 
the whole country. So if there is one 
model for the county, then please don’t 

start treating us differently. Because 
if you start treating us differently, you 
open the floodgates for demands of res-
toration of J&K’s special status. If you 
treat us differently, then we have a right 
to ask for everything different then.

l mehbooba mufti
They want to now present statehood as 
a solution for every problem in J&K. It’s 
like demoting a person from 10th to KG 
and then saying you will be promoted to 
2nd class. 

l sajjad lone
J&K should get full statehood. The rea-
son I say full statehood is because people 
have given it a different connotation. 
How can you downgrade a state to UT? 
You can’t convert a horse into a donkey. 
You can’t create this biological wonder. 

Q. What about restoration 
of Article 370? Will you be 
fighting for it? 

l omar abdullah
Article 370 was the basis on which J&K 
acceded to India. I agree that, over time, 
through presidential orders, successive 
Congress governments at the Centre 

weakened it. But I will turn that argu-
ment on its head—if that is the case 
and Article 370 was so weak, then why 
remove it, leave it, why was it bothering 
you? If it was just a token constitution 
of J&K and a flag, then it didn’t really 
matter. But there must have been some-
thing in it that you were so keen to get 
rid of. Either you tell me it was com-
pletely irrelevant, then I will ask you 
why bother removing it? But if you did 
remove it, that means there was some-
thing to it. You can’t have both argu-
ments in your favour.

l mehbooba mufti
Article 370 was not only safeguarding 
our identity—which is the most impor-
tant thing—but also our land and our 
jobs, so that made us a prosperous state. 
I think we live in a democratic country 
and we have political processes and we 
have a Supreme Court. But with due 
respect to the court, it has not had the 
time to give the Article 370 case a hear-
ing for almost a year-and-a-half now. 

 l sajjad lone
The abrogation of Article 370 has been 
an ideological plank of the BJP for a 
good 70 years. I would not expect this 
government to reinstate it, but that 
doesn’t stop us from fighting it out 
in court, or waiting for a more liberal 
government to reinstate it. Whether 
the Indian people ever elect such a lib-
eral government, one that will do so, 
depends on us, the people of India.

Q. Do we need to have a  
dialogue with Pakistan? 

l omar abdullah
There will always be two tracks on which 
the J&K dialogue proceeds, one internal 
and one external. You have never had 
situations where there has been dia-
logue with Pakistan but there has been 
no internal development or vice-versa. 
Communication and dialogue are key. If 
for no other reason, let’s go back to the 
BJP’s own agenda—part of J&K is still 
under the Pakistan’s control. What are 
you going to do about that?

l mehbooba mufti
If we really want to have peace in the 
region, we need to involve them. Just 

think about it, you are part of QUAD 
where we have no business being (the 
other members are Australia, Japan 
and America) but with our own SAARC 
neighbours, you are doing nothing. 
Here we are totally isolated, but there 
we are thumping our chest. How does 
this serve our purpose? India could 
be the big brother leading the SAARC 
nations, but that is where I think India-
Pakistan hostility is holding us back.
 
l sajjad lone
This is out of my syllabus and the pur-
view of my state. India has a ministry of 
foreign affairs which takes decisions on 
whether to talk to some country or not. 
There may be a need to do so but I don’t 
see any merit in making a noise about 
Pakistan and sending signals to the rest 
of the country who might misconstrue 
the demand.

Q. How do you perceive the 
mood in the Valley? 

l omar abdullah
The people are apprehensive, they don’t 
know what they will say or do that will 
see them detained or put away. There 
is very little appetite for any sort of dis-
sent, which is unfortunate because not 
all dissent is anti-national.

l mehbooba mufti
The people are the challenge, because 
they are alienated and have been 
pushed mentally into a separatist frame 
of mind. The majority identified with 
mainstream politicians earlier. Now, I 
am not so sure.
 
l sajjad lone
There is a sense of people shutting up, 
the anger is palpable. They have issues 
with the abrogation of Articles 370 and 
35A and the loss of statehood—these 
are macro issues. The micro issues 
include the new bureaucrats and rul-
ers, whom they don’t know. Then there 
are day-to-day governance issues. 
That said, the people of the Valley have 
shown considerable restraint, for they 
have not come out to protest like  
they used to. But that doesn’t mean 
consent—people not protesting is not 
the same as giving their consent to  
the situation. n

“Some of our 
leaders say they 
won’t contest 
elections but 
their parties 
will. If it’s 
halaal for me, 
shouldn’t it be 
halaal for all 
my leaders?”

s a j j a d  l o n e  5 4

People’s Conference 
chairman

c o v e r  s t o r y
K A s H m i r P oli t iC s
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2021 census? As for statehood, it is a 
commitment that the BJP has already 
given. Then why should elections pre-
cede it? If the idea is to have a state of 
Jammu and Kashmir, then let it go for 
elections as a state, why should you 
have a UT government which will then 
be converted into a state government?

l mehbooba mufti
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will be further disempowered.

 l sajjad lone
I want New Delhi to see the situation 
the way we see it—that the people of 
J&K have been denied a state. Every 
moment that continues, it is a sin 
against democracy; it is a sin against 
federalism. It cannot and should not 
have been done. Hold elections at any 
time, but give J&K back its statehood 
[at the earliest]. It is not that we are 
asking for power for ourselves—give 
power to the Lieutenant Governor, 
make him the governor, but let there 
be some semblance of people’s power 
being paramount.

Q. Will you and your party 
contest the assembly ele
ction, were it to be held? 

l omar abdullah
I can’t speak for my party (the National 
Conference). It really depends on what 
extent the government of India is ada-
mant about statehood only after elec-
tions, to what extent this determines 
how my colleagues think. As for me 
personally, I have no interest in fighting 
elections for the time being. I am quite 
happy to sit it out and do my politics 
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l mehbooba mufti
We in the PDP will fight every election 

democratically, for we can’t leave any 
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come in and disempower our people 
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Also, when I have won elections, I have 
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and the Indian Constitution, it is also 
an emotional thing for me.
 
l sajjad lone
I would have loved to stay away and 
sulk but there is no one to convince. 
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our leaders are saying they will not con-
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is halaal for me, shouldn’t it be halaal 
for all my leaders? 
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The Valley has witnessed a definite ebb in terror and violence 
over the past few years but security forces are bracing for 
newer threats, evident from the use of drones by militants 
and the flow of narcotics from across the border

3 4    india today    J U LY 26, 2021 J U LY 26, 2021   india today   35

Lieutenant  gener aL 
d.p. pandey 57

THE LONG HAUL 
TO PEACE

c o v e r  s t o r y
K a s h m i r securi t y

I
t is a particularly tense and 
tough day for Lieutenant 
General D.P. Pandey, General-
Officer-Commanding of the 
Indian Army’s Srinagar-
based Chinar or 15 Corps 

that guards the Line of Control (LoC) 
in Kashmir, apart from carrying out 
counter-insurgency operations in the 
Valley along with the J&K police. On 
July 2, a combined party of the security 
forces had closed in on five terrorists in 
the Rajpora area of Pulwama district 
and, in the ensuing encounter, killed all 
of them, including a district command-
er of the Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT). But 
a havildar of the army’s 44 Rashtriya 
Rifles was also killed. There was grief in 
Pandey’s eyes as his aide sent him a slip 
about the death of one of his men.

Pandey is a veteran of counter-
insurgency operations in J&K. Earlier, 
he commanded the Kilo Force of the 
Rashtriya Rifles that guards Kupwara, 
Baramulla and Srinagar. Notwith-
standing the encounter that claimed 
one of his soldiers, Pandey says with 
quiet confidence: “Based on all security 
parameters, the current situation in the 
Valley is very good. Terrorist incidents, 
atrocities committed by terrorists, use 
of explosive devices, civilian fatalities, 
stone-pelting and other law and order 
issues are all significantly down.” Elabo-
rating on how things have improved, he 
says: “The parameters of violence are 
50-60 per cent down from five years 

ago. As for protests, stone-pelting is not 
even 10 per cent of what it was in the 
past. Recruitment [of militants] from 
the local cadre is also on a decline this 
year. I won’t say it has reduced to a great 
degree, but it has come down a lot.”

Not far from the 15 Corps head-
quarters where Pandey sits, Vijay 
Kumar, Inspector General of Police 
(IGP) for Kashmir division, is visiting 
the police’s central monitoring centre, 
oddly called ‘Cargo’ (because it was 
at one point used by Air India for that 
purpose). At the centre, Kumar is being 
given a demonstration of a high-tech 
surveillance vehicle fitted with the latest 
gizmos to monitor law and order from 
close quarters. In an adjoining room, 
rows of TV monitors track every sensi-
tive street in Srinagar, with powerful 
cameras providing instant close-ups 
of any suspicious person around. Such 

is the coordination between the police 
and the army that around the same time 
that Pandey received news of one of 
his men’s death, Kumar was drafting a 
tweet for the media, lauding the bravery 
of the deceased army havildar and 
congratulating the combined forces for 
a successful operation.

The combination of in-depth, real-
time intelligence provided by the police 
and the lethal striking capabilities of the 
army’s anti-terror outfits has been one 
of the key factors that helped tighten 
the security situation in the Valley. The 
statistics speak for themselves. Law and 
order incidents, which used to average 
over 800 a year, were down to 147 in 
2020. This year, there have been just 
46 incidents till June. In the past three 
years, on an average, some 200 terror-
ists were killed annually as against less 
than 100 before that period. Arrests of 

By Raj Chengappa
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overground workers, who assist terror-
ists, have risen sharply, from less than a 
hundred in 2016-17 to an average 500 
over the past three years. In 2020-21 
alone, security forces seized over 200 
AK-47 rifles and 250 pistols during 
anti-terror operations.

Like Pandey, Kumar too is an anti-
terror specialist. He has served in vari-
ous districts of Kashmir and the Maoist 
belts of Chhattisgarh, especially Bastar. 
Anticipating violence in the aftermath 
of the abrogation of Article 370 and 
the reorganisation of J&K on August 
5, 2019, the forces took what Kumar 
terms “multi-dimensional action involv-
ing preventive and punitive measures” 
against potential troublemakers, who 
were clubbed under three categories. 
Miscreants in category A had a history 
of stone-pelting. They were arrested 
under the Public Safety Act (PSA). In 
category B were those who indulged in 
violence intermittently. Half of them 
were arrested under the PSA; the rest 
were instructed to report to police sta-
tions with their parents for counselling. 
Individuals in category C were those the 
police thought could turn into miscre-
ants. The police employed both human 

and technical surveillance to monitor 
their activities. The iron-fist-in-a-velvet-
glove approach helped bring down law 
and order incidents dramatically.

Meanwhile, political lead-
ers, including separatists, 
were classified under two 

categories. In category A were leaders 
from all the major and minor parties. 
They were kept under detention for a 
period of four to 15 months, beginning 
August 2019. In category B were people 
facing charges of inciting terror. They 
were arrested under the more stringent 
Unlawful Activities Prevention Act 
(UAPA); many of them are still in jail. 
Of the 2,162 persons arrested in the 
past two and a half years, 913 remain in 
prisons in various parts of J&K and the 
country. Of the 600-plus arrested under 
the PSA, 65 are still in detention. 

Along with these measures, a total 
communication blockade for over six 
months enabled the security forces to 
keep unlawful activity in check. At the 
same time, the security forces went after 
the key terrorist groups operating in the 
Valley. Top LeT commanders were killed 
(the police term is ‘neutralised’) and the 

counter-insurgency grid on the LoC 
was tightened to prevent infiltration of 
Pakistan-backed terrorists. To prevent a 
repeat of the violence that had followed 
the killing of Hizbul Mujahideen com-
mander Burhan Wani in 2016, home-
grown terrorists were eliminated within 
days of taking up the gun. A blanket ban 
was put on funeral processions, which 
usually generated huge sympathy for 
slain militants. The Covid pandemic too 
offered an appropriate excuse to disal-
low large public gatherings. 

An encouraging phenomenon was 

“Left unchecked, 
narco-terrorism 
would be the 
next big threat 
we would have  
to deal with”

v i j ay  k u m a r  5 4

IGP, Kashmir range

“Terrorism combines two aspects— 
one is ‘terror’ and the other is ‘ism’. 
While terrorist numbers wax and wane, 
the ‘ism’ has to be controlled”

General-Officer-Commanding,  
Chinar Corps, Indian Army
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the parents of youths who had gone 
missing—and supposedly joined 
militant ranks—seeking police help 
to trace them and persuade them 
to return. Even during anti-terror 
operations, security forces invariably 
get family members to appeal to the 
holed up militants to surrender rather 
than be killed. For the police, it was a 
sign that public support for militancy 
was rapidly dwindling. As one police 
official said: “We are witnessing a 

trend similar to what happened in 
Punjab in the 1980s and 1990s before 
militancy was wiped out from the 
state. It’s a good sign.”

