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ur May 19, 2014 cover story, ‘The Modi Onslaught’, 
featured a bespectacled, clean-shaven young man in 
jeans and tee walking in lockstep with Narendra Modi. 
Prashant Kishor was then a key campaign manager lea-
ding a small army of nearly 1,000 tech-savvy volun teers 

launching an unprecedented electoral blitzkrieg—3D rallies, caller 
tunes, ‘chai pe charcha’ discussions—fuelling a US-presidential style 
referendum that propelled candidate Modi to power. Kishor told us 
back then that the electronic campaign had “taken the Modi wave 
many miles further”. Appropriately for the backroom strategist, his 
picture appeared on the last page of our story.

Seven and a half years later, the Modi government has crossed 
the three-fourth mark of what will eventually be a decade in power. 
In a remarkable turn of events, Kishor is now advising those who are 
implacable foes of the Modi government. The reasons for his falling 
out with the BJP are not entirely clear but they appear to be influenc-
ing his politics today. Like an elusive guerrilla warrior, he has surfaced 
in every state where the saffron party has tried to make inroads, but 
always on the Opposition’s side, be it Punjab, 
Uttar Pradesh, Tamil Nadu or Telangana. He 
has drawn up campaign plans for Congress, YSR 
Congress, AAP, DMK and JD(U) (when it was 
not in alliance with BJP). The 2017 UP election, 
where he advised Congress and SP, was a rare 
setback. The 2021 West Bengal election, where he 
strategised for Mamata Banerjee’s TMC, was his 
biggest triumph. Sticking his neck out on Decem-
ber 21 last year, a day after the Election Commis-
sion had announced the poll, he predicted that 
BJP would struggle to cross double digits. His 
prediction proved to be astonishingly prescient 
at the end of a gruelling five-month campaign. 
But that’s not the only reason Kishor, 44, features 
on our cover this week. Indian politics has seen a 
cavalcade of colourful political personalities on 
stage and off it—godmen, court jesters, strong-
men, wives, widows, scions and titular maharaja. 
There has never been anyone quite like Kishor. In 
less than a decade, he has been campaign strategist to political parties 
and leaders across the spectrum, with a high strike rate. Today, he is a 
man with a plan. 

Our cover story last week, ‘Mission 2022’, took you inside BJP’s 
mammoth campaign machinery gearing up for next year’s elections. 
Even after seven and a half years in power, the Modi government 
does not face severe anti-incumbency; in fact, it controls the popular 
narrative. In August, our latest Mood of the Nation poll showed 
NDA will still win were elections held today, a rem arkable feat con-
sidering the multiple blows of the pandemic and a bruising economic 
downturn. Meanwhile, the Opposition remains fragmented and 
unable to present an alternative narrative against BJP. This is where 
Kishor comes in. He is helping put together a political formation 
that can effectively challenge BJP in 2024. This ambitious initiative, 
Kishor’s biggest one yet, could shape the political battlefield  
two years hence.

For our cover story, ‘Prashant Kishor’s Blueprint for the Opposi-
tion’, Group Editorial Director (Publishing) Raj Chengappa spoke to 
the political strategist for over two hours. Kishor comes across as an 
astute political watcher, not given to casual rhetoric, nor underplaying 
his opponents’ strengths or overestimating his side’s advantages. He 
has identified one of the Opposition’s most significant problems—a 
dysfunctional Congress that is haemorrhaging the political space but 
refuses to see the writing on the wall. Kishor, who admits he almost 

joined the party, crunches numbers to analyse the Grand Old Party’s 
secular decline since its last Lok Sabha majority in 1984. It has since 
shrunk from a 40 per cent vote share to just 19 per cent, and, more 
crucially, lost 90 per cent of the 50 elections it has contested since 
2012. Congress won only six of every 100 seats it contested against 
BJP in the 2014 Lok Sabha election. In 2019, its strike rate declined 
to just 4 per cent. The last two Congress presidents have had an 
equally uninspiring track record, Kishor says. The party won only 
around 31-32 per cent of the elections fought under Sonia Gandhi’s 
leadership. Rahul Gandhi’s record was slightly better at 34-35 per 
cent. But since 2019, given the uncertain leadership, the party has 
won just 10 per cent of the elections it has fought. 

M eanwhile, Prime Minister Modi and BJP, Kishor says, have 
added hyper-nationalism and welfarism to their core Hindu-

tva strategy to widen their mass appeal. Religious polarisation, they 
have realised, can take you only so far. Kishor believes it is difficult 
to polarise any community on reli gi ous issues beyond 50-55 per 

cent. For every Hindu who will vote for the BJP, 
there’ll be one who won’t. 

Kishor is also sceptical about a mere agglom-
eration of opposition parties being a sure recipe 
for success. He identifies four levers as essential 
to mounting a challenge against BJP—a face, a 
narrative, a united opposition and an election 
machinery that includes a rapid response system 
to counter BJP messaging and tactics. He doesn’t 
see the 2022 assembly polls as a semi-final for 
the 2024 general election and believes the Oppo-
sition still has the time and space to build a con-
vincing narrative. He identifies three attributes 
in successful leaders: intelligence, character and, 
above all, courage.

Unusually for a strategist who has built 
brands out of political leaders, Kishor terms the 
search for the leader of a united opposition an 
“unnecessary exercise”. No one could have pre-
dicted the rise of Jayaprakash Narayan against 

Indira Gandhi in the 1970s or that of V.P. Singh just five years after 
Rajiv Gandhi’s landslide win in 1984, he says. Nor is it essential to 
have a leader because three of the most significant movements of 
the past few years—against the National Register of Citizens, the 
Land Acquisition Act and the three farm laws—have not had lead-
ers of consequence. 

Kishor comes across as self-effacing and calls political strate-
gists “glorified articulate listeners who can make sense of what we 
hear and make them coherent strategies”. But he is equally mindful 
of the task ahead. “My desire is to see if a political formation could 
be put together that is effective, that strengthens the space of 60 per 
cent that is not with the ruling dispensation,” he tells us.

According to Chengappa, Prashant Kishor may have a particu-
lar agenda, but he can view political parties dispassionately. “What 
impresses you is the clarity and data he provides to substantiate his 
arguments and strategy,” he says. A healthy Opposition is a prereq-
uisite to a vibrant democracy. That is what makes Kishor and the 
Opposition’s journey to relevance far more significant to watch.

(Aroon Purie)
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THE FIGHTING 
GENERAL

GEN. BIPIN RAWAT 
1958-2021
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UPFRONT

G
eneral Bipin Rawat, 63, who 
died tragically in a helicopter 
crash on December 8, was 
India’s first Chief of Defence 

Staff (CDS) and longest-serving general. 
On December 31 this year, he would have 
completed an unprecedented five years 
as a general, three as India’s 26th Chief of 
Army Staff and two as its first CDS. He 
eclipsed General K.S. Thimayya’s record 
of four years last December, without even 
knowing he had. The burden of expecta-
tions from being permanent Chairman 
Chiefs of Staff Committee; Secretary, 
Department of Military Affairs and 
functional head of the tri-services opera-
tional commands like the Andaman & 
Nicobar Command and Strategic Forces 
Command meant that such personal 
milestones were somewhat trivial. Gen-
eral Rawat had bigger goals. He would 
have overseen the creation of India’s 
first four theatre commands, combining 
formations of the three existing 17 single-
service commands by next year. He was 
to also kick off an integrated capability 
development plan to streamline and re-
prioritise hardware acquisitions by the 
three services. 

Rawat was either loved or hated, he 
was impossible to ignore. Depending on 
which side of the divide you spoke to, he 
was seen as either a visionary reformer or 
an iconoclast. This was because Rawat 
pursued military reform with an evan-
gelical zeal, often riding roughshod over 
the other two services, and annoying 
the military brass. He was a hammer-
wielding ironsmith in a system used to 
the gentle taps of goldsmiths. Since the 
disaster of the 1962 India-China war, 
India’s political class has let the armed 
forces be. The brief tenures of service 
chiefs ensured that inertia overcame 
the best intentions to reform. What 
General Rawat had going for him was 
a government acutely aware of the need 
for defence reform. His appointment as 
India’s first CDS in December 2019 was 
not a coincidence—the Narendra Modi 
government in its second term had be-
gun its long-delayed reform of the armed 
forces and they found in General Rawat 
the man to drive that change. 

His sudden death, the first of a 
sitting service chief since General 

Bipin Joshi in 1994, leaves a huge list of 
unfinished tasks. It’s still not clear who 
will replace him, but if the government 
follows the precedent of appointing the 
seniormost service chief, it could turn 
to current army chief General Manoj 
Naravane. It will be a difficult but not 
impossible task for a new appointee to 
carry forward the reform process simply 
because of how closely it has been iden-
tified with the first CDS. Former army 
chief General V.P. Malik remembers 
General Rawat as a “determined, ar-
ticulate and straightforward” man. “Bi-
pin had impeccable soldierly qualities, 
military knowledge and the experience 
needed for the CDS post,” he says.  

General Rawat was born into a mili-
tary family. His father, Lt General Lak-
shman Singh Rawat, retired as Deputy 
Chief of Army Staff in 1988. Rawat was 
commissioned into his father’s regiment, 
the 5th regiment of 11 Gorkha Rifles, in 
1978. While in service, he survived two 

close calls. As a young major in 1993, 
he was wounded in cross-border firing 
along the Line of Control in Jammu & 
Kashmir. Years later, as General Officer 
Commanding of the Nagaland-based 3 
Corps, he survived a helicopter crash in 
2015, escaping with minor injuries. It 
was his aggression as a field commander 
that marked him out early on. 

As a brigadier leading a UN peace-
keeping contingent in Congo in 2008, he 
authorised the use of force against rebel 
units. While he was Corps commander 
in Nagaland, a commando unit under 
him launched a cross-border raid attack-
ing NSCN (K) camps inside Myanmar. 
The raid was reprisal for the killing of 18 
Indian army soldiers by Naga rebels. It 
was perhaps this aggression that marked 
him out when the government selected 

him over three other senior officers to 
be India’s 26th army chief in 2016. As 
army chief, Rawat began speaking about 
reforming the monolithic manpower-
intensive Indian army, by cutting down 
numbers and shutting wasteful organ-
isations to conserve resources. It was 
prompted by the fact that the world’s 
second-largest army was spending 
over 80 per cent of its budget on paying 
salaries, buying fuel, ammunition and 
supplies, leaving very little money to buy 
new equipment. He also initiated the 
process of fielding new fighting forma-
tions called ‘Integrated Battle Groups’. 

Rawat simultaneously pressed his 
field commanders on their prepared-
ness to fight wars at short notice. ‘Cold 
Start’, the army’s battle strategy evolved 
after the 10-month Operation Para-
kram standoff with Pakistan in 2001, 
envisaged the army going into battle 
at a few hours’ notice. These are likely 
some of the qualities that endeared him 
to National Security Advisor Ajit Doval 
who, like Rawat, also hails from a mili-
tary family in Pauri Garhwal district. 
Lt Gen. Abhay Krishna (retired), who 
served as GoC-in-C of the Southwest-
ern, Eastern and Central commands 
when Rawat was army chief and CDS, 
calls him a visionary. “He demonstrated 
resilience and a high level of competence 
while taking forward long-pending re-
forms on jointness of the three services, 
the integrated battle group concept and 
certain critical administrative issues 
to optimise resources and effort,” says 
Gen. Krishna. 

As CDS, Rawat questioned the air 
force’s expensive fighter imports and 
wondered whether naval budgets could 
be better spent than on buying giant 
aircraft carriers. His five years as general 
earned him several enemies. He was 
disliked by sections of the military veter-
ans’ fraternity who viewed with hostility 
his statements about cutting down the 
government’s military pension bill. Gen-
eral Rawat was unconcerned. “Friends 
are easily made, but enemies keep us 
alert,” he once joked. Much of the hatred 
directed at him, he explained, came from 
a system that loved inertia. His untimely 
demise could well signal a victory for the 
status quoists. n

GEN. BIPIN 
RAWAT BROUGHT  

AGGRESSION TO THE 
POST OF ARMY CHIEF 

AND A REFORM-
MINDED SPIRIT AS 
INDIA’S FIRST CDS

BEACH TROLLING

T amil Nadu Governor R.N. Ravi’s proposed 
meeting with college principals affiliated 

to Bharatidasan University has sparked a 
row. The Association of University Teachers 
has called it unnecessary, found fault with 
the registrar writing to principals seeking 
confirmation and argued that the governor has 
no role in university administrative affairs. A 
similar attempt at a meeting was aborted in the 
days of Ravi’s predecessor Banwarilal Purohit.

—Sandeep Unnithan with Kiran D. Tare, Amitabh Srivastava, Jeemon Jacob, 
Romita  Datta and Amarnath K. Menon 

Chancellor’s Call

LIVING SPACES

West Bengal Chief Minister 
Mamata Banerjee has 

requested Maharashtra Chief 
Minister Uddhav Thackeray for a 
small plot of land in Mumbai. The 
visiting West Bengal CM wants the 
land to build a state guesthouse for 
Bengalis visiting Mumbai for medical 
treatment. Mamata has clarified that 
she has no plans to enter the 
state’s political arena. 
You never know.
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Jharkhand CM Hemant 
Soren takes his Twitter 

presence seriously, even 
using it to take note of 
complaints for officers to 
respond. So when a rogue 
tweet purportedly from him 
announced a state-wide 
lockdown in the wake of the 
Omicron variant, his CMO 
acted swiftly and issued a 
clarification. Last heard, the 
state police have been asked 
to identify the culprit behind 
the fake handle and tweet.

Viral Trouble

C PI(M) leader Kodi  yeri 
Bala krishnan’s 

political career seemed 
over last year after the 
central agencies arrest-
ed his son Bineesh in a 
money laundering case. 
Kodiyeri had to step down 
as Kerala party secretary 
last November, but is now 
back in the same office. 
The agencies have yet to 
find any evidence link-
ing his son to the case, 
and Kodiyeri now says he 
stepped down because he 
needed medical treatment. 
Partymen are delighted—
they need the strongman’s 
soft skills to manage the 
CPI(M) organisational elec-
tions next year.

COMEBACK 
COMRADE

G L A S S H O U S E

T
he Raj Thackeray-Uddhav Thackeray rivalry seems to be spilling over to 

generation next. Maharashtra Navnirman Sena chief Raj Thackeray’s son Amit 
recently announced that his party workers would clean 40 beaches in the state. 

The threatened MNS drive is clearly Amit’s way of getting at cousin Aaditya Thackeray, 
state environment and tourism minister. Amit says his campaign is to highlight the 

government’s failure in maintaining beaches along the coastline. Last year, Aaditya 
burnished his credentials as an environmental crusader by forcing the state government 
to abandon the metro car shed in Mumbai’s Aarey forest. Two, clearly, can play the game. 
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to also kick off an integrated capability 
development plan to streamline and re-
prioritise hardware acquisitions by the 
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was impossible to ignore. Depending on 
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was seen as either a visionary reformer or 
an iconoclast. This was because Rawat 
pursued military reform with an evan-
gelical zeal, often riding roughshod over 
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wielding ironsmith in a system used to 
the gentle taps of goldsmiths. Since the 
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forces be. The brief tenures of service 
chiefs ensured that inertia overcame 
the best intentions to reform. What 
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a government acutely aware of the need 
for defence reform. His appointment as 
India’s first CDS in December 2019 was 
not a coincidence—the Narendra Modi 
government in its second term had be-
gun its long-delayed reform of the armed 
forces and they found in General Rawat 
the man to drive that change. 

His sudden death, the first of a 
sitting service chief since General 

Bipin Joshi in 1994, leaves a huge list of 
unfinished tasks. It’s still not clear who 
will replace him, but if the government 
follows the precedent of appointing the 
seniormost service chief, it could turn 
to current army chief General Manoj 
Naravane. It will be a difficult but not 
impossible task for a new appointee to 
carry forward the reform process simply 
because of how closely it has been iden-
tified with the first CDS. Former army 
chief General V.P. Malik remembers 
General Rawat as a “determined, ar-
ticulate and straightforward” man. “Bi-
pin had impeccable soldierly qualities, 
military knowledge and the experience 
needed for the CDS post,” he says.  

General Rawat was born into a mili-
tary family. His father, Lt General Lak-
shman Singh Rawat, retired as Deputy 
Chief of Army Staff in 1988. Rawat was 
commissioned into his father’s regiment, 
the 5th regiment of 11 Gorkha Rifles, in 
1978. While in service, he survived two 

close calls. As a young major in 1993, 
he was wounded in cross-border firing 
along the Line of Control in Jammu & 
Kashmir. Years later, as General Officer 
Commanding of the Nagaland-based 3 
Corps, he survived a helicopter crash in 
2015, escaping with minor injuries. It 
was his aggression as a field commander 
that marked him out early on. 

As a brigadier leading a UN peace-
keeping contingent in Congo in 2008, he 
authorised the use of force against rebel 
units. While he was Corps commander 
in Nagaland, a commando unit under 
him launched a cross-border raid attack-
ing NSCN (K) camps inside Myanmar. 
The raid was reprisal for the killing of 18 
Indian army soldiers by Naga rebels. It 
was perhaps this aggression that marked 
him out when the government selected 

him over three other senior officers to 
be India’s 26th army chief in 2016. As 
army chief, Rawat began speaking about 
reforming the monolithic manpower-
intensive Indian army, by cutting down 
numbers and shutting wasteful organ-
isations to conserve resources. It was 
prompted by the fact that the world’s 
second-largest army was spending 
over 80 per cent of its budget on paying 
salaries, buying fuel, ammunition and 
supplies, leaving very little money to buy 
new equipment. He also initiated the 
process of fielding new fighting forma-
tions called ‘Integrated Battle Groups’. 

Rawat simultaneously pressed his 
field commanders on their prepared-
ness to fight wars at short notice. ‘Cold 
Start’, the army’s battle strategy evolved 
after the 10-month Operation Para-
kram standoff with Pakistan in 2001, 
envisaged the army going into battle 
at a few hours’ notice. These are likely 
some of the qualities that endeared him 
to National Security Advisor Ajit Doval 
who, like Rawat, also hails from a mili-
tary family in Pauri Garhwal district. 
Lt Gen. Abhay Krishna (retired), who 
served as GoC-in-C of the Southwest-
ern, Eastern and Central commands 
when Rawat was army chief and CDS, 
calls him a visionary. “He demonstrated 
resilience and a high level of competence 
while taking forward long-pending re-
forms on jointness of the three services, 
the integrated battle group concept and 
certain critical administrative issues 
to optimise resources and effort,” says 
Gen. Krishna. 

As CDS, Rawat questioned the air 
force’s expensive fighter imports and 
wondered whether naval budgets could 
be better spent than on buying giant 
aircraft carriers. His five years as general 
earned him several enemies. He was 
disliked by sections of the military veter-
ans’ fraternity who viewed with hostility 
his statements about cutting down the 
government’s military pension bill. Gen-
eral Rawat was unconcerned. “Friends 
are easily made, but enemies keep us 
alert,” he once joked. Much of the hatred 
directed at him, he explained, came from 
a system that loved inertia. His untimely 
demise could well signal a victory for the 
status quoists. n

GEN. BIPIN 
RAWAT BROUGHT  

AGGRESSION TO THE 
POST OF ARMY CHIEF 

AND A REFORM-
MINDED SPIRIT AS 
INDIA’S FIRST CDS

BEACH TROLLING

T amil Nadu Governor R.N. Ravi’s proposed 
meeting with college principals affiliated 

to Bharatidasan University has sparked a 
row. The Association of University Teachers 
has called it unnecessary, found fault with 
the registrar writing to principals seeking 
confirmation and argued that the governor has 
no role in university administrative affairs. A 
similar attempt at a meeting was aborted in the 
days of Ravi’s predecessor Banwarilal Purohit.

—Sandeep Unnithan with Kiran D. Tare, Amitabh Srivastava, Jeemon Jacob, 
Romita  Datta and Amarnath K. Menon 

Chancellor’s Call

LIVING SPACES

West Bengal Chief Minister 
Mamata Banerjee has 

requested Maharashtra Chief 
Minister Uddhav Thackeray for a 
small plot of land in Mumbai. The 
visiting West Bengal CM wants the 
land to build a state guesthouse for 
Bengalis visiting Mumbai for medical 
treatment. Mamata has clarified that 
she has no plans to enter the 
state’s political arena. 
You never know.
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Jharkhand CM Hemant 
Soren takes his Twitter 

presence seriously, even 
using it to take note of 
complaints for officers to 
respond. So when a rogue 
tweet purportedly from him 
announced a state-wide 
lockdown in the wake of the 
Omicron variant, his CMO 
acted swiftly and issued a 
clarification. Last heard, the 
state police have been asked 
to identify the culprit behind 
the fake handle and tweet.

Viral Trouble

C PI(M) leader Kodi  yeri 
Bala krishnan’s 

political career seemed 
over last year after the 
central agencies arrest-
ed his son Bineesh in a 
money laundering case. 
Kodiyeri had to step down 
as Kerala party secretary 
last November, but is now 
back in the same office. 
The agencies have yet to 
find any evidence link-
ing his son to the case, 
and Kodiyeri now says he 
stepped down because he 
needed medical treatment. 
Partymen are delighted—
they need the strongman’s 
soft skills to manage the 
CPI(M) organisational elec-
tions next year.

COMEBACK 
COMRADE

G L A S S H O U S E

T
he Raj Thackeray-Uddhav Thackeray rivalry seems to be spilling over to 

generation next. Maharashtra Navnirman Sena chief Raj Thackeray’s son Amit 
recently announced that his party workers would clean 40 beaches in the state. 

The threatened MNS drive is clearly Amit’s way of getting at cousin Aaditya Thackeray, 
state environment and tourism minister. Amit says his campaign is to highlight the 

government’s failure in maintaining beaches along the coastline. Last year, Aaditya 
burnished his credentials as an environmental crusader by forcing the state government 
to abandon the metro car shed in Mumbai’s Aarey forest. Two, clearly, can play the game. 
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T
he body language was warm 
and the smiles candid as Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi met 

President Vladimir Putin in New Delhi 
on December 6, for their first in-person 
meeting in over two years. During 
President Putin’s last visit in October 
2018, a yet to be named SARS-Cov-2 
virus was swirling in a bat cave, China 
and India had nothing heavier than 
military trucks deployed along their 
disputed border and President Donald 
Trump was confident of a second term 
in the White House.

The events of the past two years 
have strained India-Russia relations. 
The US has since put more pressure on 
Russia over the latter’s 2015 annexa-
tion of Crimea, driving Moscow closer 
to Beijing. This complicates matters for 
strategic partner New Delhi, because 
India’s relations with China are curr-
ently at their lowest point in over four 
decades. Both sides are yet to pull back 
the thousands of troops, tanks and 
armoured vehicles they moved to the 

what was only his second overseas trip 
in two years will be studied for months, 
particularly since it also marked the first 
meeting under the ‘Two Plus Two’ dia-
logue format between the foreign and 
defence ministers of both countries. 

Former foreign secretary Kanwal 
Sibal describes the summit visit as huge-
ly symbolic. “It is to say our relationship 
with America is not in any way related 
to our relationship with Russia. These 
are (New Delhi’s) signals to China—
after all, what is the purpose of having 
this two plus two dialogue?” he says. 

The most tangible outcome was 
an agreement on a decade-long pro-
gramme for military technical coop-
eration, from 2021-31. With this, New 
Delhi has signalled that its military ties 
with Moscow are undeterred by the 
prospect of American sanctions. The 
other outcomes were somewhat under-
whelming. The only deal actually signed 
was a $700 million (~Rs 5,200 crore) 
deal to make 600,000 AK-203 assault 
rifles at an ordnance factory in Amethi. 
Several big-ticket deals primed for the 
occasion were not signed. A Russian 
offer for four refurbished kilo-class sub-
marines is now off the table because the 
Indian Navy doesn’t want them. The 
lease of a second Russian navy Akula-
class nuclear powered attack submarine 
for over $3 billion (~Rs 22,600 crore) 
did not figure in the summit discuss-
ions. Analysts can only guess why no 
new energy deals or not even a defence 
logistics sharing agreement under dis-
cussion were inked—was it bureaucracy, 
bargaining or just New Delhi not want-
ing to cock a snook at Washington?  

 “This summit is a diplomatic victory 
for India. Modi secured good relations 
with Putin in the context of the Russo-
Chinese rapprochement and to prevent 
US sanctions against Indian compa-
nies,” says Ruslan Pukhov, director of 
the Moscow-based thinktank Centre for 
Analysis of Strategies and Technologies. 
He says US pressure has made India 
“twice as important for Russia”, which 
is why Moscow is now more ready for 
technology transfers than ever before. 
That will be sweet music to the ears of 
India’s security establishment. n  

UPFRONT

SPEEDY SUMMIT 
PM Narendra Modi with 
President Vladimir Putin 
at Hyderabad House  
on December 6

LAC (Line of Actual Control) in east-
ern Ladakh last May. India and Russia 
are navigating their ties in this com-
plex quadrilateral of powerful nations. 
New Delhi counts both Moscow and 
Washington as strategic partners—
they are also its two largest suppliers 
of cutting-edge military hardware. 
Since 2017, India’s arms imports from 
Russia have run the risk of attracting 
US sanctions under the latter’s CAATSA 
(Countering American Adversaries 
Through Sanctions Act) policy—India 
bought five S-400 long range air 
defence missile systems in 2018 in the 
face of US opposition. This has, so far, 
not attracted sanctions. Commercial 
considerations are also playing a part 
in this—the US hopes to sell India heli-
copters, drones, missiles and reconnais-
sance aircraft worth an estimated $10 
billion (~Rs 75,500 crore). 

President Putin spent more time in 
the air travelling from Moscow to New 
Delhi and back again than he did on 
the ground in the Indian capital. The 
summit, one of his shortest visits, lasted 
less than five hours. But the import of 

BILATERAL TIES, 
MULTILATERAL 
CALCULUS
By Sandeep Unnithan

I N D I A- RU S S I A T I E S

THE MOST TANGIBLE 
OUTCOME OF THE 
MEETING WAS AN 
AGREEMENT FOR  
A 10-YEAR MILITARY 
TECHNICAL COOPER-
ATION PROGRAMME
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A S SA M

By Kaushik Deka

Long trials and poor 
conviction rates may 

have created a perverse 
public demand for 

summary police justice, 
which seems to have 

become the new  
norm in Assam

O
n November 29, Animesh 
Bhuyan, 23, was lynched by 
a group of around 50 people 
in Jorhat, Assam, after he 

was mistakenly assumed to be respon-
sible for a road accident that injured 
a middle-aged person on a scooter. 
The attack on Bhuyan, an All Assam 
Students’ Union (AASU) leader, was 
led by a man named Niraj Das, the son 
of the injured rider and an accused in 
over a dozen criminal cases, including 
charges of drug peddling. 

This daylight killing of a youth in 
a busy market area less than a kilome-
tre away from the police station, has 
sparked massive outrage in the state. 
With increasing instances of mob 
lynching (half a dozen cases have been 
registered over the past two years) and 
a history of slow trials, there was a 
deafening clamour on traditional and 
social media for instant justice. A news 
anchor even hectored the Assam Police 
on television, asking them to show 
some spine by “using bullets” against 
Das, by then in police custody. Within 
six hours of that appeal, Das was found 
dead in an accident after he allegedly 
attempted to flee police custody. 

The summary ‘justice’ was followed 
by much jubilation across the state. The 
police force and chief minister Himan-
ta Biswa Sarma were hailed as heroes. 
Neither the police nor chief minister 
Sarma himself saw any reason to play 

down Das’s “accidental death”. On the 
contrary, at 2.30 am  on December 1, 
less than an hour after the ‘encounter’, 
G.P. Singh, special DGP of law and or-
der, tweeted: “For every action, there is 
an equal and opposite reaction—New-
ton’s third law.” If that wasn’t direct 
enough, Sarma made the government’s 
intention clear by responding to this 
tweet with: “Assam will be free of crime 
and criminal, come what may.”

This is not an isolated incident. In 
fact, the chorus for an “encounter” to 
deal with Das is a sort of conditioned 
public response to a style of summ-
ary police justice that seems to have 
become the norm in the state since 
Sarma took charge on May 10. Many of 
the criminals in police custody, held in 
cases of cattle-smuggling, rape, mur-

der, drug-peddling and dacoity, among 
others, have died or been injured in 
police encounters. Over two dozen have 
been shot at and six have been killed 
while, allegedly, attempting to escape.

The Union home ministry recently 
revealed in the Lok Sabha that seven per-
sons have died in police custody in Assam 
between January 1 and November 15, 
2021. If Niraj Das’s death on December 1 
is added to this, this year’s tally of eight is 
more than half the total custodial deaths 
since 2013. Independent observers say 
this is a consequence of institutionalisa-
tion of extra-judicial methods of handling 
crime in the state. “Those rejoicing at this 
instant justice formula, emboldening the 
government to brazen out such extra-
judicial killings, must remember that 
they may also fall victim to this menace. 
Granting social sanction to such a trend 
is extremely dangerous for our constitu-
tional democracy,” says Dibyajyoti Saikia, 
an Assam-based human rights activist.

Soon after assuming office, Sarma, 
while addressing police officers at a 
conference, spelt out his tough line. He 
said there was nothing wrong with police 
firing being a matter of course, adding 

THE LAW 
OF THE 
MOB

for good measure that police firing at the 
leg of a person trying to escape custody 
was within the purview of the law. In 
the assembly, he admitted to having in-
structed the police to take extreme action 
if needed and assuring them of protec-
tion by the state government. When 
india today asked if the government’s 
official sanction for this kind of trigger-
happy police action was constitutional, 
Sarma said: “I have no idea how or why 
a criminal behaves as he does. So, I can’t 
say why they try to flee. But there is no 
extra-judicial killing in Assam. Police is 
only acting as per law.”

Sarma’s critics, though, are not 
convinced. They believe that by giving 
the police a free hand, the government is 
compromising human rights and demo-
cratic norms. They say that pandering to 
a section of the public that seems to want 
this kind of “shortcut justice” is even 
more dangerous in a state where policing, 
historically, has been poor. “The more 
worrying part is the glorification of such 
‘accidents’ in the media, social media and 
public discourse. The debate should have 
focused more on why a criminal with 
so many cases against him was roam-

ing free and could kill a person in broad 
daylight in a busy market area,” says 
Prof. Nani Gopal Mahanta, who teaches 
political science at Gauhati University 
and is advisor to the state government’s 
education department.

A
ssam has one of the lowest rates of 
chargesheeting across the coun-
try—less than 50 per cent against 

the national average of 75 per cent—and 
an abysmal rate of conviction—5.4 per 
cent against the national average of 
nearly 60 per cent. What is worse is that 
the conviction rate has been on a gradual 
decline—it was 12 per cent in 2018. 

Long trials and poor conviction 
rates are among the reasons why there 
is such a demand for encounter killings 
in the state. For instance, in 2018, two 
young men, Abhijit Nath and Nilotpal 
Das, were lynched in Karbi Anglong in 
another case of mistaken identity. Three 
years on, the families of Nath and Das 
are still awaiting justice despite trial in 
a fast-track court. According to Prof.
Joyanta Borbora, who teaches sociology 
and criminology in Dibrugarh Univer-
sity, “The judiciary is overburdened—

compare crime data with the number of 
judges available.”

The state police blame these disap-
pointing records on lack of segrega-
tion between law and order and crime 
investigation in Assam where multiple 
insurgent groups are still active, though 
less dominant compared to a decade 
ago. “The preoccupation with main-
taining law and order leaves us with 
less time for investigation, leading to 
poor chargesheeting and conviction. 
There are infrastructural issues as well. 
But the chief minister has taken note 
of these handicaps and taken multiple 
measures to reform and improve polic-
ing. The results will be visible in three 
years,” says G.P. Singh. 

Sarma has apparently instructed 
the police force to chalk out a plan to 
segregate these functions. The state gov-
ernment has also decided to set up four 
new forensic laboratories in addition 
to the lone one currently operational in 
Guwahati. While these may be legiti-
mate steps to improve the efficiency of 
the police department, the short-cuts 
allegedly becoming the new normal in 
the state are a disturbing trend. n

ANI

   

CUSTODIAL KILLING
Eight persons have died in 2021 in police 

custody in Assam, more than half the 
custodial deaths between 2013 and 

2020. At the national level, too, custodial 
deaths have jumped to 151, the highest 

since 2013

 Source: National Crime Records Bureau

NO CHARGE, NO 
CONVICTION 

The poor chargesheeting rate in Assam has 
resulted in a poor conviction rate
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CALL FOR JUSTICE 
AASU leader Samujjal 
Kumar Bhattacharya pays 
tribute to Animesh Bhuyan; 
and (inset) Assam chief min-
ister Himanta Biswa Sarma

Graphic by ASIT ROY
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Long trials and poor 
conviction rates may 

have created a perverse 
public demand for 

summary police justice, 
which seems to have 

become the new  
norm in Assam

O
n November 29, Animesh 
Bhuyan, 23, was lynched by 
a group of around 50 people 
in Jorhat, Assam, after he 

was mistakenly assumed to be respon-
sible for a road accident that injured 
a middle-aged person on a scooter. 
The attack on Bhuyan, an All Assam 
Students’ Union (AASU) leader, was 
led by a man named Niraj Das, the son 
of the injured rider and an accused in 
over a dozen criminal cases, including 
charges of drug peddling. 

This daylight killing of a youth in 
a busy market area less than a kilome-
tre away from the police station, has 
sparked massive outrage in the state. 
With increasing instances of mob 
lynching (half a dozen cases have been 
registered over the past two years) and 
a history of slow trials, there was a 
deafening clamour on traditional and 
social media for instant justice. A news 
anchor even hectored the Assam Police 
on television, asking them to show 
some spine by “using bullets” against 
Das, by then in police custody. Within 
six hours of that appeal, Das was found 
dead in an accident after he allegedly 
attempted to flee police custody. 