The security forces also went 
after the funding network of terror 
groups. With the help of the National 
Investigation Agency (NIA), they 
blocked terror funders. The narcotics 
department and police clamped down 
on the growing menace of narco-
terrorism. Kumar is concerned that 
the free flow of drugs into J&K from 
both across the border and within the 
country is severely aff ecting the youth. 
“If left unchecked, it would be the next 
big terror threat we would have to 
deal with,” he warns. The police have 
started drug rehabilitation centres in 
sensitive districts, where free medica-
tion and psychological help is pro-
vided. Every fortnight, the police also 
hold mohalla meetings with elders of 
the neighbourhood and community 
to openly discuss such problems.

In a major development this 
year, seemingly under international 
pressure, Pakistan and India agreed 
to observe a ceasefire on the LoC. 
With the endgame on in Afghanistan, 
Pakistan needed all its security forces 
to focus on gaining dominance there. 

Before the ceasefire, any transgres-
sions across the LoC by Pakistan were 
met with a hard resp onse from India. 
The ceasefire suited India too as it 
could direct its attention towards de-
velopment and restoring the political 
process in J&K. But Pandey cautions, 
“While there has been no violation 
of the ceasefire by Pakistan so far, 
we need to constantly watch their 
intentions and be on guard. Their 
objectives related to Kashmir have 
not changed and they continue to 
maintain launch pads for terrorists.”

Of late, Pakistan-backed terror 
groups in the Valley seem to have 
changed tack. No longer do they use 
social media to boast about joining 
militancy. All their press releases are 
now centralised and individual opera-
tors are not allowed to put out state-
ments. Communication is mostly on 
WhatsApp. Instead of Islamic names, 
they call themselves ‘The Resistance 
Force’ to give an impression that they 
are waging a war against an oppres-
sive state rather than propagating 
Islamic fundamentalism.

Fresh challenges continue to 
emerge. After the drone attack in 
Jammu last month, Indian armed 
forces are closely monitoring this new 
threat. Pandey says the sophistica-
tion of explosives and devices used 
in the attack indicates the hand of 
state actors. He has a view on how a 
sustained control on terrorism can be 
achieved. “Terrorism combines two 
aspects—one is the ‘terror’ wielded by 
terrorists and the other is ‘ism’. While 
terrorist numbers wax and wane, 
the ‘ism’ has to be controlled. The 
nexus that runs the conflict economy 
continues to thrive and a whole of 
government effort is required to break 
it,” says Pandey.

Kumar agrees. “Radicalisation 
of youth can be minimised only by 
running a comprehensive programme 
in which the police, parents of the 
youth, and the education, sports and 
other wings of the government make 
an integrated effort to control the 
problem,” he says. The Valley needs a 
credible and long-term development 
and employment plan if it is to remain 
secure in times to come. n
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CEO, Farm2U, Srinagar 

W
hen Kashmiris want 
to curse someone, 
they say “Pae Tra-
eth” (May lightning 
strike you). Sanna 

Masood, a 38-year-old Srinagar-based 
entrepreneur, jokes that the heavens are 
upset with her, for whatever she set out to 
do in the past decade has taken a hit. In 
2014, her home was washed away in the 
mighty floods that hit Srinagar and she 
had to wear clothes donated by someone 
from Chennai. Her voice chokes as she re-
calls how she had always given to others 
and how she swallowed her pride to receive 
help, but she is grateful for it. The floods 
engulfed her first major farm venture too, 
leaving her in serious debt.

Disaster struck her next venture as 
well when she teamed up with the Sri-
nagar investor Khuram Mir, to set up two 
high-density apple orchards. But just as 
things were taking off, violence broke out 
over the killing of Burhan Wani in July 

2016. Since one of the farms was lo-
cated in a village in Anantnag, where 
the Hizbul commander was killed, a 
mob stormed it, burning down 7,000 
trees. Demoralised but determined to 
stay the course, Sanna, together with 
Mir, rebuilt the business from the ashes 
and, today, with over 2,000 farmers 
engaged with Root2Fruit, a vertical of 
HN Agriserve, the group has become 
one of the largest farming contractors 
for high-density orchards. While she 
continues to oversee the ven ture, Sanna 
now serves as the CEO of Farm2U, a 
unit of the group, which has the largest 
network of cold storages in Kashmir 
with a capacity of 25,000 tonnes.

The company’s aim is to make 
Kashmir, among the six largest apple 
producers in the world, the biggest 
exporter of the fruit while meeting 
the enormous domestic demand. Af-
ter tourism, the apple orchards have 
become the backbone of Kashmir’s 

economy. It produces over 2 mil-
lion tonnes of apples worth around  
Rs 9,000 crore annually, and accounts 
for 80 per cent of India’s total produc-
tion. Sanna is confident that with the 
high-density orchards growing rapidly 
and given the fact that they produce five 
times more than traditional trees, apple 
production in Kashmir will grow to 
over 6 million tonnes in a decade. Cur-
rently, India imports around 0.3 million 
tonnes of apples worth $300 million 
(Rs 2,200 crore), mainly from the US 
and China, and exports barely around 
20,000 tonnes valued at Rs 75 crore. 
With India’s annual per capita apple 
consumption estimated to be only 2 kg 
compared to the world average of 9 kg, 
there is enormous potential for growth. 
“With better quality and production of 
apples,” says Sanna, “India can not only 
meet its vast domestic demand but also 
become a major exporter.”

Sanna admits the political turmoil 

of the past few years and the Covid lock-
downs have played spoilers. Having 
obtained a biotechnology degree from 
Jamia Millia University in Delhi as well 
as an MBA, Sanna is deeply concerned 
at the discrimination her Kashmiri 
Muslim employees face in Delhi when 
they are refused room bookings. “Don’t 
we belong to this country?” she asks. 
“Even I have to at times say I belong to 
Delhi, not Kashmir to get a hotel room.” 
The uncertain situation in the Valley, 
she says, has generated a deep sense of 
fear and insecurity. Her father is a well-
known painter but she frequently cau-
tions him not to be so outspoken. “All 
of us have a sense of not knowing what 
is going to happen next and are always 
prepared. People usually have a fear of 
the unknown. For us, everything is an 
unknown. We need clarity and, most 
importantly, we need to be shown re-
spect.” A plea all Indians need to reflect 
and act on. n
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“We need 
hand-
holding to  
resuscitate, 
not babus 
throwing 
the 
rulebook 
at us”

43,059 
TourisT nos in 2020, 

compared To The avg. of 
1.4 mn in previous years

T
ourism is the best baro
meter of the situation in 
Kashmir: if it is troubled, 
the numbers plunge and 
if the Valley is at peace, 

they rise dramatically. No one knows 
this better than hotelier Mushtaq 
Chaya, 70, chairman of the Mushtaq 
Group of Hotels, which has properties 
in J&K and Delhi. Chaya, in the hotel 
business since the mid’80s, says the 
past five years have been disastrous 
for tourism as militant violence in 
2016, political instability in 2018, the 
abrogation of Article 370 in 2019 and 
the rolling lockdowns of the Covid pan
demic have all but broken the sector’s 
back in the Valley. 

The previous year was the worst, 
with tourist numbers down to 43,059 
compared to the average of 1.4 million 
visitors in the previous years. There 
was an uptick only just prior to the 
second wave and this summer, when 
domestic tourists have flocked the 

Valley in relatively impressive num
bers. “We now have around 40 per cent 
occupancy,” says Chaya. Yet, it will be 
a while before things get to where they 
were. The Kashmir Chamber of Com
merce and Industry estimates that 
J&K lost Rs 40,000 crore in business 
and 500,000 jobs due to the shutdown 
of internet and visitors first because of 
political developments and then cour
tesy Covid lockdowns. 

Tourism remains vital to J&K’s 
growth, being the biggest contributor to 
its GDP. Chaya says there has been no 
improvement in the sector in the past 
year and a half despite the UT announc

ing a “nice new industrial policy” this 
April. In addition to identifying key 
areas of industrial growth, creating 
land banks and providing incentives 
to set up factories, the new industrial 
policy promises to spend Rs 28,000 
crore in the next 15 years, including on 
infrastructure development. But the 
older hurdles remain, among them the 
requirement for government permission 
to renovate and repair bathrooms or un
dertake interior changes, particularly in 
Gulmarg, where hotels have been let out 
on long leases. “We need handholding 
to resuscitate us, not babus throwing 
the rulebook at us,” says Chaya.

What about the political devel
opments in the Valley? Chaya says, 
“We should not be living in fear for 
speaking out or be looked upon with 
suspicion. Genuine difficulties  
should be heard and resolved. And  
the early return of statehood is a 
must—give back our respect and end  
our humiliation.” n

m u s h ta q  c h aya  7 0

Owner, Mushtaq Group 
of Hotels, Srinagar

A
mitabh Mattoo believes that Kashmir is at 
a critical crossroads again. The 59yearold, 
Srinagarborn academician and political 
advisor to former chief minister Mehbooba 
Mufti, says the Valley “is currently experienc

ing a remarkable sense of quiescence”. This, he says, gives 
the Indian government the opportunity to reach out to the 
alienated youth and prevent them from turn
ing to violence. He hopes Prime Minister Na
rendra Modi’s recent outreach to mainstream 
Kashmiri lea ders is not tactical but “the first 
step on the ladder” and that further steps 
will reveal the “strategic vision of the prime 
minister to ensure peace in J&K”.

For him, how the government handles the 
sequencing of delimitation, elections and state
hood in the coming months will determine 
whether it can pull off its Kashmir gameplan. 
Mattoo is categorical that the potentially ex

plosive delimitation of elec
toral constituencies has to 
be “credible, fair and trans
parent and devoid of ger
rymandering for political 
ends either in terms of reli
gion, region and ethnicity”.

Mattoo’s ancestral 
house, located in the heart 
of Srinagar, is among the 
few owned by Pandits that 
survived the brunt of mili
tancy in the 1990s. Just as 
the AngloIndian commu
nity was given representa
tion in Parliament, Mattoo 
hopes the Pandits can seek 
reservation of an assembly 
seat in the Valley. But he 
acknowledges this is out
side the framework of the 
delimitation exercise and 
requires a constitutional 
amendment.

Ideally, Mattoo hopes, 
after the delimitation ex
ercise, statehood will be 
restored and then an as
sembly election held. He 
is, however, firm that J&K 
should be given full state

hood, not a Delhitype compromise. “One of the reasons,” he 
adds, “why J&K became alienated was because the robustness 
of the Indian democracy, including the richness of its argumen
tative tradition, was not seen in the state. So, we should be free 
to debate and empower people at the grassroots and give the 
state the responsibility to ensure law and order and prevent the 
people from feeling alienated again”. The other issue he thinks 

needs attention is job reservations for locals 
and the prevention of land alienation to end 
distrust in the Valley regarding the designs of 
the Indian government. He is also concerned 
that the promised economic development 
has yet to reach the Union territory. “Where 
is Davos? Where is the huge investment? Or 
the good governance? The missing link is ac
countable, democratically elected representa
tives who can direct bureaucrats to effectively 
deliver on the ground. Babus by themselves 
can’t do it”. n

“Give J&K full statehood, not 
a Delhi-type compromise”

710
days since J&K 

was reduced To a 
union TerriTory on 

augusT 5, 2019 

a m I ta b h  m at t o o  5 9

Former advisor to CM; ex-VC, 
Jammu University  Srinagar 
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H
is WhatsApp 
status says it all: 
‘Don’t judge my 
past. I don’t live 
there anymore.’ 
The 21-year-old 

Danish Dar lives in Shopian district, 
once a hotbed of militancy in Kash-
mir. Just three years ago, like many 
other young, impressionable teenag-
ers, Danish, too, had wanted to wage 
jihad against the Indian State. His 
idol, as was the case for many oth-
ers, was local hero Burhan Wani, the 
young Hizbul commander who was 
killed in an encounter with security 
forces in July 2016. Influenced by a 
cousin who lives in Pakistan, Danish 
went out and bought himself camou-
flage gear. Then, with a muffler cover-
ing his face, he announced via a video 
circulated on WhatsApp that he was 
joining the ranks of militants and to 
watch out for his strikes. He believed 
his actions would win the admiration 
of his community and the hearts of the 
young girls around him. 

However, before any of that could 
happen, the police force in Shopian, 
headed then by the superintendent 
of police Sandeep Chaudhary, came 
across Danish’s WhatsApp message 
and arrested him. Chaudhary, a bright 

young IPS officer, believed in a carrot-
and-stick approach in dealing with 
militancy. He would wield an iron fist 
when needed and employ a soft touch 
for those who he thought deserved 
to be given a second chance. Rather 
than incarcerate borderline cases’ like 
Danish, Chaudhary would call their 
parents and the elders of their village 
for a meeting. He would assure them 
that he would deal with their ward le-
niently if they were willing to sign and 
honour an agreement guaranteeing 
the ‘good behaviour’ of the youth.

Danish’s father, Mohammad 
Akbar Dar, recalls the day he got that 
call from Chaudhary’s office. When he 
heard about the charges against his 
son, the senior Dar says, “It was as if 
my son had taken a knife and slashed 
my heart.” Dar, who has another son 
and a daughter, says Danish till then 
had been a bright and diligent student. 
Dar gave Chaudhary an undertaking 
that he would take responsibility for 
his son and pleaded for his release. 
Chaudhary agreed but had his team 
keep a close watch on Danish. 

Today, as he sits in his modest 
home in a village not far from Shop-
ian town, Danish recalls those years 
with a shudder. Wearing an old T-
shirt that, ironically, has ‘Childhood 
memories’ emblazoned on it, Danish 
says, “I was not in my senses then. I 
was just 16 and being instigated and 
influenced by certain people, and I 
followed them blindly. I didn’t realise 
what I was doing. I was directionless 
and was going towards Jahannum 
(hell).” He thinks of Chaudhary’s in-
tervention as god-sent. “I was in a bad 
state. But he never raised his hand 
on me and instead counselled me. 
He taught me how to live my life and 
walk on the right path. He put me on 
the road to true Jannat (paradise),” 
Danish recounts. “I realised jihad was 
the wrong way to set right the issues 
Kashmir faces. If your parents were 
not willing for you to wage jihad, how 
could god want it?” 

Danish has now joined col-
lege, though the Covid outbreak has 
brought all classes to a halt. He has 
been using the time to supervise the 
construction of his father’s house, 
which is being built using the family’s 
earnings from their apple orchards. 
His elder brother tends sheep while his 
younger sister prepares for her Class 
12 board examinations. Shopian itself 
has seen a dramatic drop in militancy. 
“The youth here have realised that 
what they were doing was wrong and 
that it was getting them nowhere,” 
says Danish. His ambition now is to 
join the police force even if it is as a 
constable. “I can contribute to keeping 
peace,” he says. n

d a n i s h  d a r  2 1

Reformed militant recruit, 
Shopian
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U
nlike many other girls her age, marriage isn’t 
top priority for Khairunnisa, 22, a resident of 
Hanjikhello Gangoo village in Pulwama. In-
stead, her energies are focused on Masooma, 
a rapidly expanding milk cooperative. Khai-

runnisa is the head of this enterprising self-help group (SHG), 
run by 10 women. With eyes sparkling and chin set with de-
termination, she says, “We started from zero and are now 
determined to help women like us earn an independent living. 
We are now keen to set up a milk products factory and create a 
mini white revolution like Amul. Then we’ll think of marriage.” 

Khairunnisa represents a growing tribe of women in the 
Valley determined to break the shackles of poverty as well as 
gender discrimination. There are now over 46,720 SHGs that 
employ over half a million women in the Valley. Not only have 
these SHGs empowered women, but they have also triggered a 
white revolution here. Milk production, currently 50,000 litres 
per day, is expected to increase five-fold in the next five years. 

For Khairunnisa, it has been a tough but rewarding climb. 
Her parents once eked a living out of a small plot of land. After 
completing school four years ago, Khairunnisa took up work 
as a lab assistant in an SHG. It was at this point that her aunt 
advised her to join an SHG herself. “I approached the local 
bank for a Rs 15,000 loan to buy a cow under the govern-
ment subsidy scheme (Dairy Entrepreneurship Development 
Scheme),” she says. Initially, the bank officials were rude and 
fellow villagers discouraging. She was even threatened by the 
local milk suppliers. But a determined Khairunnisa convinced 
a friend to invest in a cow. “Bring me a bagful 
of rice and we’ll use it to secure a loan,” she told 
her. The villagers soon saw sense in what they 
were doing. “They started respecting us when 
the quality of milk improved and we started 
making money,” she says. 

Khairunnisa now makes an average of over 
Rs 40,000 a month and has even set up a gro-
cery store with her earnings. She owns four 
cows and was nominated leader of her SHG 
recently. The SHG has a loan of Rs 1.5 lakh 

from the bank, but is confident of repaying it.
Khairunnisa’s day begins early; her cows are milked by 5 

am. She then transports the milk container in a mini-van to 
the automatic milk collection (AMC) centre where she and 
her colleagues test the milk quality, pour it into cans, which 

are then collected by van. They do this again 
in the afternoon.  

She is guarded, when asked about politics 
and the loss of J&K’s statehood. “The govern-
ment did what it wanted to do,” she says. “They 
didn’t ask us. But we expect them to do what is 
right for us.” She does see a change in admin-
istration. “Earlier, when we went for loans, 
we’d be treated disdainfully and there would 
be delays. Now, things are done speedily. Our 
only interest now is to move ahead,” she says. n

“We started from zero and are now 
determined to help women like us 
make an independent living”

c o v e r  s t o r y
K a s h m i r vo i c es

K H a i R U n n i s a  2 2

Member, self-help group, Gangoo, Pulwama 

T
he lyrics of an old Bol-
lywood song that the two 
22-year-olds, Shokeen 
Nabi from Budgam and 
Shah Zafar from Tang-

marg, sing in a hall in Baramulla are 
loaded with meaning not just for Kash-
mir but for all of India: Jo vaada kiya 
woh nibhana padega; roke zamaana 
chahe roke Khudaai (Keep your prom-
ises, whether the world or god comes in 
your way). Not overly concerned with 
politics, their ambitions are focused on 
getting ahead in their music careers.

The turbulence in the Valley over 
the past five years has had an impact 
on them. Nabi is a post-graduate in 
political science but his focus through-
out college was on music. When the 

government imposed curbs on internet 
following Burhan Wani’s killing in 2016 
or when Article 370 was revoked in 
2019, Nabi lost out on popularising his 
music through social media channels 
such as YouTube and Instagram.

Nabi’s ambition is to take his music 
beyond Kashmir and to be a national 
singer of repute apart from popularising 
folk music from Kashmir. “I want to be 

“Instead of guns, our 
voices speak for us. 
Music is our identity 
and nothing else”

23846,720 
Unemployment rate per 
1,000 people in the 18-29 

age groUp in 2017

self-help groUps 
empower over half 
a million women in 

the valley

known as Shokeen Nabi of Kashmir, who 
has a passion for music and nothing else. 
This is my only identity,” says Nabi. 

Zafar, too, is clear: “Politics has never 
been on my mind,” he says. His entire fo-
cus is on improving his singing and music 
production skills and he aspires to be a 
Bollywood playback singer. A child prodi-
gy, Zafar has been winning plaudits since 
he was in primary school. He recently 
launched two songs that have been doing 
the rounds in the Valley. He says that both 
his studies and his musical ambitions 
have been disrupted by the turmoil in 
Kashmir. But Zafar remains determined. 
His message to his compatriots: “Our life 
is a god-given gift and we must make full 
use of it. Explore any talent you have in 
any field. Do not listen to people whose 
job is only to talk or make trouble.”

Like Nabi and Zafar, there are 
thousands of young Kashmiris aspiring 
for jobs and better opportunities. J&K’s 
population is among India’s youngest, 
with over 40 per cent below the age of 23. 
The rate of unemployment in the 18-29 
age group, too, is among the highest in 
the country. It was 238 per 1,000 in 2017, 
double the all-India average of 102 per 
1,000. A verse from the famous Kashmiri 
poet Peerzada Ghulam Ahmad ‘Mahjoor’ 
sums up the message for J&K’s youth and 
the Indian government. Loosely trans-
lated, the words read: “Arise, o gardener! 
And usher in the glory of a new spring.” n

s H o K e e n  n a b i  2 2   s H a H  z a f a R  2 2

Musicians from Budgam and Tangmarg
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V
ijay Dhar is clear he 
doesn’t want to be the 
last Kashmiri Pandit in 
the Valley. At 80, he has 
been as much a witness 

to Jammu and Kashmir’s turbulent 
history as he has been its victim. He 
lived through the horrific 1990s when 
around 40,000 Pandit families were 
driven out of the Valley. Dhar’s family 
was forced to move to Delhi. When his 
mother fell ill and wanted to return, the 
home ministry, after much convincing, 
finally said they could visit their house 
but under changed names. However, as 
soon as they landed, everyone recog-
nised them and their Muslims friends 
ensured they felt safe.

Dhar returned to the Valley in 1997 
to reoccupy his magnificent ancestral 
bungalow off Srinagar’s Gupkar Road. 

He then set up a Delhi Public School in 
Srinagar in 2003 that now has 5,000 
students. Sitting in his sprawling gar-
den, Dhar, over high tea, says that a fo-
cus on education is key to J&K’s future. 
He is appalled that over 800 students 
from the Valley are studying medicine 
in Bangladesh because of the lack of 
educational facilities back home.

Any ruling dispensation, says Dhar, 
must focus on youth. “They don’t want 
more war or militancy and separat-
ism—they want jobs,” he says. “They 
want to be entrepreneurs and we 
should make land and finance available 
to them. They are the Naya Kashmir. 
We should stop seeing them as resent-
ful and wanting to engage in violence. 
The Centre must keep the development 
promises it has made to them.”

Dhar is not content with the Modi 

government’s efforts so far to 
rehabilitate them in the Valley. 
“What have we done for the 
40,000 families forced to leave 
the Valley in the ’90s?” he asks. 
“If you want them to return, 
give them jobs. They need 
encouragement and a sense of 
security, not platitudes.” The 
home ministry, in a statement 
in Parliament in March 2021, 
acknowledged that 39,782 
Hindu migrant families had 
registered with the government 
Relief Office in 1990. It said that 

some 3,800 migrants had found em-
ployment in the Valley after special jobs 
for Kashmiri migrants were announced 
under the PM’s packages for rehabilita-
tion in 2008 and 2015; another 520 
found employment after the abrogation 
of Article 370 in 2019. Dhar is right—
not much has been done for them.

He acknowledges that the Centre 
has been quick to complete roads and 
bridges since the state became a Union 
territory and that terrorism incidents 
had reduced, but adds that the efforts 
have fallen well short of the Centre’s 
promise to transform the state. “We 
need clarity on what is planned in the 
months ahead,” he says. “It is important 
to give back our statehood as quickly 
as possible.” It is a voice of sagacity the 
government will do well to heed. n

F
ollowing the dastardly 
terror attack against 
Indian security person-
nel in February 2019 that 
left 40 dead, Pulwama 

went from being seen as the rice bowl 
of Kashmir and the mecca for quality 
saffron to being regarded as the hotbed 
of militancy along with the neighbour-
ing South Kashmir districts of Shopian 
and Anantnag. The task of restoring 
its image as one of Kashmir’s more 
progressive districts now falls on the 
33-year-old Baseer-ul-Haq Chaudhary, 
its enthusiastic deputy commissioner. 

Having grown up in Rajouri at a 
time when the erstwhile state of J&K 
was literally up in flames, Chaudhary 
is no stranger to violence. He decided 
early that he was going to make a dif-
ference to his state. He pursued engi-
neering and, for a brief while, consid-
ered setting up a food processing unit 
to tap the vast horticultural potential 
of the state, but eventually decided to 
join the civil service. Initially, he was 
selected for the Kashmir Civil Service, 
but soon cleared the IAS examinations 
and became the third officer from the 

state to be inducted into the premier 
civil service.

“We can categorise Kashmir based 
on social, economic, political and 
religious perceptions, but Sufism still 
remains the backbone of this society,” 
he says. It is the mystical expression of 
Islamic faith that Chaudhary believes 
will ensure that Kashmir’s culture re-
mains unique. While dealing with the 
issues confronting Pulwama, he says, 
“Every religion preaches practising 
humanity, and that is the key. People 
here, I have realised, simply want re-
spect. The key is interacting with them 
in a fair and transparent manner and 
being available to them at all times.” 