The summary ‘justice’ was followed 
by much jubilation across the state. The 
police force and chief minister Himan-
ta Biswa Sarma were hailed as heroes. 
Neither the police nor chief minister 
Sarma himself saw any reason to play 

down Das’s “accidental death”. On the 
contrary, at 2.30 am  on December 1, 
less than an hour after the ‘encounter’, 
G.P. Singh, special DGP of law and or-
der, tweeted: “For every action, there is 
an equal and opposite reaction—New-
ton’s third law.” If that wasn’t direct 
enough, Sarma made the government’s 
intention clear by responding to this 
tweet with: “Assam will be free of crime 
and criminal, come what may.”

This is not an isolated incident. In 
fact, the chorus for an “encounter” to 
deal with Das is a sort of conditioned 
public response to a style of summ-
ary police justice that seems to have 
become the norm in the state since 
Sarma took charge on May 10. Many of 
the criminals in police custody, held in 
cases of cattle-smuggling, rape, mur-

der, drug-peddling and dacoity, among 
others, have died or been injured in 
police encounters. Over two dozen have 
been shot at and six have been killed 
while, allegedly, attempting to escape.

The Union home ministry recently 
revealed in the Lok Sabha that seven per-
sons have died in police custody in Assam 
between January 1 and November 15, 
2021. If Niraj Das’s death on December 1 
is added to this, this year’s tally of eight is 
more than half the total custodial deaths 
since 2013. Independent observers say 
this is a consequence of institutionalisa-
tion of extra-judicial methods of handling 
crime in the state. “Those rejoicing at this 
instant justice formula, emboldening the 
government to brazen out such extra-
judicial killings, must remember that 
they may also fall victim to this menace. 
Granting social sanction to such a trend 
is extremely dangerous for our constitu-
tional democracy,” says Dibyajyoti Saikia, 
an Assam-based human rights activist.

Soon after assuming office, Sarma, 
while addressing police officers at a 
conference, spelt out his tough line. He 
said there was nothing wrong with police 
firing being a matter of course, adding 
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for good measure that police firing at the 
leg of a person trying to escape custody 
was within the purview of the law. In 
the assembly, he admitted to having in-
structed the police to take extreme action 
if needed and assuring them of protec-
tion by the state government. When 
india today asked if the government’s 
official sanction for this kind of trigger-
happy police action was constitutional, 
Sarma said: “I have no idea how or why 
a criminal behaves as he does. So, I can’t 
say why they try to flee. But there is no 
extra-judicial killing in Assam. Police is 
only acting as per law.”

Sarma’s critics, though, are not 
convinced. They believe that by giving 
the police a free hand, the government is 
compromising human rights and demo-
cratic norms. They say that pandering to 
a section of the public that seems to want 
this kind of “shortcut justice” is even 
more dangerous in a state where policing, 
historically, has been poor. “The more 
worrying part is the glorification of such 
‘accidents’ in the media, social media and 
public discourse. The debate should have 
focused more on why a criminal with 
so many cases against him was roam-

ing free and could kill a person in broad 
daylight in a busy market area,” says 
Prof. Nani Gopal Mahanta, who teaches 
political science at Gauhati University 
and is advisor to the state government’s 
education department.

A
ssam has one of the lowest rates of 
chargesheeting across the coun-
try—less than 50 per cent against 

the national average of 75 per cent—and 
an abysmal rate of conviction—5.4 per 
cent against the national average of 
nearly 60 per cent. What is worse is that 
the conviction rate has been on a gradual 
decline—it was 12 per cent in 2018. 

Long trials and poor conviction 
rates are among the reasons why there 
is such a demand for encounter killings 
in the state. For instance, in 2018, two 
young men, Abhijit Nath and Nilotpal 
Das, were lynched in Karbi Anglong in 
another case of mistaken identity. Three 
years on, the families of Nath and Das 
are still awaiting justice despite trial in 
a fast-track court. According to Prof.
Joyanta Borbora, who teaches sociology 
and criminology in Dibrugarh Univer-
sity, “The judiciary is overburdened—

compare crime data with the number of 
judges available.”

The state police blame these disap-
pointing records on lack of segrega-
tion between law and order and crime 
investigation in Assam where multiple 
insurgent groups are still active, though 
less dominant compared to a decade 
ago. “The preoccupation with main-
taining law and order leaves us with 
less time for investigation, leading to 
poor chargesheeting and conviction. 
There are infrastructural issues as well. 
But the chief minister has taken note 
of these handicaps and taken multiple 
measures to reform and improve polic-
ing. The results will be visible in three 
years,” says G.P. Singh. 

Sarma has apparently instructed 
the police force to chalk out a plan to 
segregate these functions. The state gov-
ernment has also decided to set up four 
new forensic laboratories in addition 
to the lone one currently operational in 
Guwahati. While these may be legiti-
mate steps to improve the efficiency of 
the police department, the short-cuts 
allegedly becoming the new normal in 
the state are a disturbing trend. n
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CUSTODIAL KILLING
Eight persons have died in 2021 in police 

custody in Assam, more than half the 
custodial deaths between 2013 and 

2020. At the national level, too, custodial 
deaths have jumped to 151, the highest 

since 2013

 Source: National Crime Records Bureau
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The poor chargesheeting rate in Assam has 
resulted in a poor conviction rate
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CALL FOR JUSTICE 
AASU leader Samujjal 
Kumar Bhattacharya pays 
tribute to Animesh Bhuyan; 
and (inset) Assam chief min-
ister Himanta Biswa Sarma
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G
urinder Singh, a resident of 
Khauli village in Amritsar, 
had a VVIP guest on the night 
of December 6—Charanjit 

Singh Channi. The Punjab chief minis-
ter was on a surprise visit to the village 
and chose to have dinner at Gurinder’s 
modest home. He ignored the fam-
ily’s pleas to sit on the cot and planted 
himself on the floor for a meal of sar-
son da saag and makki di roti, loaded 
with white butter. Earlier in the day, 
Channi had attended a political event in 
Amritsar city’s Jora Phatak area, where 
he broke his security cordon to lend an 
ear to protesting lower-rung govern-
ment health workers. On November 28, 
he had taken children on an impromptu 
helicopter ride while visiting his home 
in Morinda in Ropar district.  

To many, these are scenes not seen 
in Punjab in a long, long time. They 
see 58-year-old Channi—the state’s 
first Dalit chief minister—as a strik-
ing contrast to his predecessor Captain 
Amarinder Singh. Amarinder, the 
titular maharaja of Patiala, was often 
criticised for being a reclusive CM, who 
mostly ran his government from his 
farmhouse near Chandigarh. Channi, 
on the other hand, is projecting him-
self as a hands-on administrator who is 
always available to his people.

Amarinder may have quit the 
Congress to launch his own outfit 
after being unceremoniously removed 
as CM, but he has several loyalists in 
the party who could still give Channi 
grief. Aware of the threat, the new chief 
minister, who enjoys Rahul Gandhi’s 
backing, has been systematically going 

panthic (Sikh religious) voters, who 
determine the outcome in 48 of Punjab’s 
117 assembly seats. Channi, on the other 
hand, has set his eyes on consolidating 
the Congress’s traditional bases among 
the poor and the underprivileged. That 
has meant several populist announce-
ments, such as free power up to 300 
units, reduction of power tariffs by Rs 3 
per unit, free school uniforms for gov-
ernment school students up to Class 8 
and capping cable TV monthly charges 
for consumers at Rs 100. Besides, he 
has also opened recruitment of safai-
sewaks and health workers in municipal 
corporations.  

Channi’s appointment as chief 
minister is widely seen as a deft move 
by the Congress to galvanise Punjab’s 
32 per cent Dalit vote ahead of the 
elections. Channi is a Ramdasi Sikh, 
among the most backward Dalit com-
munities in Punjab. A study by the 
Centre for the Study of Developing 
Societies (CSDS) shows that the 
Congress won 37 per cent of the OBC 
Sikh votes, 41 per cent of the Dalit Sikh 
votes and 28 per cent of the Jat Sikh 
votes in the 2017 state assembly elec-
tion. The prolonged agitation against 
the central farm laws, led by the Jat 

PU N J A B

By Anilesh S. Mahajan

CHANNI PUTS OUT A 
STEADYING HAND 

after them. One such loyalist, Patiala 
mayor Sanjeev Sharma Bittu, lost the 
vote of the majority on November 25 
and was also suspended. This foll-
owed the removal of city improvement 
trust chiefs in Amritsar, Batala and 
Ludhiana. Amarinder’s wife and Patiala 
MP Preneet Kaur has been served not-
ice for “anti-party” activities even as 
the Congress is keeping an eye on other 
MPs from the Captain’s camp—G.S. 
Aujla, Mohammad Sadique, Manish 
Tewari and Santokh Singh Chaudhary.

To ease matters for Channi in 
the dissidence-ridden party unit, 
the Congress on December 6 sought 
to placate two state leaders, former 
state chief Sunil Kumar Jakhar and 
Rajya Sabha member Partap Singh 
Bajwa, with key responsibilities for the 
upcoming assembly poll. While Jakhar 
was made chief of the campaign com-
mittee, Bajwa will head the manifesto 
committee. Ajay Maken will lead the 
screening committee and Ambika Soni 
will be chairperson of the election coor-
dination committee. The presence of 
these veterans in the campaign team 

will be a restraining influence on both 
Channi and Sidhu in the management 
of the party’s line and candidates in the 
run-up to the assembly polls.  

By constantly attacking Amarinder 
and his regime, Channi is hoping to 
deflect the issues being raised by the 
opposition—poor governance, corrup-
tion, illicit liquor trade and illegal sand 
mining, to name a few—as a failure of 
the Captain rather than the Congress. 
Channi’s challenge is to not only curb 
anti-incumbency but convincingly 
project himself as the future leader 
of the Congress in Punjab. PCC chief 
Navjot Singh Sidhu is not even the only 
contender, there are other aspirants in 
the party, including deputy chief min-
ister Sukhjinder Randhawa, cabinet 
minister Tript Rajinder Singh Bajwa 
and Partap Bajwa—all Jat Sikh lead-
ers like Sidhu who will watch closely if 
Channi takes a faltering step.

Channi has tried to tackle Sidhu 
by co-opting him in the battle against 
the Amarinder camp. Sidhu tried to 
corner Channi on a host of issues, such 
as liquor smuggling, drug trafficking, 
business syndicates allegedly controlled 
by some Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) 
leaders and the state government not 
prioritising further investigations into 
the sacrilege incidents of 2015. The 
shrewd Channi, however, struck back 
saying: “Main gareeb ho sakta hoon par 
kamzor nahi (I may be poor but I’m not 
weak).” The remark was seen to have 
caste undertones and did momentarily 
put Sidhu on the backfoot.

Sidhu had been harping on these 
issues since they are close to the state’s 

Sikh-dominated farmers’ unions,  
has polarised the non-Jat Sikh com-
munity, which has been seeking more 
space in the state’s politics. Channi’s 
Dalit Sikh, non-Jat identity should 
appeal to this vote bank. 

L
ike the Congress, opposition  
parties in Punjab are also vying 
for the Dalit vote. Both the 

Sukhbir Badal-led SAD, which formed 
an alliance with the Bahujan Samaj 
Party (BSP), and Aam Aadmi Party 
(AAP) have promised a Dalit as deputy 
CM if voted to power. To Channi’s 
advantage, AAP, despite its attractive 
poll promises, has not really taken off 
in Punjab while the SAD has struggled 
to keep its hold on the Mazhabi Sikhs 
(Dalits who converted to Sikhism). 

The BJP, which is hoping to gain 
from the repeal of the central farm laws 
and an electoral understanding with 
Amarinder’s Punjab Lok Congress 
(PLC), too has a sizeable base among 
Dalits in the Majha and Doaba regions. 

The BJP and PLC are eyeing defec-
tions from the Congress, SAD and 
AAP. The BJP has already inducted 
Sukhbir confidants Manjinder Sirsa 
and Parminder Brar, along with former 

Punjab DGP S.S. Virk, who left the 
Congress. Virk was instrumental in 
consolidating the Congress in the state 
and helping Amarinder scout for tal-
ent. This included Channi, who joined 
the Congress in 2012. 

From president of the municipal 
committee of Kharar (a town on the 
outskirts of Chandigarh) to being hand-
picked as chief minister, Channi has had 
a remarkable political career. He is a 
three-time MLA from Chamkaur Sahib, 
and has been leader of the opposition 
as well as minister for technical edu-
cational and industrial training in the 
Amarinder government.  As minister 
for technical education, Channi earned 
a bit of a reputation for organising job 
fairs and opening skilling centres. This, 
the party hopes, might add to his appeal 
with the state’s youth. He has maturely 
handled an overambitious Sidhu, not 
rising to his baits and focusing instead 
on governance issues. As chief minis-
ter, the low-profile Channi has not only 
looked adept at managing ambitions in 
his party, he has also sought to insulate 
the Congress from the party‘s perceived 
failures in Amarinder’s time. While 
walking this tightrope, he has looked 
like a man with a plan. n

QUIET APPEAL 
Charanjit Channi  

eats dinner with a 
family in Khauli village 

on December 6

CHANNI HAS 
TRIED TO TACKLE 
NAVJOT SIDHU BY 

CO-OPTING HIM IN 
THE BATTLE AGAINST 

THE AMARINDER 
CAMP—WITHOUT 

CONCEDING MUCH 
SPACE TO HIM
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Channi has tried to tackle Sidhu 
by co-opting him in the battle against 
the Amarinder camp. Sidhu tried to 
corner Channi on a host of issues, such 
as liquor smuggling, drug trafficking, 
business syndicates allegedly controlled 
by some Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) 
leaders and the state government not 
prioritising further investigations into 
the sacrilege incidents of 2015. The 
shrewd Channi, however, struck back 
saying: “Main gareeb ho sakta hoon par 
kamzor nahi (I may be poor but I’m not 
weak).” The remark was seen to have 
caste undertones and did momentarily 
put Sidhu on the backfoot.

Sidhu had been harping on these 
issues since they are close to the state’s 

Sikh-dominated farmers’ unions,  
has polarised the non-Jat Sikh com-
munity, which has been seeking more 
space in the state’s politics. Channi’s 
Dalit Sikh, non-Jat identity should 
appeal to this vote bank. 

L
ike the Congress, opposition  
parties in Punjab are also vying 
for the Dalit vote. Both the 

Sukhbir Badal-led SAD, which formed 
an alliance with the Bahujan Samaj 
Party (BSP), and Aam Aadmi Party 
(AAP) have promised a Dalit as deputy 
CM if voted to power. To Channi’s 
advantage, AAP, despite its attractive 
poll promises, has not really taken off 
in Punjab while the SAD has struggled 
to keep its hold on the Mazhabi Sikhs 
(Dalits who converted to Sikhism). 

The BJP, which is hoping to gain 
from the repeal of the central farm laws 
and an electoral understanding with 
Amarinder’s Punjab Lok Congress 
(PLC), too has a sizeable base among 
Dalits in the Majha and Doaba regions. 

The BJP and PLC are eyeing defec-
tions from the Congress, SAD and 
AAP. The BJP has already inducted 
Sukhbir confidants Manjinder Sirsa 
and Parminder Brar, along with former 

Punjab DGP S.S. Virk, who left the 
Congress. Virk was instrumental in 
consolidating the Congress in the state 
and helping Amarinder scout for tal-
ent. This included Channi, who joined 
the Congress in 2012. 

From president of the municipal 
committee of Kharar (a town on the 
outskirts of Chandigarh) to being hand-
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he Congress high com-
mand’s bid to put a united 
face on the recent reshuffle 
of the Rajasthan govern-

ment’s council of ministers—the first 
in three years—appears to have failed. 
In recent weeks, members of the rival 
camps led by Chief Minister Ashok 
Gehlot and former deputy chief minis-
ter Sachin Pilot have openly hit out at 
each other.

On December 4, at an informal 
meeting of the council of ministers at 
chief minister Gehlot’s residence in 
Jaipur’s Civil Lines, the tension was 
palpable. The agenda for the meeting 
was to prepare for the party’s national 
rally, to be held in Jaipur on December 
12 (initially to be held in Delhi, and 
shifted to Jaipur after the Delhi police 

denied the party permission to hold 
the rally). Also present at the meet-
ing were AICC (All India Congress 
Committee) general secretary K.C. 
Venugopal and Rajasthan in-charge 
Ajay Maken. A comment made by 
the chief minister during his address 
underlined persistent mistrust and 
the fact that the attempted coup to 
topple his government by Pilot and his 
loyalists was not a forgotten—or for-
given—affair. Directly naming three 
of the rebels, Gehlot said, “Ramesh 
[Meena], Vishvendra [Singh] and 
Hema [Ram Choudhary] had gone 
away, leaving us [during the rebellion 
by Pilot’s camp in July 2021]. Had 80 
Congress MLAs, those who joined us 
from the BSP and Independents not 
supported us, we would not be holding 

this meeting today.” The barb did not 
go unanswered—Murari Lal Meena, 
a minister of state from Pilot’s camp, 
interrupted the chief minister, asking 
him to “Please stop bringing up the ‘19’ 
again and again”, (referring to the 19 
Congress MLAs who followed Pilot in 
his rebellion).

Gehlot’s comments also made 
plain his displeasure with the 
Congress high command for insist-
ing on the reinduction of Pilot-loyalist 
MLAs into the state cabinet—for 
instance, Meena and Singh, who were 
sacked along with Pilot last year, have 
been brought back into the cabinet. 
It was also a public reminder to Pilot 
loyalists that their reinduction came 
at the cost of those who had prevented 
a government collapse as a result 

KNIVES AT THE READY
By Rohit Parihar

R A J A S T H A N C A B I N E T R E S H U F F L E

VISIBLE STRAIN Rajasthan CM Ashok 
Gehlot, Rajasthan in-charge Ajay Maken, 
AICC general secretary K.C. Venugopal and 
Sachin Pilot in Jaipur on December 4

of their actions. The chief minister 
has, however, maintained his control 
over the state government, retaining 
the home and finance portfolios and 
assigning relatively insignificant minis-
tries to Pilot’s loyalists. There are none-
theless signs of strain—for instance, 
Rajendra Singh Gudha, who joined 
the Congress along with five other BSP 
MLAs, declined the portfolio allotted 
to him, demanding a better position, as 
well as suitable berths for the other for-
mer BSP MLAs.

What makes matters more difficult 
for Gehlot is that he has been unable to 
find a way to accommodate all those he 
believes should be rewarded for their 
loyalty, since the law prohibits more 
than 30 of the state’s 200 MLAs from 
being given offices of profit or status 
on par with ministers. The difficulty of 
this balancing act increases when one 
considers Pilot’s continuing pressure 
on the chief minister to have more of 
his loyalists installed in positions of 
authority, even if they are ceremonial 
roles. “I want everyone to feel like they 
are stakeholders in the government, 
since not everyone can be made a min-
ister,” he said. 

However, Pilot’s stand has annoyed 
many. Dayaram Parmar, a former min-
ister, wrote to the chief minister, asking 
what qualifies an MLA for a ministerial 
post. Former party veterans Ramkesh 
Meena and Sayam Lodha, who have 
been made advisors to the chief min-
ister, are also peeved—on December 
6, Lodha said the ticket distribution 
for the 2018 assembly election, heav-
ily influenced by Pilot, suggested party 
leaders had “consumed cannabis”, 
while Meena warned that the Congress 
could lose the next assembly elections 
if it continued following Pilot’s advice. 
He has also questioned the former dep-
uty CM’s continuing influence in the 
party in the selection of ministers.

Pilot, who held a press conference 

UPFRONT

hours before the cabinet reshuffle to 
announce that the factionalism that 
plagued the state unit was a thing of 
the past, provoked further contro-
versy on December 4 by saying the 
party would not name a candidate 
for chief minister before going to the 
polls in December 2023. However, 
despite his statements about unity 
in the Rajasthan Congress, he has 
continued to undermine Gehlot’s 
authority, saying the party lost miser-
ably when Gehlot was chief minister 
in the 2003 and 2013 elections and 
that the Congress had to seriously 
consider how it will retain control in 
Rajasthan. Gehlot has maintained that 
under his leadership, the party rode 
the anti-incumbency wave rather well 
in 1998, winning 156 seats and reduc-

ing the then Bhairon Singh Shekhawat 
government to 33 seats. He has also 
pointed out that the Congress suf-
fered dramatic losses at the polls in the 
2014 and 2019 Lok Sabha elections 
and fared worse than expected in the 
2018 Rajasthan assembly polls—all of 
which Pilot bears some responsibility 
for, as he was Rajasthan PCC (Pradesh 
Congress Committee) chief during all 
three elections. 

The tension over ministerial posi-
tions has also led Gehlot to warn his 
new council of ministers that their 
performance will be monitored over 
the next four months, and those who 
don’t deliver will be dropped. He has 

also reiterated his desire to reward 
those who saved the state govern-
ment during the rebellion by Pilot 
and his loyalists. One of the ways in 
which Gehlot is ensuring the loyalty 
of his MLAs is to accord high priority 
to projects they recommend for their 
constituents, as this has resulted in 
good results in eight recent assembly 
bypolls and has also helped check anti-
incumbency sentiment.

P
ilot’s ambition to be chief min-
ister remains undiminished. 
Sources say he has not given up 

hoping he might replace Gehlot even 
before the next assembly polls. Others 
point out that Pilot has frequently pre-
dicted the end of Gehlot’s tenure since 
he became chief minister in December 
2018. Pilot’s potential road to chief 
ministership is a rocky one, since his 
insistence on having his loyalists in 
positions of authority has annoyed 
far more MLAs than the number who 
support him. Should he become chief 
minister, he will find himself in the 
same position as Gehlot is now—forced 
to do a delicate balancing act between 
empowering those in his camp while 
keeping dissenters quiet.

For Gehlot, the question of Pilot’s 
chief ministerial ambitions is not an 
immediate worry. Last month, he 
declared his intention to retain com-
mand of the government after the next 
assembly polls. His next challenge is 
to ensure that the Congress, which is 
assured of winning two of the state’s 
four Rajya Sabha seats in the upcoming 
polls, due in March next year, increases 
its tally to three. Over the past few years, 
elections have regularly been compli-
cated times for Gehlot—just last year, 
he accused Pilot of attempting to sabo-
tage the Congress candidate during the 
Rajya Sabha polls and ensure a win for 
the BJP, a charge Pilot has denied. The 
Congress high command is unlikely 
to reconsider the leadership question 
in Rajasthan until after the round of 
assembly polls early next year. While the 
results are far from certain, there is no 
doubting Gehlot’s tenacity or his skill in 
fighting long battles of attrition. n

INSTEAD OF TAMPING 
DOWN REBELLION IN 
THE PARTY’S STATE 
UNIT, THE RECENT 

RESHUFFLE OF THE 
RAJASTHAN CABINET 

HAS ONLY STOKED 
TENSIONS BETWEEN 
GEHLOT AND PILOT 

LOYALISTS
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he Congress high com-
mand’s bid to put a united 
face on the recent reshuffle 
of the Rajasthan govern-

ment’s council of ministers—the first 
in three years—appears to have failed. 
In recent weeks, members of the rival 
camps led by Chief Minister Ashok 
Gehlot and former deputy chief minis-
ter Sachin Pilot have openly hit out at 
each other.

On December 4, at an informal 
meeting of the council of ministers at 
chief minister Gehlot’s residence in 
Jaipur’s Civil Lines, the tension was 
palpable. The agenda for the meeting 
was to prepare for the party’s national 
rally, to be held in Jaipur on December 
12 (initially to be held in Delhi, and 
shifted to Jaipur after the Delhi police 

denied the party permission to hold 
the rally). Also present at the meet-
ing were AICC (All India Congress 
Committee) general secretary K.C. 
Venugopal and Rajasthan in-charge 
Ajay Maken. A comment made by 
the chief minister during his address 
underlined persistent mistrust and 
the fact that the attempted coup to 
topple his government by Pilot and his 
loyalists was not a forgotten—or for-
given—affair. Directly naming three 
of the rebels, Gehlot said, “Ramesh 
[Meena], Vishvendra [Singh] and 
Hema [Ram Choudhary] had gone 
away, leaving us [during the rebellion 
by Pilot’s camp in July 2021]. Had 80 
Congress MLAs, those who joined us 
from the BSP and Independents not 
supported us, we would not be holding 

this meeting today.” The barb did not 
go unanswered—Murari Lal Meena, 
a minister of state from Pilot’s camp, 
interrupted the chief minister, asking 
him to “Please stop bringing up the ‘19’ 
again and again”, (referring to the 19 
Congress MLAs who followed Pilot in 
his rebellion).

Gehlot’s comments also made 
plain his displeasure with the 
Congress high command for insist-
ing on the reinduction of Pilot-loyalist 
MLAs into the state cabinet—for 
instance, Meena and Singh, who were 
sacked along with Pilot last year, have 
been brought back into the cabinet. 
It was also a public reminder to Pilot 
loyalists that their reinduction came 
at the cost of those who had prevented 
a government collapse as a result 

KNIVES AT THE READY
By Rohit Parihar

R A J A S T H A N C A B I N E T R E S H U F F L E

VISIBLE STRAIN Rajasthan CM Ashok 
Gehlot, Rajasthan in-charge Ajay Maken, 
AICC general secretary K.C. Venugopal and 
Sachin Pilot in Jaipur on December 4

of their actions. The chief minister 
has, however, maintained his control 
over the state government, retaining 
the home and finance portfolios and 
assigning relatively insignificant minis-
tries to Pilot’s loyalists. There are none-
theless signs of strain—for instance, 
Rajendra Singh Gudha, who joined 
the Congress along with five other BSP 
MLAs, declined the portfolio allotted 
to him, demanding a better position, as 
well as suitable berths for the other for-
mer BSP MLAs.

What makes matters more difficult 
for Gehlot is that he has been unable to 
find a way to accommodate all those he 
believes should be rewarded for their 
loyalty, since the law prohibits more 
than 30 of the state’s 200 MLAs from 
being given offices of profit or status 
on par with ministers. The difficulty of 
this balancing act increases when one 
considers Pilot’s continuing pressure 
on the chief minister to have more of 
his loyalists installed in positions of 
authority, even if they are ceremonial 
roles. “I want everyone to feel like they 
are stakeholders in the government, 
since not everyone can be made a min-
ister,” he said. 

However, Pilot’s stand has annoyed 
many. Dayaram Parmar, a former min-
ister, wrote to the chief minister, asking 
what qualifies an MLA for a ministerial 
post. Former party veterans Ramkesh 
Meena and Sayam Lodha, who have 
been made advisors to the chief min-
ister, are also peeved—on December 
6, Lodha said the ticket distribution 
for the 2018 assembly election, heav-
ily influenced by Pilot, suggested party 
leaders had “consumed cannabis”, 
while Meena warned that the Congress 
could lose the next assembly elections 
if it continued following Pilot’s advice. 
He has also questioned the former dep-
uty CM’s continuing influence in the 
party in the selection of ministers.

Pilot, who held a press conference 

UPFRONT

hours before the cabinet reshuffle to 
announce that the factionalism that 
plagued the state unit was a thing of 
the past, provoked further contro-
versy on December 4 by saying the 
party would not name a candidate 
for chief minister before going to the 
polls in December 2023. However, 
despite his statements about unity 
in the Rajasthan Congress, he has 
continued to undermine Gehlot’s 
authority, saying the party lost miser-
ably when Gehlot was chief minister 
in the 2003 and 2013 elections and 
that the Congress had to seriously 
consider how it will retain control in 
Rajasthan. Gehlot has maintained that 
under his leadership, the party rode 
the anti-incumbency wave rather well 
in 1998, winning 156 seats and reduc-

ing the then Bhairon Singh Shekhawat 
government to 33 seats. He has also 
pointed out that the Congress suf-
fered dramatic losses at the polls in the 
2014 and 2019 Lok Sabha elections 
and fared worse than expected in the 
2018 Rajasthan assembly polls—all of 
which Pilot bears some responsibility 
for, as he was Rajasthan PCC (Pradesh 
Congress Committee) chief during all 
three elections. 

The tension over ministerial posi-
tions has also led Gehlot to warn his 
new council of ministers that their 
performance will be monitored over 
the next four months, and those who 
don’t deliver will be dropped. He has 

also reiterated his desire to reward 
those who saved the state govern-
ment during the rebellion by Pilot 
and his loyalists. One of the ways in 
which Gehlot is ensuring the loyalty 
of his MLAs is to accord high priority 
to projects they recommend for their 
constituents, as this has resulted in 
good results in eight recent assembly 
bypolls and has also helped check anti-
incumbency sentiment.

P
ilot’s ambition to be chief min-
ister remains undiminished. 
Sources say he has not given up 

hoping he might replace Gehlot even 
before the next assembly polls. Others 
point out that Pilot has frequently pre-
dicted the end of Gehlot’s tenure since 
he became chief minister in December 
2018. Pilot’s potential road to chief 
ministership is a rocky one, since his 
insistence on having his loyalists in 
positions of authority has annoyed 
far more MLAs than the number who 
support him. Should he become chief 
minister, he will find himself in the 
same position as Gehlot is now—forced 
to do a delicate balancing act between 
empowering those in his camp while 
keeping dissenters quiet.

For Gehlot, the question of Pilot’s 
chief ministerial ambitions is not an 
immediate worry. Last month, he 
declared his intention to retain com-
mand of the government after the next 
assembly polls. His next challenge is 
to ensure that the Congress, which is 
assured of winning two of the state’s 
four Rajya Sabha seats in the upcoming 
polls, due in March next year, increases 
its tally to three. Over the past few years, 
elections have regularly been compli-
cated times for Gehlot—just last year, 
he accused Pilot of attempting to sabo-
tage the Congress candidate during the 
Rajya Sabha polls and ensure a win for 
the BJP, a charge Pilot has denied. The 
Congress high command is unlikely 
to reconsider the leadership question 
in Rajasthan until after the round of 
assembly polls early next year. While the 
results are far from certain, there is no 
doubting Gehlot’s tenacity or his skill in 
fighting long battles of attrition. n

INSTEAD OF TAMPING 
DOWN REBELLION IN 
THE PARTY’S STATE 
UNIT, THE RECENT 

RESHUFFLE OF THE 
RAJASTHAN CABINET 

HAS ONLY STOKED 
TENSIONS BETWEEN 
GEHLOT AND PILOT 

LOYALISTS
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CRACKING 
DOWN ON THE 
CORRUPT
By Amitabh Srivastava

B I H A R

11
No. of disproportionate assets 

cases filed against senior 
officials since September 

`18 crore
Cash seized by the SVU from 

the homes of Bihar government 
officials in the past 10 months

T
here was much consternation 
in Patna’s political circles on 
November 17 after Additional 

Director General of Police (ADGP) 
Nayyar Hasnain Khan sent teams of 
Bihar’s special vigilance unit (SVU) to 
raid the office and private residences 
of Magadh University vice-chancel-
lor (V-C) Rajendra Prasad. The first 
vice-chance llor in Bihar to face such 
ignominy, he had been handpicked by 
Governor Phagu Chauhan, a former 
BJP leader from Uttar Pradesh, to head 
the varsity in 2019.

Chief minister Nitish Kumar had 
picked Khan, a 1996 batch IPS officer, 
to head the economic offences wing 
(EOW) of Bihar police in January 
2021. In September, he also got charge 
of the SVU. The two roles seemed like 
a mandate to crack down on the cor-
rupt among the state’s high and mighty. 
Since then, the EOW has filed 11 dis-
proportionate assets (DA) cases against 
senior government officials. A no-non-
sense officer, Khan earned Nitish’s trust 
after heading SITs (special investigation 
teams) in a number of  cases that made 
headlines at the time, including the 
2017 Bihar Staff Selection Commission 
question paper leak case. 

The SVU, formed in 2006 with 
former CBI (Central Bureau of 
Investigation) officers on its rolls, was 
Nitish’s brainchild, but had over the 
years become another moribund out-
fit. It seems to have gained new life in 
Nitish’s current term. What separates 
the SVU from other police units is that 
it functions independent of police head-
quarters and the state home department. 

Khan reports directly to Nitish.
The BJP, which shares power in 

Bihar with Nitish’s Janata Dal (United) 
or JD(U), has been tight-lipped about 
the raids, primarily due to the startling 
recoveries made by the SVU teams. 
Prasad’s residence in UP’s Gorakhpur 
yielded Rs 2 crore in cash, jewellery 
worth a crore and documents suggest-
ing investments in land for a similar 
amount. The SVU also recovered foreign 
currency from one of the V-C’s homes. 
The raids happened after reports of 
financial irregularities worth Rs 30 crore 
in printing answer booklets and other 
items without dem and.

If the raid on Prasad shocked aca-
demic and political circles, a week 
later it was the bureaucracy’s turn to 
look mortified. On November 26, SVU 
teams raided the homes of Mrityunjay 
Kumar, the OSD (officer on special 
duty) to mines and geology minister 
Janak Ram, and his companion Ratna 
Chatterjee. OSDs are generally hand-
picked by the ministers themselves and, 
owing to their privileged access, are 
considered almost as powerful as their 
bosses. The sleuths seized Rs 30 lakh 
in cash, 30 gold bars, and documents 

for properties in Bihar and West Bengal 
from the Bihar Administrative Service 
(BAS) officer’s residence. Ratna is a for-
mer child development project officer, 
who was dismissed from service in 2012 
after she was caught accepting a bribe. 

The raid on Mrityunjay assumes  
significance as he was attached to BJP 
minister Janak Ram, a former Lok 
Sabha MP handpicked by the party for 
Nitish’s cabinet even though he was not 
a member of any house (he was later 
nominated to the legislative council). 
Former deputy CM Sushil Kumar Modi  
and MLC Nawal Kishore Yadav were the 
only ones in the BJP to comment on the 
raids. Modi tweeted that the “V-C must 
be sacked immediately” but was silent 
on the raids on OSD Kumar. Despite 
repeated calls, Bihar BJP chief Sanjay 
Jaiswal was not available for comment.