Apart from ensuring that all the 52 
development schemes of the Centre are 

implemented effectively, Chaudhary is 
also focusing on engaging the district’s 
youth in constructive activities and in 
generating employment opportuni-
ties. Half of the district’s 560,000 
population falls between the ages of 
18 and 35 and the district has set aside 
an impressive Rs 3,600 crore for their 
advancement. Apart from holding 
financial literacy camps to help them 
avail of bank loans for entrepreneur-
ship, Chaudhary has organised talks 
with specialists on how to set up 
projects varying from steel fabrication 
plants to carpentry shops and garment 
establishments. “The beauty is that 40 
per cent of those coming for help are 
women keen to stand on their own feet,” 
he says. Chaudhary has also involved 
the youngsters in setting up district 
youth centres, which organise skill 
development classes and include facili-
ties like gyms and digital libraries. They 
are even involved in designing these 
complexes. “There are so many oppor-
tunities across India and it is important 
to give them a sense of belonging to the 
country,” says Chaudhary. A tough task, 
but worth every penny and effort. n

“People here, I have realised, 
simply want respect”
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T
ouseef Raina strides 
into the dilapidated 
municipal corporation 
office at Baramulla with 
two armed guards in 
tow. The tall and strik-

ing bearded 29-year-old is the president 
of the municipal council of the fourth 
most populous town in J&K, which has 
a population of around 70,000. With 
militants in the Valley focusing on soft 
targets like him to strike fear in the 
hearts of elected local body representa-
tives, the danger is only too real. Already, 
three municipal councillors have been 
shot dead by terrorists this year—two in 
Sopore on March 30 and another in Tral 
on June 2. But Raina is not intimidated. 
“If people understand that everyone can 
speak the truth without fear,” he says, 
“then there can be change. Till such time 
as I have God-given life, I am afraid of no 
one. I feel truth is the only solution.”

And what is that truth? In the Valley, 

where criticism of the hardliners, particu-
larly the Hurriyat, could invite reprisal 
from militants, Raina is unsparing. “I am 
pushing for transparency and account-
ability but Hurriyat leaders and separat-
ists have none of these qualities,” he says. 
“We must question their false promises. 
Hasn’t anyone asked them what they have 
achieved by getting our youth to pick 
guns and create violence? Did they have a 
solid plan? They even refuse to talk to the 
central government.”

Raina squarely blames the Hurriyat 
for the state Kashmir is in. “Their false 
garb should be exposed. We should have 
leadership that has clarity and vision, not 
hypocrisy,” he says. “Our youth should 
forget the violent past and focus on creat-
ing an environment where both our pres-
ent and future generations can flourish.”

Politics wasn’t Raina’s first love as no 
one in his family had ever done so. He 
started his career as a journalist after 
acquiring a mass communication degree 

but soon became a social activist. Upset 
with the pace of development and cor-
ruption in local bodies, he felt they need-
ed a radical revamp. And what better 
way to bring about that change than to 
become a part of the system? Raina saw 
his opportunity in the municipal council 
elections in October 2018. He lost, 
but remained undaunted. When by-
elections were held again in November 
2020, he contested as an Independent 
and won. He was elected president of the 
Baramulla municipality this April.

He is now deeply involved in clean-
ing up the picturesque town located on 
the banks of the Jhelum, addressing 
discrepancies in the garbage disposal 

system, poor sanitation facilities, lack 
of parking for cars and potholed roads. 
Also the fact that every time it rains, the 
towns are cut off from the highways. It 
is a good sign that the Union territory 
administration is keen on empowering 
local bodies, and funds are no longer a 
problem. “I am now trying to change 
the mindset of our people,” he says, “so 
that instead of blaming the government, 
we should ourselves be accountable and 
deliver proactively.”

The youth’s overdependence on 
government jobs for employment is of 
deep concerns to Raina. He believes 
they need to start focusing on boosting 
tourism and other industries, so that 

there are more opportunities in the 
private sector for employment. While 
opinions on Article 370’s abroga-
tion may differ, he believes the Union 
government must deliver on its promise 
of bringing development and change to 
J&K. “We have been demoted and made 
into a Union territory,” he says. “The 
people of Kashmir want their statehood 
back as soon as possible, and the central 
government must fulfil their promise 
at the soonest.” Raina then climbs into 
his SUV and heads to the main market 
in Baramulla. A host of businessmen 
surround him immediately and unload 
their woes on him. The young municipal 
president gives them a patient ear. n
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for transparency and 
accountability but 
separatist leaders 
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A 
silent revolution is growing across apple or-
chards in the Valley that could well propel it 
as the world’s leading exporter of the fruit. 
The 41-year-old Javed Ahmed Dar, who owns 
a large orchard in Pulwama district, is one 

such pioneer driving the change. In 2016, when industrial-
ist Khuram Mir, who runs the largest chain of cold storage 
plants in the Valley, approached Dar and others in his neigh-
bourhood with a proposal to grow high-density apple trees, 
he agreed immediately even as others remained sceptical. It 
meant uprooting some of his existing trees and using the im-

ported seedling rootstocks 
to grow new ones. 

Dar took the gamble 
because while normal apple 
trees take 8-10 years to bear 
fruit, their high-density 
counterparts do so within a 
year and a half. They also re-
quire less water, allowing for 
drip irrigation techniques, 

and less labour to pluck fruit as the trees do not grow too 
tall. Their yield, too, is five times more than that of tradi-
tional trees. Plus, given the uniform quality of fruit, the newer 
varieties produce, there is greater demand for them in the 
market. Though the initial investment was costly, Dar says he 
broke even in the first year itself and is now reaping profits. 
Across Pulwama and Shopian, a whole host of farmers are 
now switching to such high-density apple orchards with the 
help of the incentives the government is offering. “Apart from 
taking care of our jobs crisis, it has also become a matrimonial 
criterion for grooms, with fathers insisting their daughters 
marry into families that own high-density orchards,” says Dar.

While highly optimistic about Kashmir becoming the 
hub of apple production in Asia, Dar is disappointed with the 
way the Centre is handling the political situation in the state. 
“Honestly,” he says, “our people have lost faith in the Indian 
government because of the ambiguous situation they have 
created for Kashmiris. We are not certain what will happen 
tomorrow. When 370 was abrogated, why were we locked in 
our homes the previous day, saying there was no such move 
afoot and then deceiving us overnight? If you tell me there is 
sugar in this tin but I find salt instead in it tomorrow, how do 
you expect me to believe you?” Hence, his advice to the gov-
ernment: “Whatever decision is being planned, people should 
be taken into confidence and informed. If everything is done 
with force, it will not be acceptable—peace will not prevail. 
Our trust is the main thing the government needs to win.” 
That is a sentiment that echoes across the Valley and which 
the Modi government needs take note of. n

I
t was her father Mohammed 
Azim, a retired headmaster, 
who persuaded Arifa Jaan 
to fill up the form for the 
November 2018 panchayat 

elections. A science graduate, Jaan had 
been engaged in social work till then. 
“People trust us in the villages,” says 
Azim. “I felt that if girls like her came 
forward and took on responsibilities, 
the environment would improve. This 
is the kind of women’s empowerment 
Kashmir needs.” 

Held a few months after the BJP 
government walked out of a coalition 
government with Mehbooba Mufti of 
the Peoples Democratic Party and the 
state was put under President’s rule, 
the elections were boycotted by all 
political parties. But it proved to be 
a self-defeating move, as the polls for 

the 18,835 panchayat constituencies 
in Kashmir division saw a surprising 
voter turnout of over 60 per cent. 

Her win made the 26-year-old 
Jaan the sarpanch of Lalpora, a village 
located in the interiors of Baramulla. 
One of 2,735 individuals elected as 
sarpanches, she is now part of the 
second- and third-tier leadership the 
Centre is hoping to build in the Valley: 
not steeped in the past or linked with 
entrenched state parties such as the 

National Conference 
or the J&K Peoples 
Democratic Party. 

As sarpanch, 
the main problem 
Jaan confronts in the 
7,000-strong cluster of 
11 wards she oversees is 
unemployment among 
the young. Jaan uses 
the funds allocated 
under MNREGA (Ma-
hatma Gandhi Na-
tional Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Act) 
to provide an income 
to the large number 
of unemployed youth. 
Besides presiding over 
panchayat meetings, 
Jaan is required to 
oversee development, 
including of roads, wa-
ter supply and drains. 

Ask her what she 
thinks about J&K’s 

altered status, and she says it’s not 
about autonomy but the fear of outsid-
ers in their midst. “We already have a 
serious problem of unemployment. It 
will be compounded if outsiders come 
and compete for the same jobs.” She is 
happy, though, with the new adminis-
tration. “Earlier, there was no account-
ability. There was also a shortage of 
funds. Now, funds are being made 
available and there is greater transpar-
ency,” she says. Jaan now wishes for the 
Centre to provide more aid for improv-
ing water supply and agriculture and 
horticulture develo p ment, which could 
generate employment. 

Does her age come in the way of 
getting things done? “No,” she says. 
“The elders respect me and I get full 
cooperation. Everyone wants develop-
ment and progress.” n

4,483
sarpanches elected 
in the valley in the 

nov. 2018 polls

5,500
hectares 

the area over which 
the J&K govt. plans 

to set up high-
density plantations

c o v e r  s t o r y
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“Lack of development and jobs 
are the biggest hurdles we face”
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Apollo Hospital in Kolkata.
The increase in antibiotic consump-

tion during the pandemic has many 
medical experts concerned. “Fear of 
a secondary bacterial infection or the 
lack of a specific treatment for Covid 
has led to over-prescription of antibiot-
ics. Antimicrobial resistance is a silent 
pandemic on its own in India and Covid 
is adding to it,” says Kamini Walia, a 
microbiologist with the Indian Council 
of Medical Research. 

Indians purchased medicines 
worth Rs 15,662 crore in April, 51.5 per 
cent more than they did last year. Ac-
cording to the latest report by market 
research firm AIOCD-AWACS, which 
tracks sales of medicines at chem-
ists across India, there has been 134 
per cent growth in the sale of anti-
infectives, of which antibiotics form 
a major part. The two most common 
antibiotics being taken for Covid were 

azithromycin and doxycycline and the 
spiralling demand for these could be 
seen in the huge spike in orders for the 
active pharmaceutical ingredients that 
make up the drugs—for azithromy-
cin, it increased by Rs 3,500 per kg as 
compared to its price in February 2021 
(before the onset of the second wave); 
for doxycycline, it doubled to Rs 6,000 
per kilo. “Many chemists had trouble 
finding popular brands of both drugs 
during the peak of the second wave. 
People were even panic buying antibiot-
ics in case they couldn’t get them later,” 
says T.V. Narayana, director of the 
Indian Pharmaceutical Association.

THE INITIAL CASE FOR 
ANTIBIOTICS  

The real worry lies not in the use of 
antibiotics, but in their misuse. Covid 
is a virus and antibiotics are designed 
to act on bacteria, an entirely different 
pathogen. However, at the start of the 
pandemic, some limited evidence had 
suggested that azithromycin and doxy-
cycline could have immunomodulatory 
effects that would help prevent the virus 
from escalating into a moderate or 
severe disease. “During the first wave, 
Covid was a challenge for everyone, in-
cluding doctors,” says Dr Sudha Menon, 
director, internal medicine at Fortis 
Hospital, Bannerghatta, Bengaluru. 
“Initially, we were trying to revamp 
old molecules to see if they would have 
any effect. We were getting anecdotal 
evidence on some antibiotics from 
around India and the world. These are 
old drugs with some kind of immuno-
modulant activities, so their initial use 
was mostly out of a lack of choice.”

As the pandemic progressed, many 
doctors began to limit the use of these 
medicines to just the cases where there 
was a possibility of a secondary bacte-
rial infection. “We began to see that 
there was no scientific evidence to sup-
port the use of antibiotics to treat Co-
vid. If someone had UTI or bacterial 
pneumonia during Covid, only then 
was an antibiotic used. Plus, in Covid, 
you usually only get a bacterial infec-

tion if you have low immunity or have 
been put on steroids which lower your 
immunity,” says Dr Rommel Tickoo, 
the director of internal medicine at 
Max Healthcare. 

Indeed, by the end of 2020, studies 
began to be published that conclusively 
stated antibiotics did not help in the 
treatment of Covid. According to a 
September 2020 study in The Lancet 
journal, randomised trials found that 
azithromycin was not an effective 
treatment for patients admitted to 
hospitals for Covid, either alone or in 
combination with hydroxychloroquine. 
The guidelines for treatment issued by 
the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and those followed by the US, the UK 
and, closer home, Bangladesh and Pak-
istan, never included any antibiotics. In 
India, azithromycin was recommended 
in the March 2020 guidelines issued 
by the ministry of health and family 
welfare (MoHFW), but was dropped by 
July 2020. However, fear and anxiety 
prompted people to continue taking 
the medicine. Some doctors have even 
had patients insist that an antibiotic be 
included in their Covid treatment plan. 
“I was giving antibiotics to my Covid 
patients till July last year, but stopped 
after that. In the second wave, I had pa-
tients who threatened me because my 
prescription for their family or friends 
was different from last year. They are 
so frightened that they won’t listen to 
reason,” says Dr Amol Chavan, a Pune-
based general physician. 