“While the raids against a BJP min-
ister’s OSD and a V-C appointed by the 
governor could be viewed through a 
political prism, the fact is the chief min-
ister is in an unsparing mood. He has 
asked officials to go after the corr upt, 
however powerful they may be,” says a 
source in the chief minister’s office. A 
number of IPS officers are also in the 
net in disproportionate assets cases, 
including former Bhojpur SP Rakesh 
Dubey and Sudhir Porika, the former 
SP of Aurangabad district, who was sus-
pended for alleged links with the sand 
mining mafia. DIG Shafi-ul-Haque 
joined the dubious ranks of Nayyar 
Hasnain Khan’s vigilance scalps, when 
police HQ suspended him following an 
SVU report on alleged extortion from 
junior officers. n

IT’S RAINING CASH
SVU officials during the raid at OSD 

Mrityunjay Kumar’s residence in Katihar
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The Last Struggle
On December 19, Goa will 
celebrate the 60th anniversary 
of its liberation from Portuguese 
rule. The struggle to free the 
last pockets of Indian soil from 
colonial rule culminated in 
December 1961, ending a  
450-year occupation

By Kiran D. Tare

13 YEARS AFTER 
INDEPENDENCE

The Indian Army entered Goa, 
then ruled by the Portuguese, 
on December 17, 1961—13 
years after India had won 
freedom from British rule. The 
army cornered the 5,000-odd 
remaining Portuguese soldiers 
and made them surrender in 
two days. Goa, spread over 
3,702 sq. km, became a part of 
India on December 19, 1961

SEVEN ALLIES

Under Lohia’s leadership, 
the residents of at least 
seven villages close to the 
Maharashtra and Karnataka 
borders began uniting 
against the Portuguese. The 
villagers imposed a ban on 
Portuguese products and 
helped Goan farmers sell 
their rice in the market

A 12-POINT PLAN

Lohia laid out a 
12-point programme 
for Goans, encouraging 
them to boycott 
Portuguese products 
and become self-reliant 
entrepreneurs and 
to strengthen local 
agriculture and tourism. 
Simultaneously, he 
convinced then Prime 
Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru to support Goans’ 
liberation struggle

ONE BLAST

Shivajirao Desai, an Indian 
Army officer, founded the 
Goa Liberation Army in 
the 1950s. It succeeded in 
carrying out a bombing in 
the Sonshi mining region, 
causing huge financial loss to 
the Portuguese. It also helped 
secure bridges when the 
Indian Army entered Goa

Ramdas Prabhugaonkar, 
an octogenerian who was 
present during the liberation 
struggle, says this day was 
a turning point. Hundreds of 
satyagrahis had assembled 
in Panaji demanding Goa’s 

liberation; Portuguese 
police brutally assaulted 
Prabhugaonkar and his 
friends for raising the slogan 
‘Jai Hind’. “The Portuguese 
were running a campaign 
saying Goa’s locals were not 

really demanding liberation, 
and that it was an agitation by 
Indians [from other states],” 
says Prabhugaonkar, who 
now stays in Mumbai. “Our 
satyagraha [countered] their 
propaganda”

FOUR FRIENDS

30 MARTYRS `100 CRORE4,046 CONDEMNED 10 BOOKS

On August 15, 
1955, around 
5,000 unarmed 
people tried to 
enter Goa from six 
locations across the 
Maharashtra and 
Karnataka borders. 
The Portuguese 
police opened fire, 
leaving 30 people 
dead. This incident 
led to the Indian 
government drafting 
a plan for Goa’s 
liberation, executed 
six years later

The state has conducted 
several activities over 
the past year to mark 
the 60th anniversary of 
Goa’s liberation, at a cost 
of Rs 100 crore. Events 
include exhibitions, 
seminars and cultural 
programmes. Chief 
Minister Pramod Sawant 

has announced a  
Rs 1 crore award 

for gram panch-
ayats that do 
outstanding 
work to improve 
their self reliance

The Portuguese 
Inquisition, set up 
in Goa in 1560, was 
brutal in its imposition 
of Christianity. The 
Imperial Gazetteer 
of India, Vol VI, 
published in 1886 
by the then-director 
general of statistics to 
the British Raj, notes 
that at least 4,046 
people were 
condemned to 
various tortures, 
including being 
burned alive 

Several authors 
have recently 
written about Goa’s 
liberation. Paresh 
Prabhu, a Panaji-
based editor, has 
translated Lohia’s 
1946 book Action in 
Goa into Marathi. “His thoughts on 
Goa are eternal. He was a visionary 
who dreamt of a self-reliant Goa. We 
have failed him,” says Prabhu. Goa 
is still dependent on neighbouring 
states Maharashtra and Karnataka 
for its daily needs like milk, vegetables 
and meat. “Helping Goa stand on its 
own feet will be a tribute to Lohia”

MAY 18, 1955

FIRST MOVER

Socialist leader Ram 
Manohar Lohia was among 
the first to voice a national 
call for Goa’s liberation, 
on June 18, 1946, at a 
rally attended by close to 
10,000 people in Margao. 
He became a voice for the 
locals after seeing first hand 
their quest for freedom, 
motivating them to gather in 
small groups to strengthen 
their protests against the 
Portuguese occupation

A group of friends—Vishwanath Lawande, 
Narayan Hari Naik, Dattatraya Deshpande and 
Prabhakar Sinari—formed the Azad Gomantak 
Dal, to carry out direct attacks against the 
Portuguese. Their targets included police 
stations, ammunition depots and banks. This 
forced the Portuguese to bring in additional 
forces from abroad. Sinari, the last living person 
among them, currently lives in north Goa

The ruins of the Church of St. Augustine, built in  
the early 1600s during the Portuguese occupation

Protests against Portuguese occupation  
of Goa even after India’s Independence

The front 
page of Diário 

de Noite, a 
Portuguese 

daily published 
from Panjim, on 

December 20

Portuguese soldiers surrender 
during Operation Vijay
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PR ASHANT KISHOR’S

IN AN EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW, THE ELECTION 
STRATEGIST ANALYSES THE STRENGTHS AND 
WEAKNESSES OF THE OPPOSITION AND LAYS OUT 
A GAMEPLAN TO CHALLENGE THE BJP IN 2024

or an accidental political strategist, 
Prashant Kishor has an impressive track 
record. He has advised leaders across the 
political spectrum, from Narendra Modi 
to Mamata Banerjee, Nitish Kumar,  
Rahul Gandhi, M.K. Stalin, Jagan Mohan 

Reddy, Arvind Kejriwal and Captain Amarinder Singh. Of 
the nine election campaigns that he has helped strategise, 
eight resulted in victory. The latest being the May 2021 
assembly election in West Bengal where Mamata Banerjee 
won a landslide to be re-elected chief minister for a third 
stint despite the BJP throwing everything it had in the 
game. As well as M.K. Stalin’s win in Tamil Nadu. The only 
campaign Kishor lost was an effort to get the Congress to 
win the 2017 Uttar Pradesh assembly election.

F
Photographs by BANDEEP SINGH

CS-Prashant Kishor-Dec20.indd   26-27 12/9/2021   12:28:13 PM



C O V E R  S T O R Y

P R A S H A N T 
K I S H O R

BLUEPRINT 
FOR THE 
OPPOSITION

B y  R A J  C H E N G A P P A

PR ASHANT KISHOR’S

IN AN EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW, THE ELECTION 
STRATEGIST ANALYSES THE STRENGTHS AND 
WEAKNESSES OF THE OPPOSITION AND LAYS OUT 
A GAMEPLAN TO CHALLENGE THE BJP IN 2024

or an accidental political strategist, 
Prashant Kishor has an impressive track 
record. He has advised leaders across the 
political spectrum, from Narendra Modi 
to Mamata Banerjee, Nitish Kumar,  
Rahul Gandhi, M.K. Stalin, Jagan Mohan 

Reddy, Arvind Kejriwal and Captain Amarinder Singh. Of 
the nine election campaigns that he has helped strategise, 
eight resulted in victory. The latest being the May 2021 
assembly election in West Bengal where Mamata Banerjee 
won a landslide to be re-elected chief minister for a third 
stint despite the BJP throwing everything it had in the 
game. As well as M.K. Stalin’s win in Tamil Nadu. The only 
campaign Kishor lost was an effort to get the Congress to 
win the 2017 Uttar Pradesh assembly election.

F
Photographs by BANDEEP SINGH

CS-Prashant Kishor-Dec20.indd   26-27 12/9/2021   12:28:13 PM



28    INDIA TODAY    DEC E M BE R 20, 2021 DEC E M BE R 20, 2021   INDIA TODAY   29

ON CONGRESS

C O V E R  S T O R Y

P R A S H A N T 
K I S H O R

For every 
hundred 
seats that 
Congress 
had a 
straight fight 
with BJP 
in 2019, it 
won only 
four

When Sonia and 
Rahul Gandhi headed 
Congress, their strike 
rate was between 31 
and 35%. But since 
2019, when no one 
knows who the lead-
er is, the strike rate 
has dwindled to 10% 
or less

Of the electorate in In-
dia, BJP has 40% as a 
denominator as it has a 
35-37% vote share; an-
other 20 per cent goes 
to other challengers. To 
challenge BJP, Congress 
must capture 40% of the 
60% not voting BJP. It 
currently has 19%

The Congress needs to change 
the way it is structured as a 
party, the way it functions and 
the way it takes decisions. A 
political party of its size, scale 
and legacy cannot function 
with an interim president or a 
stopgap arrangement for three 
years as it has been doing

In a recent tweet, you said “the idea and space 
the Congress represents is vital to a strong 
Opposition. But Congress leadership is not the 
divine right of an individual, especially when 
the party has lost more than 90 per cent of the 
elections in the last 10 years. Let the Opposition 
leadership be declared democratically”. Clearly, 

you are attacking the Congress leadership and not the 
party. What prompted you to do so?
The idea is not to attack anyone. The whole debate recently 
is whether an effective Opposition means one with or with
out the Congress. In my tweet, I am very clear that the idea 
and space the Congress represents is vital for an effective 
Opposition in this country. But the Congress party, the idea, 
or the space it represents, is not the same as the Congress 
in its present formation. Under the present leadership, the 
Congress has not done very well. In the past 10 years, in 
the more than 50 elections, both state and general, it has 
lost almost 90 per cent, except the 2012 Karnataka state 
polls, the 2017 election in Punjab and the 2018 elections in 
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. It tells us 
that there is something fundamentally wrong with the way 
the Congress has organised itself in the present context, the 
way it approaches elections, the way it engages with people. 
I am not suggesting who the leader of the formation should 
be. The Congress party alone is not the full Opposition, you 
have other parties as well. So, let them decide together who 
should lead rather than someone just saying that xyz should 
be the president. What is wrong with my tweet?

Q. Given the fact that the Congress-led UPA (United Pro-
g ressive Alliance) ruled the Centre from 2004 to 2014, 
the party could argue that the los ses were just an anti-
incumbency blowback. Rahul Gandhi can say, look, we won 
four states in the midst of the Modi wave, a sign that the 

Congress is recovering. So why attack 
the leadership?
The Congress’s decline is a not a rec
ent phenomenon. The last time it won 
this country was in 1984 (when it won 
404 seats). After 1984, the party has not 
won a single general election. Yes, it has 
ruled in the interim for 15 years, once as 
a minority government and twice as a 
coalition government, but, as a party, it 
hasn’t necessarily won the country. For 
example, in the 1989 general election, 
it lost power, winning only 198 seats. 
But, in 2004, it won only 145 seats and 
formed a coalition government. So, as a 
political party, its decline is secular.

Q. Except in 2009 when the party won 
206 seats…
Yes, but again, it didn’t have a majority 

on its own. A better gauge is its perfor
mance in assembly constituencies. The 
Congress, at its peak, used to be No.1 or 
a close No.2 in about 3,500 assembly 
constituencies (there are 4,121 cur
rently). Today, that number is down to 
1,5001,600. Their graph has been on 
the dec line, especially after 1984. My 
point is: the decline in the Congress is 
not a temporary phenomenon. It is not 
linked to any individual or episode; it is 
far deeper. It is structural and any Con g
ress revival plan must take these factors 
into account, or they won’t get results.

Q. Many in the Congress assert that 
since you were supposed to advise the 
party on strategy and it didn’t work out, 
you’re vengefully attacking them.
No one can invite themselves to the 

house of the Gandhis or the leadership 
of the Congress and say, okay, please 
hear my strategy. They asked me and 
I gave them what I thought was the 
right approach. They are within their 
rights to accept what I put on the table 
or reject it. I am within my rights to do 
what is right. I have been in talks with 
the Congress leadership for the past 
two years but, post the Bengal elec
tion, it was a much more structured, 
intensive engagement. I almost joined 
the party. But for a few issues where we 
realised that coming together would be 
counterproductive for both sides rather 
than be of help, we parted amicably. So, 
there was no acrimony at all.

Q. What does the Congress need to do?
The Congress needs to change the way 

The 44yearold former UN 
public health specialist stumbled 
into the hazardous profession of poll 
advocacy when he met Narendra 
Modi in 2010 while the latter was 
the chief minister of Gujarat. What 
began as advice to the forwardlook
ing chief minister on health issues 
turned into campaigns for nutri
tion for the Gujarat government 
to writing Modi’s speeches. “One 
thing led to another,” says Kishor, 
“and I got involved in his political 
campaign.” He helped Modi in his 
highly successful reelection cam
paign in 2012 and then got formal
ly involved in his 2014 campaign to 
become prime minister. 

Kishor formed the Citizens for 
Accountable Governance (CAG), a 
poll advisory group that at the peak 
of Modi’s prime ministerial cam
paign had 1,200 employees work
ing for it across 13 states. Kishor 
was credited for coming up with 
Modi’s memorable Chai Pe Charcha 
campaign. After the victory, Kishor 
parted ways with Modi and the BJP 
over differences on the role he was 
to play. The CAG then morphed into 
IPAC or Indian Political Action 
Committee, a crossparty political 
advocacy group, that saw Kishor 
emerge as the country’s premier 
political advisor. Asserting that he 
is no longer formally involved with 
the IPAC, Kishor says he is busy 
these days helping build a political 
formation that can effectively chal
lenge the BJP in the 2024 general 
election. In an exclusive interview 
with india today, Kishor spoke 
for over two hours, laying out the 
gameplan to mount a credible chal
lenge to the BJP in 2024. Excerpts: 

Q. 
VIKRAM SHARMA
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For every 
hundred 
seats that 
Congress 
had a 
straight fight 
with BJP 
in 2019, it 
won only 
four

When Sonia and 
Rahul Gandhi headed 
Congress, their strike 
rate was between 31 
and 35%. But since 
2019, when no one 
knows who the lead-
er is, the strike rate 
has dwindled to 10% 
or less

Of the electorate in In-
dia, BJP has 40% as a 
denominator as it has a 
35-37% vote share; an-
other 20 per cent goes 
to other challengers. To 
challenge BJP, Congress 
must capture 40% of the 
60% not voting BJP. It 
currently has 19%

The Congress needs to change 
the way it is structured as a 
party, the way it functions and 
the way it takes decisions. A 
political party of its size, scale 
and legacy cannot function 
with an interim president or a 
stopgap arrangement for three 
years as it has been doing

In a recent tweet, you said “the idea and space 
the Congress represents is vital to a strong 
Opposition. But Congress leadership is not the 
divine right of an individual, especially when 
the party has lost more than 90 per cent of the 
elections in the last 10 years. Let the Opposition 
leadership be declared democratically”. Clearly, 

you are attacking the Congress leadership and not the 
party. What prompted you to do so?
The idea is not to attack anyone. The whole debate recently 
is whether an effective Opposition means one with or with
out the Congress. In my tweet, I am very clear that the idea 
and space the Congress represents is vital for an effective 
Opposition in this country. But the Congress party, the idea, 
or the space it represents, is not the same as the Congress 
in its present formation. Under the present leadership, the 
Congress has not done very well. In the past 10 years, in 
the more than 50 elections, both state and general, it has 
lost almost 90 per cent, except the 2012 Karnataka state 
polls, the 2017 election in Punjab and the 2018 elections in 
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. It tells us 
that there is something fundamentally wrong with the way 
the Congress has organised itself in the present context, the 
way it approaches elections, the way it engages with people. 
I am not suggesting who the leader of the formation should 
be. The Congress party alone is not the full Opposition, you 
have other parties as well. So, let them decide together who 
should lead rather than someone just saying that xyz should 
be the president. What is wrong with my tweet?

Q. Given the fact that the Congress-led UPA (United Pro-
g ressive Alliance) ruled the Centre from 2004 to 2014, 
the party could argue that the los ses were just an anti-
incumbency blowback. Rahul Gandhi can say, look, we won 
four states in the midst of the Modi wave, a sign that the 

Congress is recovering. So why attack 
the leadership?
The Congress’s decline is a not a rec
ent phenomenon. The last time it won 
this country was in 1984 (when it won 
404 seats). After 1984, the party has not 
won a single general election. Yes, it has 
ruled in the interim for 15 years, once as 
a minority government and twice as a 
coalition government, but, as a party, it 
hasn’t necessarily won the country. For 
example, in the 1989 general election, 
it lost power, winning only 198 seats. 
But, in 2004, it won only 145 seats and 
formed a coalition government. So, as a 
political party, its decline is secular.

Q. Except in 2009 when the party won 
206 seats…
Yes, but again, it didn’t have a majority 

on its own. A better gauge is its perfor
mance in assembly constituencies. The 
Congress, at its peak, used to be No.1 or 
a close No.2 in about 3,500 assembly 
constituencies (there are 4,121 cur
rently). Today, that number is down to 
1,5001,600. Their graph has been on 
the dec line, especially after 1984. My 
point is: the decline in the Congress is 
not a temporary phenomenon. It is not 
linked to any individual or episode; it is 
far deeper. It is structural and any Con g
ress revival plan must take these factors 
into account, or they won’t get results.

Q. Many in the Congress assert that 
since you were supposed to advise the 
party on strategy and it didn’t work out, 
you’re vengefully attacking them.
No one can invite themselves to the 

house of the Gandhis or the leadership 
of the Congress and say, okay, please 
hear my strategy. They asked me and 
I gave them what I thought was the 
right approach. They are within their 
rights to accept what I put on the table 
or reject it. I am within my rights to do 
what is right. I have been in talks with 
the Congress leadership for the past 
two years but, post the Bengal elec
tion, it was a much more structured, 
intensive engagement. I almost joined 
the party. But for a few issues where we 
realised that coming together would be 
counterproductive for both sides rather 
than be of help, we parted amicably. So, 
there was no acrimony at all.

Q. What does the Congress need to do?
The Congress needs to change the way 

The 44yearold former UN 
public health specialist stumbled 
into the hazardous profession of poll 
advocacy when he met Narendra 
Modi in 2010 while the latter was 
the chief minister of Gujarat. What 
began as advice to the forwardlook
ing chief minister on health issues 
turned into campaigns for nutri
tion for the Gujarat government 
to writing Modi’s speeches. “One 
thing led to another,” says Kishor, 
“and I got involved in his political 
campaign.” He helped Modi in his 
highly successful reelection cam
paign in 2012 and then got formal
ly involved in his 2014 campaign to 
become prime minister. 

Kishor formed the Citizens for 
Accountable Governance (CAG), a 
poll advisory group that at the peak 
of Modi’s prime ministerial cam
paign had 1,200 employees work
ing for it across 13 states. Kishor 
was credited for coming up with 
Modi’s memorable Chai Pe Charcha 
campaign. After the victory, Kishor 
parted ways with Modi and the BJP 
over differences on the role he was 
to play. The CAG then morphed into 
IPAC or Indian Political Action 
Committee, a crossparty political 
advocacy group, that saw Kishor 
emerge as the country’s premier 
political advisor. Asserting that he 
is no longer formally involved with 
the IPAC, Kishor says he is busy 
these days helping build a political 
formation that can effectively chal
lenge the BJP in the 2024 general 
election. In an exclusive interview 
with india today, Kishor spoke 
for over two hours, laying out the 
gameplan to mount a credible chal
lenge to the BJP in 2024. Excerpts: 
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VIKRAM SHARMA
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it is structured as a party, the way it 
functions and the way it takes deci-
sions. I will give you one example: a 
political party of the size, scale and 
legacy of the Congress is function-
ing with an interim president or a 
stop gap arrangement for the past 
three years. Is this a smart move? 
You do not need a Prashant Kishor 
or, for that matter, anyone to advise. 
Whoever you choose should be a 
full-time president.

Q. What else?
Apart from the leadership issue, it 
needs to have faster decision-making, 
empower local leaders, and not cen-
tralise all the decision-making and 
keep it in the hands of a few individu-
als in Delhi. India is too big and too 
vast to have all the knowledge and 
expertise centralised in the hands of 
a few individuals. If you look at the 
glory days of the Congress, it was not 
necessarily run by a set of general sec-
retaries who sat in Delhi. The party 
was strong because it had very strong 
regional leaders. I am not saying it 
does not have strong leaders now, but 
given the way the Congress works 
currently, the real power is centralised 
in the hands of general secretaries 
and what people call the party high 
command. That is the biggest stum-
bling block to any real revival of the 
Congress from the grassroots.

Q. West Bengal chief minister and 
Trinamool Congress (TMC) leader 
Mamata Banerjee recently declared 
that the UPA is dead, and even atta
cked the Congress leadership, parti
cularly Rahul Gandhi, saying leaders 
cannot spend so much time abroad.
Only she can explain what she meant, 
but it is logical because the UPA was 
brought into existence in 2004 to 
form and run the central government. 
It was not an arrangement to have a 

political coalition in a situation when 
you are not in government. Even if 
you assume that it was for both, it 
is time to relook at its formation, its 
functioning, because its components 
have changed; many who were a part 
of the UPA have gone out, many who 
were not a part of UPA have come 
in, the dynamics have changed. So, 
you cannot have a UPA as it was in 
2004 and keep on saying that the 
same formation exists, with the same 
proponents and the same working 
mechanics. There is a need to relook 
at the UPA and its formation.

Q. You have also said that no one has 
a divine right to the Congress leader
ship. Clearly, you were referring to 
its dynastic predilections…
No, it is not directed towards any 
individual. My point is simple: as the 
leader of a political party, if you take 

credit when it wins, the world over, 
a democratic party’s policy is that 
you step aside when you lose and let 
somebody else take over the leader-
ship. You can take however many 
chances you need and if, for some rea-
son, it is not working, it is time you let 
somebody else take the chance. Why a 
political party, take any corporate, any 
entity, the captain of the Indian crick-
et team or any team, for that matter. 
If the leader is constantly failing, isn’t 
it logical to step away and let some-
body else do the job? And that some-
body could be from the Congress.

Rahul Gandhi did step away...
I am not talking about Rahul Gandhi, 
I am talking about the leadership 
under which elections have been 
fought for the past 10 years. That 
leadership has failed in 90 per cent of 
the elections, and that is a hard fact. 

If you go and check with I-PAC (Indian 
Political Action Committee), the organ-
isation I used to work with, I have vis-
ited their offices maybe two or three 
times in the past six months. My desire 
is to see if we can put together a politi-
cal formation that can be effective, that 
strengthens the 60 per cent space not 
with the ruling dispensation. I meet 
people towards that but, largely, I am 
sitting at home doing nothing.

Q. What I wanted to ask is that Mamata 
Banerjee seems to be grooming her 
nephew Abhishek. Is there dynastic suc
cession under way in the TMC?
The command and control of the 
TMC rests 100 per cent with Mamata 
Banerjee. She is a hands-on leader. 
It is Mamata Banerjee who was run-
ning, and continues to run, the show. 
Abhishek Banerjee is one of the most 
important leaders of the party.

Q. What does Abhishek bring to  
the table?
That is for the party to decide, but he 
is a three-time MP and I believe he is 
working towards strengthening the 
party. His publicly-stated position is to 
help the party expand beyond Bengal.

Q. Indeed, Mamata Banerjee seems to 
be spreading her wings, with the TMC 
planning to contest elections in Goa, 
Meghalaya and Tripura. Is the TMC 
trying to become the new INC (Indian 
National Congress)?
That, only time can tell, but the TMC’s 
so-called expansion is also being 
over-hyped. If you look at the facts, 
these states amount to just four or five 
Lok Sabha seats. Much is said about 
Congress being the only Opposition 
force taking on the BJP, nationally, but 
data show otherwise. The Congress’s 
strike rate against the BJP in the 2019 
Lok Sabha election was just 4 per cent 
and 6 per cent in 2014. For every 100 
seats the Congress had a straight fight 
with the BJP in 2019, it won only four 
seats. The bulk of its victories were in 
Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Punjab, where 
they were not facing the BJP. Yes, it 
is fighting the BJP but not winning 

ON OPPOSITION

Merely coming together of many parties is 
not a sure recipe for success against the 
present BJP. For that, you have to get four 
levers right: a unifying face, a narrative, then 
the arithmetic, along with the machinery

No third party can challenge BJP in real 
terms at the national level unless it takes 
the space Congress represents today. This 
Left-of-Centre ideological space is very 
large in a country where over 60% of the 
population earns less than Rs 100 a day

It is an unnecessary exercise to try and find 
a leader. Could any one of us have forecast 
in 1972 that JP (Jayaprakash Narayan) would 
unite the opposition and become its face? Or 
imagined in 1986 that V.P. Singh would be PM? 
Or Narendra Modi become the BJP mascot, in 
2010? If you have the right issues, and build a 
narrative around them, a face will emerge

Now, whoever was the leader, morality 
or strategic sense dictates that you step 
away and let somebody else take over.

Q. Are you against dynastic 
succession? 
Dynasty is a reality in this country. To 
many of us, it might look unfortunate, 
but that is the fact. Data shows that 
more than two-thirds of the MPs under 

40 who got elected in the present 
Parliament or previous ones had some 
sort of dynastic connection. When it 
comes to electoral politics, entry for 
those who do not have a dynastic back-
ground is becoming increasingly dif-
ficult. But that is a long-term challenge 
Indian democracy has to confront. It 
is not an ideal situation, but we cannot 
wish it away either. Though it is largely 
attributed to the Congress, other par-
ties are also equally, if not more, at 
fault. But these are things that will self-
correct in due course.

Q. You are advising Mamata 
Banerjee...
No, I am not advising Mamata Baner-
jee. I had said that after the Bengal 
election, I will quit what I was doing. 
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it is structured as a party, the way it 
functions and the way it takes deci-
sions. I will give you one example: a 
political party of the size, scale and 
legacy of the Congress is function-
ing with an interim president or a 
stop gap arrangement for the past 
three years. Is this a smart move? 
You do not need a Prashant Kishor 
or, for that matter, anyone to advise. 
Whoever you choose should be a 
full-time president.

Q. What else?
Apart from the leadership issue, it 
needs to have faster decision-making, 
empower local leaders, and not cen-
tralise all the decision-making and 
keep it in the hands of a few individu-
als in Delhi. India is too big and too 
vast to have all the knowledge and 
expertise centralised in the hands of 
a few individuals. If you look at the 
glory days of the Congress, it was not 
necessarily run by a set of general sec-
retaries who sat in Delhi. The party 
was strong because it had very strong 
regional leaders. I am not saying it 
does not have strong leaders now, but 
given the way the Congress works 
currently, the real power is centralised 
in the hands of general secretaries 
and what people call the party high 
command. That is the biggest stum-
bling block to any real revival of the 
Congress from the grassroots.

Q. West Bengal chief minister and 
Trinamool Congress (TMC) leader 
Mamata Banerjee recently declared 
that the UPA is dead, and even atta
cked the Congress leadership, parti
cularly Rahul Gandhi, saying leaders 
cannot spend so much time abroad.
Only she can explain what she meant, 
but it is logical because the UPA was 
brought into existence in 2004 to 
form and run the central government. 
It was not an arrangement to have a 

political coalition in a situation when 
you are not in government. Even if 
you assume that it was for both, it 
is time to relook at its formation, its 
functioning, because its components 
have changed; many who were a part 
of the UPA have gone out, many who 
were not a part of UPA have come 
in, the dynamics have changed. So, 
you cannot have a UPA as it was in 
2004 and keep on saying that the 
same formation exists, with the same 
proponents and the same working 
mechanics. There is a need to relook 
at the UPA and its formation.

Q. You have also said that no one has 
a divine right to the Congress leader
ship. Clearly, you were referring to 
its dynastic predilections…
No, it is not directed towards any 
individual. My point is simple: as the 
leader of a political party, if you take 

credit when it wins, the world over, 
a democratic party’s policy is that 
you step aside when you lose and let 
somebody else take over the leader-
ship. You can take however many 
chances you need and if, for some rea-
son, it is not working, it is time you let 
somebody else take the chance. Why a 
political party, take any corporate, any 
entity, the captain of the Indian crick-
et team or any team, for that matter. 
If the leader is constantly failing, isn’t 
it logical to step away and let some-
body else do the job? And that some-
body could be from the Congress.

Rahul Gandhi did step away...
I am not talking about Rahul Gandhi, 
I am talking about the leadership 
under which elections have been 
fought for the past 10 years. That 
leadership has failed in 90 per cent of 
the elections, and that is a hard fact. 

If you go and check with I-PAC (Indian 
Political Action Committee), the organ-
isation I used to work with, I have vis-
ited their offices maybe two or three 
times in the past six months. My desire 
is to see if we can put together a politi-
cal formation that can be effective, that 
strengthens the 60 per cent space not 
with the ruling dispensation. I meet 
people towards that but, largely, I am 
sitting at home doing nothing.

Q. What I wanted to ask is that Mamata 
Banerjee seems to be grooming her 
nephew Abhishek. Is there dynastic suc
cession under way in the TMC?
The command and control of the 
TMC rests 100 per cent with Mamata 
Banerjee. She is a hands-on leader. 
It is Mamata Banerjee who was run-
ning, and continues to run, the show. 
Abhishek Banerjee is one of the most 
important leaders of the party.

Q. What does Abhishek bring to  
the table?
That is for the party to decide, but he 
is a three-time MP and I believe he is 
working towards strengthening the 
party. His publicly-stated position is to 
help the party expand beyond Bengal.

Q. Indeed, Mamata Banerjee seems to 
be spreading her wings, with the TMC 
planning to contest elections in Goa, 
Meghalaya and Tripura. Is the TMC 
trying to become the new INC (Indian 
National Congress)?
That, only time can tell, but the TMC’s 
so-called expansion is also being 
over-hyped. If you look at the facts, 
these states amount to just four or five 
Lok Sabha seats. Much is said about 
Congress being the only Opposition 
force taking on the BJP, nationally, but 
data show otherwise. The Congress’s 
strike rate against the BJP in the 2019 
Lok Sabha election was just 4 per cent 
and 6 per cent in 2014. For every 100 
seats the Congress had a straight fight 
with the BJP in 2019, it won only four 
seats. The bulk of its victories were in 
Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Punjab, where 
they were not facing the BJP. Yes, it 
is fighting the BJP but not winning 

ON OPPOSITION

Merely coming together of many parties is 
not a sure recipe for success against the 
present BJP. For that, you have to get four 
levers right: a unifying face, a narrative, then 
the arithmetic, along with the machinery

No third party can challenge BJP in real 
terms at the national level unless it takes 
the space Congress represents today. This 
Left-of-Centre ideological space is very 
large in a country where over 60% of the 
population earns less than Rs 100 a day

It is an unnecessary exercise to try and find 
a leader. Could any one of us have forecast 
in 1972 that JP (Jayaprakash Narayan) would 
unite the opposition and become its face? Or 
imagined in 1986 that V.P. Singh would be PM? 
Or Narendra Modi become the BJP mascot, in 
2010? If you have the right issues, and build a 
narrative around them, a face will emerge

Now, whoever was the leader, morality 
or strategic sense dictates that you step 
away and let somebody else take over.

Q. Are you against dynastic 
succession? 
Dynasty is a reality in this country. To 
many of us, it might look unfortunate, 
but that is the fact. Data shows that 
more than two-thirds of the MPs under 

40 who got elected in the present 
Parliament or previous ones had some 
sort of dynastic connection. When it 
comes to electoral politics, entry for 
those who do not have a dynastic back-
ground is becoming increasingly dif-
ficult. But that is a long-term challenge 
Indian democracy has to confront. It 
is not an ideal situation, but we cannot 
wish it away either. Though it is largely 
attributed to the Congress, other par-
ties are also equally, if not more, at 
fault. But these are things that will self-
correct in due course.

Q. You are advising Mamata 
Banerjee...
No, I am not advising Mamata Baner-
jee. I had said that after the Bengal 
election, I will quit what I was doing. 
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anything. So, what is wrong if anoth-
er Opposition party tries for 15-20 
Lok Sabha seats?

Q. So, what is Mamata Banerjee’s 
gameplan?
That you will have to ask her. I do see 
it quite possible that if parties like 
the TMC, NCP (Nationalist Congress 
Party) and YSR Congress, or those 
whose roots come from Congress 
ideas, space and ideology, put their 
act together, they could emerge as 
a possible alternative to the present 
Congress formation. This is not a 
new phenomenon for the Congress. 
It has happened at least 3-4 times 
in their long history. In 1969, when 
Indira Gandhi formed the Congress 
(I), it emerged as the bigger Congress. 
Theoretically, the possibility exists 
that anybody can create a new Cong-
ress, and if that space becomes bigger, 
then you will see some shifts in the 
present Congress.

Q. From what we can gather, Mamata 
would like an Opposition unity in 
which wherever a regional party is 
strong, whether it is Stalin in Tamil 
Nadu, Jagan Reddy in Andhra, KCR 
in Telangana or Sharad Pawar in 
Maharashtra, it contests unhindered 
in that state. She seems to believe that 
the sum of the parts can become a 
whole that can defeat the BJP.
This whole notion that everyone 
coming together will create a very for-
midable Opposition to defeat the BJP 
will not work. In Assam, there was a 
mahagathbandhan for the state poll 
this year and it was defeated. We have 
seen it in UP, where the BSP, SP and 
other parties came together in 2017, 
and lost. So, one has to look at what 
has happened in the past and learn 
from it. Merely coming together of 
many parties is not a sure recipe for 
success against the present BJP. For 
that, you need a unifying face, a nar-
rative and then the arithmetic for 

people to see a united opposition.