The continued use of antibiotics 

WHEN 
LESS IS 
MORE
WHY THE LATEST COVID GUIDELINES FOR MILD 
CASES RECOMMEND NO MEDICINE AT ALL

BY SONALI ACHARJEE

T H E  B I G  S T O R Y  M E D I C I N E S

S P E C I A L  T R E AT M E N T  
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There is  
CONCERN  
that overuse or  
incorrect use of 
antibiotics will lead 
to BACTERIA 
becoming resistant 
to some medicines

M
y stomach feels as though it is 
on fire every time I eat solid 
food,” says Supriya Mallik, a 
39-year-old acoustical engi-

neer from Kolkata. In the two months since 
she tested negative for Covid, Mallik has 
lost 15 kgs due to persistent gastrointesti-
nal (GI) problems. Mallik’s case was mild—
around two days of fever and a slightly dry 
throat. Fear, she says, drove her to self-
medicate with the antibiotic doxycycline, 
sold popularly in India as Doxy 100. Her 
father had been prescribed the drug for his 
mild illness and Mallik used his prescrip-
tion to buy her own strip. The medicine 
left her physically weak and aggravated 
her previous history of gastroesophageal 
reflux disease. “Gastric issues run in the 
family. My doctor says that Doxy 100 was 
not needed in my case and that taking it 
depleted the good bacteria in my gut. Since 
then, I have faced severe digestive issues.” 
Mallick is currently seeking treatment from 
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Apollo Hospital in Kolkata.
The increase in antibiotic consump-

tion during the pandemic has many 
medical experts concerned. “Fear of 
a secondary bacterial infection or the 
lack of a specific treatment for Covid 
has led to over-prescription of antibiot-
ics. Antimicrobial resistance is a silent 
pandemic on its own in India and Covid 
is adding to it,” says Kamini Walia, a 
microbiologist with the Indian Council 
of Medical Research. 

Indians purchased medicines 
worth Rs 15,662 crore in April, 51.5 per 
cent more than they did last year. Ac-
cording to the latest report by market 
research firm AIOCD-AWACS, which 
tracks sales of medicines at chem-
ists across India, there has been 134 
per cent growth in the sale of anti-
infectives, of which antibiotics form 
a major part. The two most common 
antibiotics being taken for Covid were 

azithromycin and doxycycline and the 
spiralling demand for these could be 
seen in the huge spike in orders for the 
active pharmaceutical ingredients that 
make up the drugs—for azithromy-
cin, it increased by Rs 3,500 per kg as 
compared to its price in February 2021 
(before the onset of the second wave); 
for doxycycline, it doubled to Rs 6,000 
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during the peak of the second wave. 
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THE INITIAL CASE FOR 
ANTIBIOTICS  

The real worry lies not in the use of 
antibiotics, but in their misuse. Covid 
is a virus and antibiotics are designed 
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pathogen. However, at the start of the 
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suggested that azithromycin and doxy-
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been put on steroids which lower your 
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treatment of Covid. According to a 
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The continued use of antibiotics 

WHEN 
LESS IS 
MORE
WHY THE LATEST COVID GUIDELINES FOR MILD 
CASES RECOMMEND NO MEDICINE AT ALL

BY SONALI ACHARJEE

T H E  B I G  S T O R Y  M E D I C I N E S

S P E C I A L  T R E AT M E N T  
P e o p l e  q u e u e  o u t s i d e  t h e 
o f f i c e  o f  t h e  C h e m i s t s 
A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  P u n e , 
d e m a n d i n g  s u p p l y  o f 
R e m d e s i v i r  ( A p r i l  2 0 2 1 )

There is  
CONCERN  
that overuse or  
incorrect use of 
antibiotics will lead 
to BACTERIA 
becoming resistant 
to some medicines
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tion to buy her own strip. The medicine 
left her physically weak and aggravated 
her previous history of gastroesophageal 
reflux disease. “Gastric issues run in the 
family. My doctor says that Doxy 100 was 
not needed in my case and that taking it 
depleted the good bacteria in my gut. Since 
then, I have faced severe digestive issues.” 
Mallick is currently seeking treatment from 
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led the MoHFW, in its latest guidelines 
issued on July 7, 2021, to explicitly state 
that “no medication” was required for 
mild Covid cases. “There has been ir-
rational overtreatment in Covid already. 
These new guidelines are evidence-
based, focusing on what is known to 
work and at what stage of the disease,” 
says Dr Gagandeep Kang, noted micro-
biologist and virologist. 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF 
SELF-MEDICATION 

Taking too much medicine or the 
wrong medicine has been noted to 
have an immediate negative impact 
on GI health. According to a study on 
the post-Covid effects on GI health 
published in The Lancet in March 2021, 
44 per cent of the 117 Covid patients 
it studied, continued to experience GI 
symptoms up to 90 days after testing 
negative. One of the possible reasons 
cited for this was the impact of the vari-
ous medicines consumed during treat-
ment. “We don’t know the exact cause—
it could be the virus impacting the GI 
lining or the overuse of medicines. But 
we do know that antibiotics in particu-
lar have had a history of upsetting the 
GI equilibrium,” says Dr Vikas Singla, 
director of gastroenterology at the Max 
Super Speciality Hospital in Saket, 
Delhi. “In our large intestine, where our 
food is digested, we have a lot of good 
bacteria that help us break down food 
for digestion. Fibre or complex carbohy-
drates cannot be digested by the hu-
man digestive system, it is bacteria that 
digest them and we derive energy.” In 
healthy individuals, adds Dr Singla, the 
good bacteria outnumber the bad bac-
teria. When patients take antibiotics, 
the medicine often selectively kill sthe 
good bacteria. “When this happens, the 
carbohydrates in our food don’t get di-
gested, leading to water retention and 
diarrhoea. Antibiotics like amoxicillin 
are among the most common causes of 
diarrhoea,” he adds. 

There is also concern that overuse 
or incorrect use of antibiotics will 
lead to bacteria becoming resistant to 

some types of medicine. According to 
the ‘WHO Antimicrobial Resistance: 
Global Report on Surveillance in 2014’, 
from all studies conducted in India 
with 30 isolates or more, the resistance 
rates of E-coli to the most popularly-
used antibiotics was 82 per cent. An 
ICMR study on secondary infections, 
which analysed data from 17,534 Covid 
patients admitted to one of 10 chosen 
hospitals from June 1 to August 30, 
2020, found that in Covid, co-infec-
tions were caused by multidrug-resis-
tant organisms in about half the cases.

“We will be in a real mess even 
post-Covid,” says Dr Menon. “When 
you need to use an antibiotic to treat a 
bacterial infection next time, it won’t 
work as the bacteria would already be 

resistant to the drug. And this drug-
resistant bacteria can be transmitted 
to others as well…. We have already 
reached a point where even tonsillitis 
requires hospitalisation, which never 
happened before. Because of random 
misused antibiotics, we find patients 
with a very resistant tonsil infection.” 

IN SEARCH OF IMMUNITY

It isn’t just antibiotics that have seen 
an irrational overuse over the past 
months. Indians have also been mas-
sively overdosing on nutritional supple-
ments since the pandemic began. In 
October 2020, the country’s pharma-
ceutical market recorded a startling 
change. For the first time, a multivita-

min brand sold more of its pills than 
medicine for lifestyle ailments such as 
diabetes and heart disease. Zincovit, 
a 30-year-old brand by Apex Labs in 
Chennai, recorded sales of Rs 50 crore 
that month—more than that of Human 
Mixtard or insulin, which clocked 
Rs 47 crore. This multivitamin and 
multimineral supplement was a paltry 
No. 53 on the list of top medicines sold 
in the organised pharma retail market 
in January 2020. Post-pandemic, it 
was number one. But there has been no 
proof that either Zinc or Vitamin C can 
help fight Covid. In fact, a small study 
published this year in medical journal 
JAMA Network Open of 214 people 
suggested that high doses of Zinc and 
Vitamin C consumption did not sig-

nificantly improve symptoms. 
Dr Mulund Rasika Parab, a nutri-

tionist with Fortis Hospital, Mumbai, 
says: “You can’t just pop a pill or eat a 
lot of one food group and get immunity. 
Zinc became a wonder nutrient during 
the pandemic, but your body needs only 
a little bit of it alongside several other 
vitamins. Overdosing on vitamins, 
particularly if you are already on other 
medication, has many side-effects,” says 
Dr Parab. For Delhi-based Kalpana 
Jain (name changed on request), a 
41-year-old heart patient, taking a Zinc 
supplement alongside others which also 
had Zinc in it, caused her to lose con-
sciousness one morning. The overcon-
sumption of Zinc had reacted adversely 
with the blood thinners in her heart 
medication. “Everybody said take Zinc 
for Covid. So I took it. I didn’t think 
there would be side-effects,” says Jain.

WHAT TO DO IN  
MILD CASES 

The latest MoHFW guidelines suggest 
treatment based purely on symptoms. 
For those with no symptoms, only isola-
tion and rest are advised. “You don’t 
need to do repeated blood tests or CT 
scans if you have no symptoms or just 
some fever. You can do a six-minute 
walk on the eighth or the 12th day to 
keep a check on the active phase of the 
infection,” says Dr Menon. “The return 
of fever or worsening of cough after test-
ing negative might be signs of a bacte-
rial infection. That’s when you check in 
with your doctor.”  

There is some scope of cortico-
steroids preventing the disease from 
escalating. “No medicine does not mean 
you don’t treat symptoms or use clini-
cally proven solutions. For example, if 
you have fever and cough, then inhaling 
budesonide early in the disease reduces 
the virus’s progression. Beyond this, 
there is nothing else for mild cases—
moderate to severe have to be admitted 
to hospitals,” says Dr Tickoo.

Antibiotics are wonderful drugs and 
have a history of saving lives. They just 
need to be used correctly. n

COVID COCKTAIL
Where the popular drugs for mild 
Covid treatment stand

ANTIBIOTICS LIKE  
AZITHROMYCIN &  
DOXYCYCLINE
POTENTIAL 
SIDE-EFFECTS Gastric 
issues; antimicrobial 
resistance 

STUDIES No studies have 
proven that these help 
fight Covid 

STATUS No longer in 
MoHFW’S treatment 
guideline

REMDESIVIR 
POTENTIAL  
SIDE-EFFECTS High blood 
pressure, change in heart-
beat, nausea

STUDIES Shown to speed up 
recovery in hospitalised 
patients

STATUS Not recommended 
for mild cases; to be used 
only in emergency for  
moderate to severe cases

HYDROXYCHLOROQUINE
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS  
Headache, dizziness, heart palpita-
tions, nausea

STUDIES WHO panel strongly advises 
against the use of the drug in Covid 
treatment

STATUS In India, a five-day course is 
still widely prescribed for mild pa-
tients (an option between Ivermec-
tin and hydroxychloroquine is given)

ZINC SUPPLEMENT
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS  
Headaches, cramps

STUDIES Studies have shown  
Zinc does not help improve  
Covid symptoms

STATUS Not on MoHFW’s treatment list

IVERMECTIN
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS 
Dizziness, gastric issues, 
weakness

STUDIES The WHO has 
discouraged the use of 
ivermectin, except for  
clinical trials

STATUS Recom-
mended by 
MoHFW for mild/ 
asymptomatic 
cases

CORTICOSTEROIDS LIKE  
DEXAMETHASONE
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS Low-
ered immunity, high blood 
sugar levels 

STUDIES Shown to help 
reduce mortality in severe 
cases

STATUS Not 
recommended 
for mild cases; 
to be used only 
in emergency for 
those hospitalised

BUDESONIDE  
INHALATION
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS 
Headache, stuffy nose

STUDIES Shown to improve 
outcomes in early  
Covid cases

STATUS 
Recommended 
for mild cases

FAVIPIRAVIR
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS  
Gastric issues, increased uric 
acid levels, increased liver 
enzymes

STUDIES Glenmark studies indi-
cate that favipiravir reduces 
viral load within four days and 
can be used in mild to  
moderate cases

STATUS Not 
in MoHFW’s 
recommended 
treatment for 
mild cases

Indians have also 
been massively 
OVERDOSING 
on nutritional 
SUPPLEMENTS 
since the  
pandemic began

T H E  B I G  S T O R Y 
M E D I C I N E S
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led the MoHFW, in its latest guidelines 
issued on July 7, 2021, to explicitly state 
that “no medication” was required for 
mild Covid cases. “There has been ir-
rational overtreatment in Covid already. 
These new guidelines are evidence-
based, focusing on what is known to 
work and at what stage of the disease,” 
says Dr Gagandeep Kang, noted micro-
biologist and virologist. 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF 
SELF-MEDICATION 

Taking too much medicine or the 
wrong medicine has been noted to 
have an immediate negative impact 
on GI health. According to a study on 
the post-Covid effects on GI health 
published in The Lancet in March 2021, 
44 per cent of the 117 Covid patients 
it studied, continued to experience GI 
symptoms up to 90 days after testing 
negative. One of the possible reasons 
cited for this was the impact of the vari-
ous medicines consumed during treat-
ment. “We don’t know the exact cause—
it could be the virus impacting the GI 
lining or the overuse of medicines. But 
we do know that antibiotics in particu-
lar have had a history of upsetting the 
GI equilibrium,” says Dr Vikas Singla, 
director of gastroenterology at the Max 
Super Speciality Hospital in Saket, 
Delhi. “In our large intestine, where our 
food is digested, we have a lot of good 
bacteria that help us break down food 
for digestion. Fibre or complex carbohy-
drates cannot be digested by the hu-
man digestive system, it is bacteria that 
digest them and we derive energy.” In 
healthy individuals, adds Dr Singla, the 
good bacteria outnumber the bad bac-
teria. When patients take antibiotics, 
the medicine often selectively kill sthe 
good bacteria. “When this happens, the 
carbohydrates in our food don’t get di-
gested, leading to water retention and 
diarrhoea. Antibiotics like amoxicillin 
are among the most common causes of 
diarrhoea,” he adds. 