Q. Do you see such a leader on the 
horizon?
It is an unnecessary exercise to try 
and find a leader. Assume that we 
are having this interview in 1972. In 
all our wisdom, could any one of us 
have forecast that a leader called JP 
(Jayaprakash Narayan) would unite 
the opposition and become its face? 
If we were having this conversation 
in 1986, could any of us have foreseen 
V.P. Singh becoming that face? Who 
would have thought of Narendra 
Modi, in 2010? Look at the three 
big U-turns the Modi government 
took. The first was the land acquisi-
tion bill. Can we recall the face that 
led that protest? No. Second was the 
National Register of Citizens (NRC), 
which they have not repealed, but 
not moved ahead on either. Can we 
recall any xyz leadership for which the 
government was forced to step back? 
Recently, the government repealed 
its farm laws, but do we know one 
individual who can be credited for it? 
What I am saying is if you have the 
right issues, you build the narrative, 
the face will emerge. So, this whole 
debate about let us first identify the 
face and till that time you cannot have 
a challenger is not the right way to go 
about it.

Q. Are these spontaneous but some-
what leaderless protests also a mes-
sage to the Opposition that people 
don’t have faith in them or that they 
have failed them?
I wouldn’t necessarily see it as the fail-
ure of the Opposition but as people 
taking matters into their own hands 
rather than trusting or letting their 
democratic interface, the political 
parties, do the job. What was more 
important is the few things these pro-
tests had in common. One was that 
they were people-led. The other is 
the consistency and persistence with 

which the fight was won. It was not 
won in a day; some, like the farm-
ers’ protests, took over a year. So, if 
you have the will, the stamina and 
the determination to stay put, it will 
happen. You cannot put out a tweet, 
follow it with a press conference in 
Lutyens’ Delhi the next day, and have 
a few candle marches here and there 
and expect the government to go 
down on its knees. It will not happen.

Q. After the farmers’ protests by the 
Congress in Lakhimpur Kheri, you 
said that quick fixes will not work?
As a nation, we seem to have moved 
into T20 mode—everything has to 
be settled in one day, everything has 
to be a yes or no, a WhatsApp uni-
versity where everything must be 
said in one line. There is no space 
for any nuanced argument. You 
are either a Modi bhakt or a Rahul 

track records. But since 2019, when no 
one knows who the leader is, the strike 
rate has gone down to 10 per cent or 
less. You need to look at that.

Q. So, do you feel the Gandhis  
should go?
No, I am not saying that. What you need 
to do is to change the formation. You 
can be there, but sometimes a realign-
ment or rearrangement of the forma-
tion can make you function far better 
because the present formation is cer-
tainly not working. The present forma-
tion—and I am making a point not only 
about the Congress but about the larger 
UPA formation—and the way in which 
it is organised is very unlikely to be dra-
matically successful electorally against 
the BJP in the next few years.

Q. Keeping aside the leadership ques-
tion, the fact remains that the Congress 
remains a major Opposition force. 
Would you advise any Opposition for-
mation to ignore the grand old party?
The idea and the space the Congress 
was supposed to represent and occupy 
remains formidable on the ground. It is 
a question of how you bring it together 
and convert it into electoral success. 
So, I am a firm believer that there is no 
scope of any third party to move on to 
challenge the BJP in real terms at the 
national level unless you take the space 
Congress represents today. But, in the 
same voice, I am also saying you need to 
have a different formation.

Q. What is the Congress space you are 
talking about?
The Congress space is roughly 40-45 
per cent. If you look at the electorate in 
India, the BJP could realistically look at 
40 per cent of them as its denominator 
as they are winning anything between 
30 and 37 per cent of the votes. Another 
20 per cent of the votes go to many 
smaller challengers and regional play-
ers. So, the space for the Congress has 
shrunk to 40 per cent. I am not talking 

Hindutva politics has its limits. It is 
difficult to polarise any community 
beyond 50-55%. Data shows that 
for every Hindu voting for BJP, 
there’s one who wouldn’t

Caste plays a role only in the 
absence of a popular face, 
a credible narrative or an 
emotional event

Dynastic politics is a reality. It’s 
difficult to enter politics without 
a dynastic connection these 
days. It’s not just Congress, it’s 
there in other parties as well

Gandhi one. This binary is what 
hurts and weakens the Opposition. 
Some of these challenges are big and 
complex, and you must have nuanced 
understanding, and arguments and 
formations that are multi-layered 
rather than just binaries.

Q. Coming back to the Congress, are 
you saying Rahul Gandhi is a defeat-
ed general and should move out?
We cannot single him out and call 
him a defeated general because, for all 
practical purposes, the leadership is a 
combined one, with the current presi-
dent and him running it. Let me put 

things in perspective. I looked at the 
Congress record under Sonia Gandhi 
because she has been the longest-
serving Congress president with 25 
years as its head. Her electoral strike 
rate works out to somewhere around 
31-32 per cent, or one third of the 
elections the Congress fought. When 
Rahul Gandhi was the president, his 
strike rate was slightly better, around 
34 -35 percent. Both are not great 

State governments that invest in 
their party infrastructure after 
coming to power are more likely 
to get re-elected
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anything. So, what is wrong if anoth-
er Opposition party tries for 15-20 
Lok Sabha seats?

Q. So, what is Mamata Banerjee’s 
gameplan?
That you will have to ask her. I do see 
it quite possible that if parties like 
the TMC, NCP (Nationalist Congress 
Party) and YSR Congress, or those 
whose roots come from Congress 
ideas, space and ideology, put their 
act together, they could emerge as 
a possible alternative to the present 
Congress formation. This is not a 
new phenomenon for the Congress. 
It has happened at least 3-4 times 
in their long history. In 1969, when 
Indira Gandhi formed the Congress 
(I), it emerged as the bigger Congress. 
Theoretically, the possibility exists 
that anybody can create a new Cong-
ress, and if that space becomes bigger, 
then you will see some shifts in the 
present Congress.

Q. From what we can gather, Mamata 
would like an Opposition unity in 
which wherever a regional party is 
strong, whether it is Stalin in Tamil 
Nadu, Jagan Reddy in Andhra, KCR 
in Telangana or Sharad Pawar in 
Maharashtra, it contests unhindered 
in that state. She seems to believe that 
the sum of the parts can become a 
whole that can defeat the BJP.
This whole notion that everyone 
coming together will create a very for-
midable Opposition to defeat the BJP 
will not work. In Assam, there was a 
mahagathbandhan for the state poll 
this year and it was defeated. We have 
seen it in UP, where the BSP, SP and 
other parties came together in 2017, 
and lost. So, one has to look at what 
has happened in the past and learn 
from it. Merely coming together of 
many parties is not a sure recipe for 
success against the present BJP. For 
that, you need a unifying face, a nar-
rative and then the arithmetic for 

people to see a united opposition.

Q. Do you see such a leader on the 
horizon?
It is an unnecessary exercise to try 
and find a leader. Assume that we 
are having this interview in 1972. In 
all our wisdom, could any one of us 
have forecast that a leader called JP 
(Jayaprakash Narayan) would unite 
the opposition and become its face? 
If we were having this conversation 
in 1986, could any of us have foreseen 
V.P. Singh becoming that face? Who 
would have thought of Narendra 
Modi, in 2010? Look at the three 
big U-turns the Modi government 
took. The first was the land acquisi-
tion bill. Can we recall the face that 
led that protest? No. Second was the 
National Register of Citizens (NRC), 
which they have not repealed, but 
not moved ahead on either. Can we 
recall any xyz leadership for which the 
government was forced to step back? 
Recently, the government repealed 
its farm laws, but do we know one 
individual who can be credited for it? 
What I am saying is if you have the 
right issues, you build the narrative, 
the face will emerge. So, this whole 
debate about let us first identify the 
face and till that time you cannot have 
a challenger is not the right way to go 
about it.

Q. Are these spontaneous but some-
what leaderless protests also a mes-
sage to the Opposition that people 
don’t have faith in them or that they 
have failed them?
I wouldn’t necessarily see it as the fail-
ure of the Opposition but as people 
taking matters into their own hands 
rather than trusting or letting their 
democratic interface, the political 
parties, do the job. What was more 
important is the few things these pro-
tests had in common. One was that 
they were people-led. The other is 
the consistency and persistence with 

which the fight was won. It was not 
won in a day; some, like the farm-
ers’ protests, took over a year. So, if 
you have the will, the stamina and 
the determination to stay put, it will 
happen. You cannot put out a tweet, 
follow it with a press conference in 
Lutyens’ Delhi the next day, and have 
a few candle marches here and there 
and expect the government to go 
down on its knees. It will not happen.

Q. After the farmers’ protests by the 
Congress in Lakhimpur Kheri, you 
said that quick fixes will not work?
As a nation, we seem to have moved 
into T20 mode—everything has to 
be settled in one day, everything has 
to be a yes or no, a WhatsApp uni-
versity where everything must be 
said in one line. There is no space 
for any nuanced argument. You 
are either a Modi bhakt or a Rahul 

track records. But since 2019, when no 
one knows who the leader is, the strike 
rate has gone down to 10 per cent or 
less. You need to look at that.

Q. So, do you feel the Gandhis  
should go?
No, I am not saying that. What you need 
to do is to change the formation. You 
can be there, but sometimes a realign-
ment or rearrangement of the forma-
tion can make you function far better 
because the present formation is cer-
tainly not working. The present forma-
tion—and I am making a point not only 
about the Congress but about the larger 
UPA formation—and the way in which 
it is organised is very unlikely to be dra-
matically successful electorally against 
the BJP in the next few years.

Q. Keeping aside the leadership ques-
tion, the fact remains that the Congress 
remains a major Opposition force. 
Would you advise any Opposition for-
mation to ignore the grand old party?
The idea and the space the Congress 
was supposed to represent and occupy 
remains formidable on the ground. It is 
a question of how you bring it together 
and convert it into electoral success. 
So, I am a firm believer that there is no 
scope of any third party to move on to 
challenge the BJP in real terms at the 
national level unless you take the space 
Congress represents today. But, in the 
same voice, I am also saying you need to 
have a different formation.

Q. What is the Congress space you are 
talking about?
The Congress space is roughly 40-45 
per cent. If you look at the electorate in 
India, the BJP could realistically look at 
40 per cent of them as its denominator 
as they are winning anything between 
30 and 37 per cent of the votes. Another 
20 per cent of the votes go to many 
smaller challengers and regional play-
ers. So, the space for the Congress has 
shrunk to 40 per cent. I am not talking 

Hindutva politics has its limits. It is 
difficult to polarise any community 
beyond 50-55%. Data shows that 
for every Hindu voting for BJP, 
there’s one who wouldn’t
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difficult to enter politics without 
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days. It’s not just Congress, it’s 
there in other parties as well

Gandhi one. This binary is what 
hurts and weakens the Opposition. 
Some of these challenges are big and 
complex, and you must have nuanced 
understanding, and arguments and 
formations that are multi-layered 
rather than just binaries.

Q. Coming back to the Congress, are 
you saying Rahul Gandhi is a defeat-
ed general and should move out?
We cannot single him out and call 
him a defeated general because, for all 
practical purposes, the leadership is a 
combined one, with the current presi-
dent and him running it. Let me put 

things in perspective. I looked at the 
Congress record under Sonia Gandhi 
because she has been the longest-
serving Congress president with 25 
years as its head. Her electoral strike 
rate works out to somewhere around 
31-32 per cent, or one third of the 
elections the Congress fought. When 
Rahul Gandhi was the president, his 
strike rate was slightly better, around 
34 -35 percent. Both are not great 
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about the votes, I am talking about 
the denominator in which they oper-
ate. So, if the Congress wants to 
become the BJP’s main challenger, 
it must capture the equivalent of 
40 per cent of the remaining 60 per 
cent that is not voting the BJP. The 
Congress has 19 per cent of the vote 
share—less than half the 40 per cent 
it needs. So, a change in formation 
and strategy and better efforts could 
push that up to 25-30 per cent, and it 
is quite doable. 

Q. What does the Congress 
represent?
For this 60 per cent space, the Cong-
ress is still the default party best 
suited to rule the country. They 
contributed to India what we have 
today, they are seen as the protectors 
of the Constitution, of the values our 
founding fathers saw for this country. 
These are huge advantages, it must 
build on it. For any other upcoming 
party, the 19 per cent vote is a huge 
positive. But, for the Congress, it is a 
huge negative because you are com-
ing down from the 40 per cent that is 
projected for you.

Q. And in terms of ideology?
In very broad terms, I think the 
Congress is still seen as the primary 
occupant of the Left-of-Centre ideol-
ogy and the BJP as Right-of-Centre. 
This Left-of-Centre is the space I am 
talking about; it is a very large space 
in a country where over 60 per cent 
of the population does not earn Rs 
100 a day. That is the space where 
the Congress is supposed to be the 
key voice and player. That is why 
you cannot write off or ever wish the 
Congress to be dead.

Q. You recently talked of the BJP 
being a formidable force and not 
going away in a hurry. Why?

You cannot wish away the BJP as 
a political force because first you 
must see what has brought them 
here. It is a long body of work done 
by generations of people over the 
past 50-60 years that started with 
the Jan Sangh and well before. Now, 
after 60-70 years of fight, they have 
arrived with a 30-35 per cent vote. 
It is quite possible that they will lose 
elections—one or many. But once 
you have this big an organisation 
that gets 30 per cent votes at an all-
India level, that political organisa-
tion cannot be wished away. 

Q. You also said the BJP would 
remain at the centre of Indian poli-
tics for decades?
I am not saying the BJP will rule 
for the next 30-40 years but, yes, 
they are going to be at the centre of 
Indian politics for the next 30-40 
years at least, whether they win 
or lose elections, as was the case 
with the Congress. The Congress 
lost many elections post-1967, but 
India’s politics revolved largely in 
and around the Congress, because 
the party enjoyed that 30-35 per 
cent vote share at the pan-India 
level. The same applies to the BJP. 
Many individuals who think that it 
is a matter of time before the BJP 
disappears are making a huge mis-
take. If you are opposed to the BJP, 
you must be prepared for a long-term 
political battle to convince the people 
that you present a better proposition 
than what the BJP is offering. It can-
not be done in a hurry; there is no 
quick fix to it.

Q. What is the big takeaway from 
the TMC’s defeat of the BJP?
That you can’t be defensive, you 
can’t start a campaign too late, and 
you can’t become complacent. The 
TMC had to accept what happened 

in the 2019 Lok Sabha election because 
it was probably not willing to acknowl-
edge that the BJP had become a for-
midable force in Bengal. There is no 
problem in accepting the strength 
of your opposition so long as you are 
determined to defeat it, and then you 
will know how to defeat it.

Q. How did Mamata Banerjee counter 
the polarisation unleashed by the BJP?
Polarisation was a factor and the reason 
why the BJP got 38 per cent votes in 
the West Bengal election. The bulk of it 
came from religion-based polarisation. 
But polarisation has its limits. We have 
looked at data and found that polarisa-
tion has a limit of 50-55 per cent. It is 
very difficult to polarise any community 
on religious issues beyond 50-55 per 
cent. That largely held on in Bengal too.

Q. Would you then say that Hindutva 
per se, which the BJP and RSS are 

propagating as an electoral strategy, 
has its limitations?
Well, any strategy has its limitations 
and, to that extent, Hindutva has its 
own limitations. Because Hindus are 
not as homogenous a religious com-
munity as many would like to believe. 
Second, at an all-India level, I will put 
50 per cent Hindus who are not neces-
sarily willing to vote for the BJP based 
on Hindutva. This is backed by data that 
tells us that for every Hindu who will 
vote the BJP, there will be one who will 
not do so. Any political challenger of the 
BJP will look at that half of the Hindu 
population and try to galvanise them 
and bring them on their side to counter 
the BJP electorally.

Q. Uttar Pradesh will have an assembly 
election in February. How will polarisa-
tion play out there, especially as Chief 
Minister Yogi Adityanath is known to 
push a hardline Hindutva agenda?
Whoever the polarising face or whatever 
the polarising event, it will have limi-
tations. Having said that, rather than 
talking about what will happen in UP 
in terms of the electoral outcome—as I 
don’t want to get into that guess work—
I want to make a substantive point: that 
the UP election results will not necessar-
ily reflect what will happen in the 2024 

general election. A lot of people are get-
ting into this trap, that whatever hap-
pens in UP will set the tone for 2024. I 
would counter that with data. In 2012, 
the BJP was the No.3 or No.4 party in 
UP. Samajwadi Party swept the state, 
but that had no implications in the 2014 
general election. If that was true, why 
are you saying that whatever happens in 
2022 will happen in 2024? It suits the 
BJP that if UP is done in 2022, the oth-
ers should give up 2024. But the 2022 
UP state election is not a semi-final. 
There are many other state elections to 
be held before 2024.

Q. How important is caste-based poli-
tics in determining election outcome?
While caste is very important, how 
much it plays a role in voting preference 
is a matter of debate. In my understand-
ing, caste plays a role only in the absence 
of a popular face or a popular narrative 
or an emotional event. In the so-called 
lehar (wave) elections, say, in 1984, there 
was an event in the form of the death 
of the late Indiraji, and the caste bar-
riers broke. In 2014, Narendra Modi 
captured India’s imagination and broke 
caste barriers. If there is a narrative, like 
in the time of V.P. Singh—Raja nahin 
fakir hai, desh ki takdeer hai (He is an 
ascetic, not a king, and the country’s 
destiny) or as anti-corruption crusad-
er—then the caste factor gets overcome. 
But in the absence of a popular face or 
narrative or event, people tend to fall 
back on their identities. Chalo kuchh 
nahin to apni jati wale ko vote de dete 
hain (If there is nothing else, let’s vote 
for a candidate from our caste).