There is also concern that overuse 
or incorrect use of antibiotics will 
lead to bacteria becoming resistant to 

some types of medicine. According to 
the ‘WHO Antimicrobial Resistance: 
Global Report on Surveillance in 2014’, 
from all studies conducted in India 
with 30 isolates or more, the resistance 
rates of E-coli to the most popularly-
used antibiotics was 82 per cent. An 
ICMR study on secondary infections, 
which analysed data from 17,534 Covid 
patients admitted to one of 10 chosen 
hospitals from June 1 to August 30, 
2020, found that in Covid, co-infec-
tions were caused by multidrug-resis-
tant organisms in about half the cases.

“We will be in a real mess even 
post-Covid,” says Dr Menon. “When 
you need to use an antibiotic to treat a 
bacterial infection next time, it won’t 
work as the bacteria would already be 

resistant to the drug. And this drug-
resistant bacteria can be transmitted 
to others as well…. We have already 
reached a point where even tonsillitis 
requires hospitalisation, which never 
happened before. Because of random 
misused antibiotics, we find patients 
with a very resistant tonsil infection.” 

IN SEARCH OF IMMUNITY

It isn’t just antibiotics that have seen 
an irrational overuse over the past 
months. Indians have also been mas-
sively overdosing on nutritional supple-
ments since the pandemic began. In 
October 2020, the country’s pharma-
ceutical market recorded a startling 
change. For the first time, a multivita-

min brand sold more of its pills than 
medicine for lifestyle ailments such as 
diabetes and heart disease. Zincovit, 
a 30-year-old brand by Apex Labs in 
Chennai, recorded sales of Rs 50 crore 
that month—more than that of Human 
Mixtard or insulin, which clocked 
Rs 47 crore. This multivitamin and 
multimineral supplement was a paltry 
No. 53 on the list of top medicines sold 
in the organised pharma retail market 
in January 2020. Post-pandemic, it 
was number one. But there has been no 
proof that either Zinc or Vitamin C can 
help fight Covid. In fact, a small study 
published this year in medical journal 
JAMA Network Open of 214 people 
suggested that high doses of Zinc and 
Vitamin C consumption did not sig-

nificantly improve symptoms. 
Dr Mulund Rasika Parab, a nutri-

tionist with Fortis Hospital, Mumbai, 
says: “You can’t just pop a pill or eat a 
lot of one food group and get immunity. 
Zinc became a wonder nutrient during 
the pandemic, but your body needs only 
a little bit of it alongside several other 
vitamins. Overdosing on vitamins, 
particularly if you are already on other 
medication, has many side-effects,” says 
Dr Parab. For Delhi-based Kalpana 
Jain (name changed on request), a 
41-year-old heart patient, taking a Zinc 
supplement alongside others which also 
had Zinc in it, caused her to lose con-
sciousness one morning. The overcon-
sumption of Zinc had reacted adversely 
with the blood thinners in her heart 
medication. “Everybody said take Zinc 
for Covid. So I took it. I didn’t think 
there would be side-effects,” says Jain.

WHAT TO DO IN  
MILD CASES 

The latest MoHFW guidelines suggest 
treatment based purely on symptoms. 
For those with no symptoms, only isola-
tion and rest are advised. “You don’t 
need to do repeated blood tests or CT 
scans if you have no symptoms or just 
some fever. You can do a six-minute 
walk on the eighth or the 12th day to 
keep a check on the active phase of the 
infection,” says Dr Menon. “The return 
of fever or worsening of cough after test-
ing negative might be signs of a bacte-
rial infection. That’s when you check in 
with your doctor.”  

There is some scope of cortico-
steroids preventing the disease from 
escalating. “No medicine does not mean 
you don’t treat symptoms or use clini-
cally proven solutions. For example, if 
you have fever and cough, then inhaling 
budesonide early in the disease reduces 
the virus’s progression. Beyond this, 
there is nothing else for mild cases—
moderate to severe have to be admitted 
to hospitals,” says Dr Tickoo.

Antibiotics are wonderful drugs and 
have a history of saving lives. They just 
need to be used correctly. n

COVID COCKTAIL
Where the popular drugs for mild 
Covid treatment stand

ANTIBIOTICS LIKE  
AZITHROMYCIN &  
DOXYCYCLINE
POTENTIAL 
SIDE-EFFECTS Gastric 
issues; antimicrobial 
resistance 

STUDIES No studies have 
proven that these help 
fight Covid 

STATUS No longer in 
MoHFW’S treatment 
guideline

REMDESIVIR 
POTENTIAL  
SIDE-EFFECTS High blood 
pressure, change in heart-
beat, nausea

STUDIES Shown to speed up 
recovery in hospitalised 
patients

STATUS Not recommended 
for mild cases; to be used 
only in emergency for  
moderate to severe cases

HYDROXYCHLOROQUINE
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS  
Headache, dizziness, heart palpita-
tions, nausea

STUDIES WHO panel strongly advises 
against the use of the drug in Covid 
treatment

STATUS In India, a five-day course is 
still widely prescribed for mild pa-
tients (an option between Ivermec-
tin and hydroxychloroquine is given)

ZINC SUPPLEMENT
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS  
Headaches, cramps

STUDIES Studies have shown  
Zinc does not help improve  
Covid symptoms

STATUS Not on MoHFW’s treatment list

IVERMECTIN
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS 
Dizziness, gastric issues, 
weakness

STUDIES The WHO has 
discouraged the use of 
ivermectin, except for  
clinical trials

STATUS Recom-
mended by 
MoHFW for mild/ 
asymptomatic 
cases

CORTICOSTEROIDS LIKE  
DEXAMETHASONE
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS Low-
ered immunity, high blood 
sugar levels 

STUDIES Shown to help 
reduce mortality in severe 
cases

STATUS Not 
recommended 
for mild cases; 
to be used only 
in emergency for 
those hospitalised

BUDESONIDE  
INHALATION
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS 
Headache, stuffy nose

STUDIES Shown to improve 
outcomes in early  
Covid cases

STATUS 
Recommended 
for mild cases

FAVIPIRAVIR
POTENTIAL SIDE-EFFECTS  
Gastric issues, increased uric 
acid levels, increased liver 
enzymes

STUDIES Glenmark studies indi-
cate that favipiravir reduces 
viral load within four days and 
can be used in mild to  
moderate cases

STATUS Not 
in MoHFW’s 
recommended 
treatment for 
mild cases

Indians have also 
been massively 
OVERDOSING 
on nutritional 
SUPPLEMENTS 
since the  
pandemic began

T H E  B I G  S T O R Y 
M E D I C I N E S

Illustrations by S
ID

D
H

A
N

T JU
M

D
E

Antibiotic-Jul26.indd   Custom V 6 2 7/14/2021   11:45:50 PM





J U LY 26, 2021   INDIA TODAY   57

INDIA’S GAMING 
BAT TLEGROUND  

PG 5

KABIR: SPIRITUALITY 
BEYOND RELIGION 
PG 5

Q&A WITH  
FARHAN AKHTAR  

PG 64

SEEING THE  
WORLD’S END 
PG 6

FROM 
THE 
HORSE’S  
MOUTH

As per WENDY 

DONIGER, horses 

‘lead humans from 

the world of the 

tame into the world 

of the wild’

B O O K S

Wendy Doniger writes 
about horses and gods with 
an equal joy and affection

Leisure-Jul26.indd   57 7/14/2021   9:41:32 PM

 

2

87



J U LY 26, 2021   INDIA TODAY   57

W
urushottam 
Agrawal’s Kabir, 
Kabir: The Life 
and Work of 

the Early Modern Poet-
Philosopher is a transla-
tion and extension of the 
author’s acclaimed 2009 
Hindi monograph Akath 
Kahani Prem Ki: Kabir ki 
Kavita aur Unka Samay. In 
this book, the author unrav-
els an archive of Kabir’s 
legacy, not only through 
his own poetry but also the 
words of his disciples, most 
significantly Anantdas. The 
renowned philosopher-
saint-poet who dedicated 
his life to the practice of 
Bhakti in the name of Ram, 
was a most mysterious fig-
ure in the history of Bhakti 
saints as well as the che-
quered history of Hindu-
Muslim interfaith discourse. 

Agrawal, in the first half 
of the book, complicates 
popularly known facts 
about Kabir and illuminates 
the delicate philosophy that 
animated a very private 
man, born in the Muslim 

weaver family, who contin-
ued to live in the household-
er mode and as a weaver. 
One of the most interesting 
things Agrawal shows is 
Kabir’s fierce preference 
for solitude—signs of a 
deeply individualistic, non-
sectarian journey towards 
the divine. The other sig-
nificant attribute in this 
portrait is Kabir’s insistence 
on a constant dialogue 
between the internal spiri-
tual journey and the need 
for voluble protest against 
the injustices in the external 
world—between the ‘inside’ 
and ‘outside’. 

We find in Agrawal’s 
book a clear explication 
of the philosophy of non-
sectarian, non-hierarchical 
religiosity, coupled with the 
even more difficult edict—
that of bringing about a 
seamless balance of dhar-
ma (morality), artha (mate-
rial resourcefulness), kama 
(desire) and moksha (even-
tual liberation). Agrawal 
delicately highlights Kabir’s 
use of the term atma-khabr 

(self-assessment), instead 
of the term atma-katha 
(self-revelation). The reader 
finds a bhakti in Kabir that 
demands ‘constant reflec-
tion’, and a propagation of 
love that transcends the 
paradoxical nature of jeal-
ousy and sacrifice. We find 
in this book a curation of 
Kabir as an “extraordinarily 
ordinary man”.

While reading, 
though, I was 
less interested 
in the discus-
sion about 
European 
origins of 
modernity, 
the elaborate 
discussion of 
Habermasian public 
spheres (a discussion that 
Christian Novetzke and 
other scholars of Bhakti 
have also engaged in) and 
Kabir’s location within the 
canvas of modernity. As 
a student of Bhakti stud-
ies, I was more interested 
in the comment on Kabir’s 
peculiar Bhakti—through 

the cries of an “anguished 
soul trying to articulate 
spirituality beyond reli-
gion”—with the component 
of rational critique built into 
the practice of passionate 
submission. 

Agrawal throws impor-
tant light on the various 
strands in Kabir scholar-
ship in more recent times, 
but I was left wanting more 

of a literary history of 
the rich poetic tradi-

tion that we inherit 
from Kabir. Kabir, 
Kabir adds to 
the extensive 
scholarship on 

Bhakti and its 
varied spread 

across the subcon-
tinent from the 9th to the 

18th century, yes, but the 
book’s significance lies in 
the archiving of Kabir’s life 
and personality through the 
words of his own poetry 
and those in the hagiog-
raphies of his disciples, 
a curation of Kabir in the 
shadows. n

—Atreyee Majumder 

Wendy Doniger has been crazy about horses ever since she 
first rode one in 1965. Released earlier this week, Winged 
Stallions and Wicked Mares, she says, “is the work of the love 
of a lifetime”. The affection with which Doniger picks stories 
about horses from Indian mythology and history is tangible. 
“Yoga,” she points out, “really means putting a bridle on 
your mind and your body, harnessing the otherwise unruly 
senses. It’s a horse metaphor—to put the yoke on a horse is 
to tame and control it.”

In Doniger’s book, we see how gods and men have both 
tried taming horses since the dawn of time, but according 
to her, horses also “lead humans from the world of the tame 
into the world of the wild”. Speaking to india today over a 
Zoom call from Massachusetts, describing the joy she would 
feel when her horse would take off, Doniger’s face lights up: 
“It’s like flying. You just hang on for dear life. You become 
him. You go into his world.” Doniger, a consummate story-
teller, allows the horses in her book a very similar abandon. 
Her reins are loose. Her stallions and mares usually speak 
for themselves.

Horses sometimes play a crucial part in the Hindu pan-
theon. When Vishnu, for instance, appears with a horse’s 
head, he is called Hayagriva. Kalki, his last avatar, is imag-
ined either as a horse or a horseman. But horses, Doniger 
points out, become even more significant in 
Hindu ritual. While the horse sacrifice was 
performed by several kings down the ages, 
Dasharatha sacrifices a horse in the Rama-
yana, not for sovereign might but for an off-
spring. “The idea of the sacrifice here is that the 
horse gives the king his royal power, his fertile 
power.” Rather than imagine this as a sacrifice 
of a horse, Doniger thinks of this as a sacrifice 
by the horse. “The horse’s life force goes into 
Dasharatha and then into Rama.”

Unlike stallions, who are often prized for 
their virility, mares are at times vilified for be-
ing oversexed. Worse still, they are thought of as 
bad mothers. Saranyu, who takes the shape of a 
mare, abandons not just her partner, the Sun, 
but also her children. “That’s not how mares 
behave. Mares take care of their foals in much 
the same way as everybody else takes care of 

their babies,” says Doniger. “I think this story is really based 
upon a deeply ingrained Indo-European masculine sexism. 
What you value in men are things like heroism, warrior-like 
qualities. The women are just there to keep the men happy.”

Doniger’s book is more than just a breakdown of myths, 
however. It is as informed by history as it is by religion. In-
dians, she says, viewed mares differently after Arabs began 
to arrive on horseback: “In Arab mythology, mares are very 
good. The mares of Muhammad, for example, are very 
valued.” So, in the Rajput stories that Doniger recounts, 
there are noble mares, but there are noble Muslims, too. 
“You often see it’s the horse who complicates the whole idea 
of who is an enemy and who is a friend.”

The Arab influence, according to Doniger, can be seen 
in both the stories we tell of horses and in our horses them-
selves. “Arabian horses are really the basis of most of the 
great Indian breeds today—the Kathiawari, the Marwari. 
They got mixed up so much that you absolutely cannot 
tell them apart.” In one chapter, Doniger shows how the 
British categorised Indians on the basis of caste in much 
the same way that their horses belonged to a hierarchy of 
breed. These tales of discrimination can be hard to read. 
“To know what a horse will be like, you need to know who 
the parents are. When you apply this to human beings, 
as people did in the 19th century, it all quickly becomes 
casteism and classism.”

Unlike The Hindus: An Alternative History and On 
Hinduism, books somewhat encyclopaedic in scope, Do-
niger’s recent titles have had a narrower focus. Much like 
Winged Stallions, her 2017 book The Ring of Truth arrived 
at larger truths through the prism of sex and jewellery. “As 
a young New York Jewish girl, India was the faraway, the 

exotic. But as I grew older, as I got to know 
India better, I realised that it was very much 
like my world, and that all the things I love best 
about India were things I love best anywhere. 
I began to write more personally. I really care 
about animals, sex and jewellery.”

Even Beyond Dharma, Doniger’s 2018 
book about dissent in ancient India, was deep-
ly personal. “It was inspired by my concern for 
the silencing of dissent in India today.” After 
Penguin India decided to pulp The Hindus  in 
2014, Doniger, 80, says her relationship with 
the country has changed. “I miss my trips to 
India. They are not essential for my work, no. 
I have always been a textualist, never an an-
thropologist, but my friendships matter very 
much to me. I think I probably will never see 
India again.” n

—Shreevatsa Nevatia
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sectarian, non-hierarchical 
religiosity, coupled with the 
even more difficult edict—
that of bringing about a 
seamless balance of dhar-
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What you value in men are things like heroism, warrior-like 
qualities. The women are just there to keep the men happy.”

Doniger’s book is more than just a breakdown of myths, 
however. It is as informed by history as it is by religion. In-
dians, she says, viewed mares differently after Arabs began 
to arrive on horseback: “In Arab mythology, mares are very 
good. The mares of Muhammad, for example, are very 
valued.” So, in the Rajput stories that Doniger recounts, 
there are noble mares, but there are noble Muslims, too. 
“You often see it’s the horse who complicates the whole idea 
of who is an enemy and who is a friend.”

The Arab influence, according to Doniger, can be seen 
in both the stories we tell of horses and in our horses them-
selves. “Arabian horses are really the basis of most of the 
great Indian breeds today—the Kathiawari, the Marwari. 
They got mixed up so much that you absolutely cannot 
tell them apart.” In one chapter, Doniger shows how the 
British categorised Indians on the basis of caste in much 
the same way that their horses belonged to a hierarchy of 
breed. These tales of discrimination can be hard to read. 
“To know what a horse will be like, you need to know who 
the parents are. When you apply this to human beings, 
as people did in the 19th century, it all quickly becomes 
casteism and classism.”

Unlike The Hindus: An Alternative History and On 
Hinduism, books somewhat encyclopaedic in scope, Do-
niger’s recent titles have had a narrower focus. Much like 
Winged Stallions, her 2017 book The Ring of Truth arrived 
at larger truths through the prism of sex and jewellery. “As 
a young New York Jewish girl, India was the faraway, the 

exotic. But as I grew older, as I got to know 
India better, I realised that it was very much 
like my world, and that all the things I love best 
about India were things I love best anywhere. 
I began to write more personally. I really care 
about animals, sex and jewellery.”

Even Beyond Dharma, Doniger’s 2018 
book about dissent in ancient India, was deep-
ly personal. “It was inspired by my concern for 
the silencing of dissent in India today.” After 
Penguin India decided to pulp The Hindus  in 
2014, Doniger, 80, says her relationship with 
the country has changed. “I miss my trips to 
India. They are not essential for my work, no. 
I have always been a textualist, never an an-
thropologist, but my friendships matter very 
much to me. I think I probably will never see 
India again.” n

—Shreevatsa Nevatia
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et’s start 
with a bit 
of history. 
PUBG (Play-
erUnknown’s 

Battlegrounds) first started 
life as the modification of 
a game called DayZ. The 
creator Brendan Greene 
aka PlayerUnknown based 
the mod on Battle Royale, a 
2000 film by Kinji Fuka-
saku. The gory masterpiece 
pits students against each 
other in a deathmatch. There 
can only be one winner at the 
end. The mod was so popular 
that Greene teamed up with 
Korean gaming company 
Bluehole to create PUBG, 
which was launched on 
multiple platforms in 2017. 
However, it was with the 

(BGMI), a modified India-
exclusive version. 

Does BGMI tick the 
boxes?
I tried a few rounds of BGMI 
and, at its core, it is PUBG. 
It has the same weapons, 
maps, music and gameplay. 
If you have played PUBG, 
you can jump straight in. For 
those who want to go all out 
from the get-go, there is the 
option of jumping into an 
active warzone like Pochinki. 
But there is also plenty to do 
for others like me who want 
to stay away from the action 
and build on ammunition 
and equipment, going into 
the final battle as the map 
limits get tighter. You can 
also still curse your team-

tional players. That said, 
there are lots of players on 
the server right now and 
they are fairly good com-
petition. However, true 
e-sport champions are 
born from practising with 
the best. Without access 
to international servers, 
Indian players will suffer in 
future competitions.

What’s in store for 
BGMI? 
The game is presently in 
beta and has a limited 
number of players testing 
the environment. However, 
over the past few weeks, it  
has again raked up contro-

G A M I NG

Alternatives to BGMI
PICK YOUR BATTLE

LEISURE

L

PUBG is back with a changed name, 
but does Battlegrounds Mobile India 
(BGMI) compare to the original? 

INDIA’S GAMING 
BATTLEGROUND 

2018 mobile version of the 
game that PUBG truly went 
viral, especially in India. 

Why was PUBG banned?
The popularity of PUBG 
transcended age and profes-
sions in India. Even soldiers 
in the army were playing it. 
At the time, PUBG mobile 
was being distributed in 
India by the Chinese com-
pany Tencent, one of the 
biggest investors in Bluehole, 
with a 10 per cent stake 
approximately. Apparently 
suspecting PUBG of leaking 
crucial data with regards 
to national security to the 
Chinese government, the 
Indian government banned 
it along with a host of other 
Chinese apps. After the ban, 
Tencent gave up the rights to 
distribute PUBG in India, 
allowing Krafton, a South 
Korean video game holding 
company, to now distribute 
Battlegrounds Mobile India 

mates on voice chat if they 
are being noobs (newbies). I 
enjoyed playing BGMI just 
as much as I did the original. 

Another aspect of the 
game that is preserved is the 
storefront which, I think, 
gets pushier and more con-
spicuous with every update. 
It is just as annoying, if not 
more, as its predecessor. 
There are several significant 
changes as well, which, 
funnily enough, have been 
inspired by the Chinese ver-
sion of the game. There are 
loud and frequent announce-
ments designed to remind 
you that this is a simulation, 
not real life and to make 
sure you take enough breaks 
between play sessions—frus-
trating to hear but justified. 
This game no longer has 
blood or gore. The players, 
for instance, bleed green.

BGMI is also restricted 
to India, which means you 
can’t compete with interna-

versy. Gaming website IGN 
India recently reported that 
BGMI was pinging Chinese 
servers. This problem was ac-
knowledged by Krafton and 
fixed with an update. Krafton 
will need to walk the line of 
compliance, so they don’t get 
banned again. All this while 
trying to balance their ambi-
tions in India of local e-sports 
and profitable tie-ups. n

—Jaison Lewis

GARENA FREE FIRE
Garena has a whopping 500+ million 

downloads on Play Store. It started as a 
clone of PUBG with similar gameplay but 

different maps and weapons. However, it has 
been trying to create its own identity lately, 

improving with every update.

FORTNITE
Fortnite is similar to PUBG but with cartoony 
art and a building element added to the game. 

There are 350 million registered users for 
this game. You won’t find it on the Play Store, 

though; you have to install this through the Epic 
Games app from their website. 

FAU-G (FEARLESS AND  
UNITED-GUARDS) 

Though it has milked its ‘homegrown’ status, FAU-
G, with its 2.1 rating, is a terrible game. It is neither 
a multiplayer nor a Battle Royale game. Also, the 

Chinese accents are altogether racist. 
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he pandemic works in strange 
ways. While travel restrictions 
led to a collective despondency, 
it also whetted the global elite’s 
appetite for art. The rich want to 
add to their already-brimming 
collections. The world’s major 
auctions houses—Christie’s 
and Sotheby’s included—have 

surprisingly performed well during lock-
down. The wealthy in Asia, in particular, 
have snapped up costly acquisitions.  

In India, Prinseps recently re-
corded a 90 per cent sale at its Modern 
Art auction. The lots included a rare 
Prabhakar Barwe, Bhupen Khakkar, 
Manjit Bawa and an M.F. Husain from 
1950. Conducted over Zoom—bids 
were also accepted via phone calls—the 
auction was over in less than two hours. 

“Fair warning. Going once, twice. And 
that’s sold!” the auctioneer announced 
at the end of every lot (43 in all), before 
thundering down the customary gavel. 
A relative newcomer in the Indian art 
auction scene, Prinseps was founded in 
2017 with an aim to promote research. 
“Frankly, I would rather carry out 
research than sell. That’s our USP,” says 
founder Indrajit Chatterjee. To support 
his claim, he points to the meticulous 
scholarship that accompanied M.F. Hu-
sain’s King of Hearts, a work that fetched 
Rs 56.25 lakh at the auction.

On July 13, Amrita Sher-Gil’s In the 
Ladies’ Enclosure, 1938, auctioned at 
Saffronart’s Summer Live Auction, for 
Rs 37.8 crore, became the second-most 
expensive work of Indian art to have 
been sold globally. With by-appointment 

viewings available in its gallery spaces 
in Mumbai, Delhi and London, the 
summer’s biggest auction seemed to 
open a recovery route for an art market 
still reeling under the pandemic’s 
impact. Minal Vazirani, Saffronart’s co-
founder and president, says, “We have 
conducted triple the number of auctions 
between April 2020 to April 2021, as 
compared to the preceding year. The 
number of lots sold in 2020 was nearly 
double the number sold in 2019.” After 
the sharp drop in sales between 2020 
and 2021, these are numbers the art 
world will take hope from. 

The pandemic also pushed Saf-
fronart to return to their origins: “col-
laboration, information, transparency 
and access, no matter where you are,” 
says Vazirani. “Our main auctions have 
also been modified to a hybrid model 
that includes a live auction, with the 
auctioneer and essential personnel in 
the room and bidders joining in virtu-
ally, and an online auction, taking place 

A retrospective in Antwerp shows why Shilpa  
Gupta is the darling of the Indian art world

FROM ZOOM TO BLOCKCHAIN, AUCTION HOUSES ARE RELYING 
ON TECHNOLOGY TO MEET A NEW DEMAND FOR ART

T

CONVERSATION STARTER

DOING ART’S 
BIDDING

U ntil September 12, 
Antwerp’s presti-
gious Museum of 

Contemporary Art (M HKA) has 
given up 20,000 sq ft to Shilpa 
Gupta for her retrospective, 
Today Will End. The Mumbai-
based artist has always enjoyed 
a high profile in Europe but the 
scale of this show, featuring 25 
of her works, is staggering. The 
show, she says, “led me to step 
back and look at my practice…
how mobility, agency and power 
between individuals and sur-
rounding structures have been a 
recurring concern in my art.” 

In the nerd-friendly, con-
ceptual multiverse of Subodh 
Gupta, Bharti Kher, Jitish Kallat, 
Reena Saini Kallat and Sudarshan 
Shetty, the 45-year-old Gupta 
stands out for constantly push-
ing the boundaries of 
art and creativity. 
Her work straddles 
sound installation, 
video projec-
tion, site-spe-
cific sculpture, 
instructional art 
and other forms 
of experiments. All 
of which is not entirely 
virgin territory, but the way she 
forges an alternative thought 
paradox and shakes you out of 
your comfort zone is what makes 
her something of a critical darling 
within the Indian art world. 

On display at the M HKA is 
the highly popular Speaking Wall 

(2009-2010). A conceptual piece 
that best captures Gupta’s com-
mitment to bringing art closer to 
the viewer, it can be seen as an 
example of interactive or instruc-
tional art. Gupta motivates you 
to stand on a narrow line of brick 
steps and face a wall while an 
LCD screen lobs instructions. So 
playful is the concept that you 
almost miss its veiled critique 
of man-made borders and their 
impermanence. The idea grew 
out of something that Pakistani 
filmmaker Farzad Nabi said to 
her during a Wagah-Lahore road 
trip. “Farzad and I chatted about 
many things...and something that 
stayed with me, rather uncon-
sciously, was when we spoke of 
his grandmother who still had the 
key to her house in Kashmir.” 

Gupta believes in art’s power 
to generate conversation, no 

matter how uncomfort-
able. Nothing seems to 

thrill her more than the 
infectious energy of 
an interactive audi-

ence. “My kind of art 
comes from a space 

where a variety of people 
complete the story.” Given 

that Today Will End is one of her 
career’s biggest shows, Gupta 
isn’t happy about missing it due 
to travel curbs. “It would have 
been wonderful to talk to people 
and get a sense of what they feel. 
A good conversation is always 
multifold.” n

—Shaikh Ayaz

on our website over a 24-hour period.” For 
others like AstaGuru, fresh off the success of 
its modern art auction in March, online was 
always the way forward. Its vice-president 
of client relations, Sneha Gautam, says, “We 
have been operating solely digitally since our 
inception in 2008”, adding that it is both 
easier and cheaper. “Bidders are equally 
comfortable placing high value bids online 
and find the module safe and convenient.”

In the future, Prinseps’ Chatterjee 
predicts, blockchain-enabled NFT (non-
fungible token) auctions will gain in popu-
larity. In the west, it was hailed as the next 
big thing after the little-known artist Beeple 
sold an NFT for $69 million at Christie’s on 
March 11. Prinseps’ upcoming auction in-
cludes an NFT auction of artist Gobardhan 
Ash’s works. “The idea of a physical painting 
has changed,” Chatterjee says. “Digital art is 
not new but the blockchain opens a new way 
of certifying the owner and facilitating an 
easy transfer. Therefore, the NFT itself can 
be thought of both as an asset and art.” n

—Shaikh Ayaz

LEISURE

GOING ONCE, GOING TWICE! (from left) 
‘King of Hearts’ by M.F Husain, 1950; ‘Untitled’ 

by Hemendranath Majumdar; ‘Sansarii 
(Univers, 4 Grand Bindu), 1994, by S.H. Raza 

(top); ‘Untitled’, 1992, by Bikash Bhattacharjee; 
‘Untitled’ by Tyeb Mehta (top); and ‘In the 

Ladies’ Enclosure’, 1938, by Amrita Sher-Gil

LISTEN UP A sound installation by Shilpa 
Gupta (inset)—‘For, in your tongue, I cannot fit’

SHILPA 

GUPTA’S 

retrospective, 

titled Today Will 

End, features 

25 of her major 

works
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he pandemic works in strange 
ways. While travel restrictions 
led to a collective despondency, 
it also whetted the global elite’s 
appetite for art. The rich want to 
add to their already-brimming 
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auctions houses—Christie’s 
and Sotheby’s included—have 
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scholarship that accompanied M.F. Hu-
sain’s King of Hearts, a work that fetched 
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compared to the preceding year. The 
number of lots sold in 2020 was nearly 
double the number sold in 2019.” After 
the sharp drop in sales between 2020 
and 2021, these are numbers the art 
world will take hope from. 
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fronart to return to their origins: “col-
laboration, information, transparency 
and access, no matter where you are,” 
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also been modified to a hybrid model 
that includes a live auction, with the 
auctioneer and essential personnel in 
the room and bidders joining in virtu-
ally, and an online auction, taking place 
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SEEING THE 
WORLD’S END
Even though his climate 
change documentary has 
made it to Cannes this year, 
filmmaker Rahul Jain  
dismisses festivals  
as self-congratulatory 

F

P
ayal Kapadia’s A Night 
of Knowing Nothing, 
is one of three South 
Asian features se-
lected at the ongoing 
Cannes Film Festival, 
along with Abdullah 

Mohammad Saad’s Rehana 
Maryam Noor (Bangladesh, 
in the Un Certain Regard sec-
tion) and Rahul Jain’s Invisi-
ble Demons (in Cinema for the 
Climate), the last two being 
in official selection. Kapadia’s 
film is in the Directors’ Fort-
night, an important parallel 
section. This is her second out-
ing at Cannes, after her short 
Afternoon Clouds, made as an 

Film and Television Institute 
of India student, was shown 
in the festival’s Cinéfondation 
section in 2017. Another short, 
And What is the Summer Say-
ing, premiered at the Berlin 
Film Festival in 2018.

A Night of... primarily uses 
the format of letters—written 
by a young Indian college stu-
dent, known simply as ‘L’, to 
her estranged boyfriend about 
the radical changes happening 
around her. It is an experi-
mental feature merging reality 
with fiction, home videos and 
nightmares. Shot mainly 
in black and white, the film 
has been spliced with ‘found 

sound’ and ‘found images.’ 
“A lot of the footage was 

shot by my partner Ranabir 
Das and me over years. More 
footage was also very gener-
ously given to us by filmmak-
er friends. We edited it our-
selves during the lockdown 
in our bedroom. It gives me 
a sense of hope, that a film 
made with limited means and 
support from well-wishers 
can be shown at Cannes. 
Also, it is exciting to be in the 
Directors’ Fortnight,” says 
Kapadia, over email from 
Bordeaux in France, where 
she was finishing the film, an 
Indo-French co-production 

with Petit Chaos.
This honest and 

courageous film reflects 
on the role of students 
in the movement for 
democracy. “Isn’t it the 
responsibility of all of 
us to fight for a just and 
equal society? Educa-
tion leads to us recog-
nising the injustices all 
around and demanding 
a better future. After all, 
students are the future 
of the country,” she says.

Kapadia’s filmmak-
ing practice is unusual; 
and the use of non-
diegetic sound—sound 

that does not come from 
the film scene—is a hall-
mark. “Most of my films 
have been approached 
through sound first, 
before the image,” she 
says. “It is a matter of 
intuition that makes 
me react to sound in a 
much more fundamen-
tal way. I think sound 
is one of the most felt 
aspects of cinema and 
it appeals to me as a 
sensorial experience 
that goes beyond un-
derstanding or meaning 
making.” n

—Meenakshi Shedde
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Payal Kapadia 
is at Cannes 
with a film 
whose sensibil-
ity is as radical 
as its style

To The 
Letter

ilmmaker Rahul Jain, who 
arrived on the scene in 
2016 with the terrific 
documentary Machines, 
takes a while to find his 

words. Even if it means long pauses 
(running into a full minute at times) dur-
ing a conversation, Jain would rather 
find the ‘right’ word than approximate 
his thoughts. His latest documentary, 
Invisible Demons, on Delhi’s rapidly dete-
riorating pollution problem, will premiere 
in the ‘Cinema for the Climate’ section 
at the 74th edition of the Cannes Film 
festival. It is cause for celebration, 
but the 30-year-old sounds 
composed. “Everyone is pro-
jecting on me. Apparently, 
it’s a big deal. To be honest, 
I find most festivals self-
congratulatory. I’m looking 
forward to doing what I do 
best—jumping in front of a 
moving train,” he says with  
a laugh.

Growing up in the West Delhi 
neighbourhood of Pitampura, Jain 
remembers the bus rides to his South 
Delhi school, when he would notice the 
foam coming out of the ‘sewers’. “Then 
someone told me it was a river,” he says. 
It wasn’t like he was an ecologically 
militant person while growing up, but 
there seemed to be this gnawing feel-
ing. “And then when I went to California 
and experienced the life and culture of 
someone who was raised to appreciate 
all this, it sparked this primordial love 

for the natural world,” says Jain. There 
was, however, one more ‘spark’ for 
Invisible Demons—when Jain fell gravely 
ill after landing in Delhi from a month of 
backpacking in Bhutan in 2017. “I have all 
kinds of air purifiers and water purifiers 
and I’m getting sick. What’s happening 
to those who don’t have all this?”, he 
thought.

Jain remembers interviewing some 
men on the Yamuna ghats. When he 
asked them what the foam was, “They 
said poore Dilli ka shampoo hai”, says 
Jain, unable to control his laughter. 

There was another moment he 
wished he had recorded. 

“I was talking to this cow 
herder on top of a landfill, 
whose cows were gorg-
ing on delicious plastic. I 
asked him whom he sells 
the milk to, and he said, 

‘We sell this to five-star 
hotels’.”

Jain is not a fan of films 
that are lessons, replete with num-

bers and science. He believes it is the 
job of a filmmaker to make his audience 
feel. Referring to the recent heat-wave 
in Canada, he says, “Just the thought of 
someone dying because of heat...makes 
me hold my breath. Does it matter if 
it’s 40 or 50 degrees?” He sums up the 
world’s apathy in a stark picture: “I think 
humans are playing beach volleyball of 
identity politics, about who is who, while 
the water rises.” n

—Tatsam Mukherjee

ANNETTE
(France) 

Directed by Leos Carax, this 
musical tells the story of Henry 
(Adam Driver), a comedian, and 
his wife Ann (Marion Cotillard), 
an opera singer. The arrival of 
their daughter will turn their 

lives upside down.

THE FRENCH  
DISPATCH 

(USA)
Described as a “love letter 
to journalists”, this film has 

the usual Wes Anderson 
signatures—quirky storylines 
and a gifted ensemble cast. 

Benicio del Toro, Bill Murray and 
Tilda Swinton all play a part. 

A HERO 
(IRAN)

In this Asghar Farhadi film, we 
see that Rahim (Amir Jadidi) is in 
prison because he has not been 

able to repay a debt. Out on 
parole for two days, he  

tries setting things right but 
nothing goes as planned.

THE BEST OF 
CANNES

Films competing for 
the Palme d’Or

THE UNNATURAL WORLD  
(left) Stills from Invisible Demons; 
and (inset) Rahul Jain

Stills from A Night of Knowing Nothing
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Q A

HEAVY 
HITTER
Farhan Akhtar plays a boxer 
in Toofaan, a new Amazon Prime 
release. Even though the pandemic 
has left Bollywood on the ropes, the 
actor is confident that films haven’t 
lost their punch

Q. Rocky, Creed, Mary Kom...what is it 
about boxing that makes it a favourite 

sport for cinematic treatment?
Any sport is a great analogy for life. With 
boxing, it is usually about a rise and fall, 

or a fall and rise—which is inspirational to 
witness. Most boxers are not from affluent 
backgrounds. When you see that the only 

thing they can use is their own body to 
improve their lot in life, there is something 

primeval and voyeuristic about it. How 
much pain can you take to make a  

better life for yourself?

Q.  What has been the impact of 
the pandemic on the industry?
I hope what these past 18 months 

have done is change the taste  
of the audience. OTT makes you look 

past the razzmatazz, the glitz and 
glamour. It makes you appreciate 

storytelling for what it is. In theatres, 
you have a captive audience, but 

at home, you lose the person if the 
content is not good. 
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Q. Having been acquainted 
with boxing, will you be 
watching it at the Tokyo 

Olympics?
I am rooting for all nine  

[Olympic-bound] boxers of the 
Indian contingent. We have been 

doing well in the international 
circuit. We, of course, have our 

very own Mary Kom, who  
we all hope wins.

Q. We have seen web series  
enjoy huge popularity but a film 

hasn’t yet resonated as much on 
digital. Is it possible for films to 

have a similar impact?
I think if something speaks to you or 

moves you, it will do so regardless of 
where you consume it. You make films 
that hopefully reflect the time that you 

live in and you also make films that 
influence the time you live in. Whether 
it’s a long format show or a film, it will 

work as long as it speaks to you.
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