Q. Doesn’t a government’s performance 
have a bearing on voters’ decision-mak-
ing? We have seen many governments 
being re-elected in states recently.
Well, it is a very difficult question to 
answer. One indicator is that state gov-
ernments who, after assuming power, 
invest in their political organisation, 
are more likely to get re-elected. Look 
at Naveen Babu in Odisha, Mamata 
Banerjee in West Bengal, KCR in 
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about the votes, I am talking about 
the denominator in which they oper-
ate. So, if the Congress wants to 
become the BJP’s main challenger, 
it must capture the equivalent of 
40 per cent of the remaining 60 per 
cent that is not voting the BJP. The 
Congress has 19 per cent of the vote 
share—less than half the 40 per cent 
it needs. So, a change in formation 
and strategy and better efforts could 
push that up to 25-30 per cent, and it 
is quite doable. 

Q. What does the Congress 
represent?
For this 60 per cent space, the Cong-
ress is still the default party best 
suited to rule the country. They 
contributed to India what we have 
today, they are seen as the protectors 
of the Constitution, of the values our 
founding fathers saw for this country. 
These are huge advantages, it must 
build on it. For any other upcoming 
party, the 19 per cent vote is a huge 
positive. But, for the Congress, it is a 
huge negative because you are com-
ing down from the 40 per cent that is 
projected for you.

Q. And in terms of ideology?
In very broad terms, I think the 
Congress is still seen as the primary 
occupant of the Left-of-Centre ideol-
ogy and the BJP as Right-of-Centre. 
This Left-of-Centre is the space I am 
talking about; it is a very large space 
in a country where over 60 per cent 
of the population does not earn Rs 
100 a day. That is the space where 
the Congress is supposed to be the 
key voice and player. That is why 
you cannot write off or ever wish the 
Congress to be dead.

Q. You recently talked of the BJP 
being a formidable force and not 
going away in a hurry. Why?

You cannot wish away the BJP as 
a political force because first you 
must see what has brought them 
here. It is a long body of work done 
by generations of people over the 
past 50-60 years that started with 
the Jan Sangh and well before. Now, 
after 60-70 years of fight, they have 
arrived with a 30-35 per cent vote. 
It is quite possible that they will lose 
elections—one or many. But once 
you have this big an organisation 
that gets 30 per cent votes at an all-
India level, that political organisa-
tion cannot be wished away. 

Q. You also said the BJP would 
remain at the centre of Indian poli-
tics for decades?
I am not saying the BJP will rule 
for the next 30-40 years but, yes, 
they are going to be at the centre of 
Indian politics for the next 30-40 
years at least, whether they win 
or lose elections, as was the case 
with the Congress. The Congress 
lost many elections post-1967, but 
India’s politics revolved largely in 
and around the Congress, because 
the party enjoyed that 30-35 per 
cent vote share at the pan-India 
level. The same applies to the BJP. 
Many individuals who think that it 
is a matter of time before the BJP 
disappears are making a huge mis-
take. If you are opposed to the BJP, 
you must be prepared for a long-term 
political battle to convince the people 
that you present a better proposition 
than what the BJP is offering. It can-
not be done in a hurry; there is no 
quick fix to it.

Q. What is the big takeaway from 
the TMC’s defeat of the BJP?
That you can’t be defensive, you 
can’t start a campaign too late, and 
you can’t become complacent. The 
TMC had to accept what happened 

in the 2019 Lok Sabha election because 
it was probably not willing to acknowl-
edge that the BJP had become a for-
midable force in Bengal. There is no 
problem in accepting the strength 
of your opposition so long as you are 
determined to defeat it, and then you 
will know how to defeat it.

Q. How did Mamata Banerjee counter 
the polarisation unleashed by the BJP?
Polarisation was a factor and the reason 
why the BJP got 38 per cent votes in 
the West Bengal election. The bulk of it 
came from religion-based polarisation. 
But polarisation has its limits. We have 
looked at data and found that polarisa-
tion has a limit of 50-55 per cent. It is 
very difficult to polarise any community 
on religious issues beyond 50-55 per 
cent. That largely held on in Bengal too.

Q. Would you then say that Hindutva 
per se, which the BJP and RSS are 

propagating as an electoral strategy, 
has its limitations?
Well, any strategy has its limitations 
and, to that extent, Hindutva has its 
own limitations. Because Hindus are 
not as homogenous a religious com-
munity as many would like to believe. 
Second, at an all-India level, I will put 
50 per cent Hindus who are not neces-
sarily willing to vote for the BJP based 
on Hindutva. This is backed by data that 
tells us that for every Hindu who will 
vote the BJP, there will be one who will 
not do so. Any political challenger of the 
BJP will look at that half of the Hindu 
population and try to galvanise them 
and bring them on their side to counter 
the BJP electorally.

Q. Uttar Pradesh will have an assembly 
election in February. How will polarisa-
tion play out there, especially as Chief 
Minister Yogi Adityanath is known to 
push a hardline Hindutva agenda?
Whoever the polarising face or whatever 
the polarising event, it will have limi-
tations. Having said that, rather than 
talking about what will happen in UP 
in terms of the electoral outcome—as I 
don’t want to get into that guess work—
I want to make a substantive point: that 
the UP election results will not necessar-
ily reflect what will happen in the 2024 

general election. A lot of people are get-
ting into this trap, that whatever hap-
pens in UP will set the tone for 2024. I 
would counter that with data. In 2012, 
the BJP was the No.3 or No.4 party in 
UP. Samajwadi Party swept the state, 
but that had no implications in the 2014 
general election. If that was true, why 
are you saying that whatever happens in 
2022 will happen in 2024? It suits the 
BJP that if UP is done in 2022, the oth-
ers should give up 2024. But the 2022 
UP state election is not a semi-final. 
There are many other state elections to 
be held before 2024.

Q. How important is caste-based poli-
tics in determining election outcome?
While caste is very important, how 
much it plays a role in voting preference 
is a matter of debate. In my understand-
ing, caste plays a role only in the absence 
of a popular face or a popular narrative 
or an emotional event. In the so-called 
lehar (wave) elections, say, in 1984, there 
was an event in the form of the death 
of the late Indiraji, and the caste bar-
riers broke. In 2014, Narendra Modi 
captured India’s imagination and broke 
caste barriers. If there is a narrative, like 
in the time of V.P. Singh—Raja nahin 
fakir hai, desh ki takdeer hai (He is an 
ascetic, not a king, and the country’s 
destiny) or as anti-corruption crusad-
er—then the caste factor gets overcome. 
But in the absence of a popular face or 
narrative or event, people tend to fall 
back on their identities. Chalo kuchh 
nahin to apni jati wale ko vote de dete 
hain (If there is nothing else, let’s vote 
for a candidate from our caste).
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politics for the next 
30-40 years at least 
whether they win 
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Telangana or all the BJP govern-
ments. If the matrix of all govern-
ments’ performance is the same, the 
ones that have invested in building 
the party infrastructure are more 
likely to be re-elected. This is unlike 
a typical Congress government that 
tends to ignore the party organisa-
tion or gives it a back seat. So, that 
could be one of the critical differen-
tiators. If you put a Congress gov-
ernment’s re-electability on a graph, 
it is almost one-third less than that 
of a BJP-led government.

Q. What should the Opposition do 
to put up a formidable challenge 
against the BJP?
Get the four levers right: have a 
messenger or the face, have the 
narrative, the mechanics, which 
is a united opposition or political 
parties and, along with that, the 
machinery. You need to add one 
more layer to the machinery, which 
is to have a rapid response to take 
on the BJP, whether it is messag-
ing or tactics on the ground. If you 
get these four levers right, you can 
mount a challenge against the BJP.

Q. Is there enough time for the 
Opposition to do so by 2024?
Two years is not a short time, so I 
wouldn’t give up on 2024. But if 
you really want to take on the BJP, 
someone must have a long-term 
approach of 7-10 years. You might 
defeat them with one combination 
that comes together in 2024, but 
for you to hold on to that ground, 
you need to constantly strengthen 
the four levers I outlined.

Q. What are the BJP’s 
vulnerabilities?
Wherever they have faced a tough 
challenge, they haven’t been able to 
necessarily steamroller the oppo-
nents as they have done with the 

gas), Har Ghar Nal ka Jal (tap water in 
homes). Welfarism mixed with hyper-
nationalism and Hindutva are very 
potent weapons the BJP has developed. 
The Opposition cannot defeat the BJP 
at an India level until and unless they 
are able to dent them in two of these 
three factors. On welfarism, you need to 
have a better proposition than what the 
BJP is offering; on hyper-nationalism, 
you need to have a credible narrative 
than what the BJP is presenting to the 
country. On Hindutva, even tho ugh 
the radicals and the fun damentalists 
are with the BJP, the liberals are with 
you. Only if they do all this can the 
Opposition challenge the BJP.

Q. What do you see as Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s USP since you 
advised him on electoral strategy prior 
to 2014?
He has many strengths. The first is the 
unique mix of experience he brings to 
the table. If you look at his journey of 
the past 50 years, he spent 15 years as an 
RSS pracharak, where he had the best 
opportunity to understand, interact and 

engage with the masses. Then, he spent 
another 10-15 years as a political organ-
iser in the BJP, where he gained the 
experience of preparing and managing 
the political set-up in the way it should 
be. Then, 13 years as chief minister and, 
finally, seven and a half years as prime 
minister. The 45 years of his experience 
mix is unique in India. It makes him lit-
erally second-guess what people want. 
He is also a great listener. He has the 
quality of listening to as many people 
as possibly can be heard on any issue, 
which probably gives him the advantage 
of benefitting from all points of views. 
I’d put his being a patient listener above 
his quality of being seen as decisive.

Q. Why do you think the prime minis-
ter repealed the three farm laws?
I have a very different take on this, 
which tells us about the character of 
Mr Modi and how he deals with politi-
cal issues. While he is very firm when 
it comes to dealing with individuals or 
parties, when he is up against public, 
he is quite flexible. Look at the three 
U-turns he took; he has been flexible 

enough, if you want to give him credit, 
to take a step back on issues on which 
his government is seen as against the 
people. But, at the same time, he has 
been careful to make sure that nobody 
else gets credit on the other side. While 
he has neutralised something that could 
have become bigger for him in a nega-
tive sense, at the same time, he is aware 
that it did not yield any substantial 
tangible political benefit to any individ-
ual or party, as the leadership of these 
movements was diffused.

Q. Since you have advised so many 
political leaders, what are the key qual-
ities in really successful leaders?
You must be intelligent—that goes 
without saying—you must have char-
acter and you must have courage. Let 
me elaborate. You can be less wise, but 
you can cover up for the lack of intel-
ligence by being surrounded by intel-
ligent advisors. Character is relative in 
politics. What you cannot do without 
is courage; there is no substitute for it. 
You must have the courage to be out 
there to be judged, commented upon, 
criticised, or adored—courage is the 
unique thing that makes a leader.

Q. And, finally, what is the mantra of 
your own success as a strategist?
First, we are highly overrated. You can-
not make anyone win or lose, no matter 
how smart you are. Parties or leaders 
win or lose on their own performances, 
track records, what they offer and what 
people see in them. People like us on the 
margins can help you organise yourself 
and your outfit better. With that caveat, 
our job, if you really narrow it down, 
is to listen to as many voices as we can, 
make a coherent narrative around it 
and let the leader accept that as his or 
her narrative or priority. We have grown 
up with this phrase—Raja bhes badal 
kar nikle toh unko pata chala (The king 
learnt what his subjects think of his rule 
only when he stepped out in disguise)—
it sums up the wisdom of centuries that 
for a king, the toughest thing to know is 
what people are saying on the ground. 
We are just glorified articulate listeners 
who can make sense of what we hear 
and make coherent strategies. n

He brings a unique 
mix of experience: 
15 years as RSS 
pracharak, 10-15 
years as party orga-
niser, 13 years as 
CM and now seven 
years as PM

He is also a great 
listener. He listens 
to as many people 
as possible on an 
issue, which gives 
him the benefit of 
having all points  
of view

He is flexible enough 
to step back on 
issues when his 
govt is seen as anti-
people. At the same 
time, he ensures 
no one on the other 
side gets credit

A successful 
leader has to be 
intelligent, must 
have character 
and courage—to 
be out there to be 
judged, criticised, 
or adored

Congress. With the Congress, their 
strike rate is 95 per cent, but versus 
the other parties, it is not that great. 
Look at eastern and southern India—
Bihar, West Bengal, Odisha, Andhra, 
Telangana, Tamil Nadu and Kerala—
which have roughly 200 Lok Sabha 
seats. The BJP is limited to 47 seats. 
It has 17 seats in Bihar, 18 in Bengal, 
eight in Odisha, four in Telangana 
and none in Tamil Nadu, Andhra and 
Kerala. So, in almost 40 per cent of 
the Lok Sabha seats, the BJP has not 
been able to penetrate as much as they 
would have liked to despite not hav-
ing a formidable opposition in these 
regions. Individual parties and their 
leaders have withstood the political 
onslaught of the BJP in the past 10 
years. The BJP is a force in the west 
and north—if you draw a line from 
Karnataka to Kashmir and look west, 
including Gujarat, this is the region 
where the BJP is literally sweeping 
everything. But if they were to lose 
100 seats in this region, it will make 
them quite vulnerable, keeping in 
mind their current lack of presence in 
the east and the south.

Q. What are its strengths?
Well, multifold, but what I see is 

that while Hindutva remains their 
core, they have added two significant 
things. One is hyper-nationalism, 
which is a new addition to their 
armoury. So, if you criticise them, 
they will say you are anti-India. This 
could also be one reason why we don’t 
see widespread dissent over inflation 
or unemployment. After demoneti-
sation, we saw people standing in 
long queues on television and feeling 
happy about it, saying we are doing 
it because we are building a new, 
stronger India. Or, for inflation, say-
ing we are happy to pay 50 per cent 
more because it is going for nation-
building or rashtra ke liye, you must 
make some sacrifice. But we shouldn’t 
underestimate the third lever, which 
is their household level delivery. Be it 
toilets, Ujjwala (subsidised cooking 
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BRACING  
FOR IMPACT
OMICRON, THE LATEST COVID ‘VARIANT OF CONCERN’, SPREADS 
FAST BUT HAS SO FAR NOT CAUSED SEVERE SYMPTOMS AND NO 
DEATHS. KEEP YOUR FINGERS CROSSED

By SONALI ACHARJEE

n December 7, India 
recorded just 6,822 
new Covid-19 cases and 
200 deaths in 24 hours; the 
lowest single-day spike in 
over 18 months. Active cases 
currently stand at 95,014, 
the lowest in 554 days. Yet, 
instead of heaving a sigh of 
relief, public health offi-
cials across the country are 

gearing up for battle once again. Ever since cases of the new 
Covid variant, Omicron, have been confirmed in India, both 
the Centre and states are stepping up measures to ensure 
that transmission remains as low as possible. Nobody wants 
a repeat of what happened when the Delta variant was left to 
spread unchecked. In Delhi’s Shahdara, for instance, a Covid 

care centre reserved for Delhi police personnel has been 
revived. Its 78 beds have been dusted and oxygen has been 
secured for 20 beds. A little further away, the capital’s largest 
Covid hospital, the Lok Nayak Jai Prakash (LNJP) Narayan 
Hospital, has also begun taking stock of its beds and oxygen 
situation. “We just don’t want to take chances. With Covid, 
it is always better to be prepared. Surges can be sudden 
and unpredictable. Even as one works towards limiting the 
spread, they should be ready if the spread does happen,” says 
Dr Suresh Kumar, medical director, LNJP. 

The spread of Omicron has been rapid. Since December 
3, when two cases were first detected in Karnataka, the 
number has grown seven times to 23 in just four days, with 
cases reported in Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Gujarat and 
Delhi. While the states have ruled out complete lockdown, 
they have implemented other measures to limit transmis-
sion (see New Virus, New Rules). In Karnataka, for example, 

T H E  B I G  S T O R Y

O M I C R O N

O

INDIA’S 
OMICRON 
TALLY
Delhi 1
Rajasthan 9
Gujarat 1 
Maharashtra 10
Karnataka 2

SIGNS OF NATIONAL 
SPREAD LIMITED

 Omicron cases being reported 
have grown seven times in the 
past week

 However, India’s active cases 
continue to decline and the basic 
reproduction number (‘R number’) 
remains less than 1, indicating 
that the viral spread is still limited

DELHI: All 
international 
passengers being 
tested; entry to public 
places likely to be 
restricted to those 
with a first dose 
vaccine certificate; 
major Covid care 
centres being revived; 
oxygen, bed and 
medicine availability 
being strengthened

GUJARAT: Night 
curfew extended 
in eight cities with 
restaurants allowed to 
operate at 75 per cent 
capacity till midnight; 
all gatherings limited 
to 400 people; cinema 
halls to operate with 
only 100 people; 
all passengers 
to be tested and 
quarantined if positive

RAJASTHAN: 
International 
travellers to be 
tested and observed 
for 16 days for 
Covid symptoms; 
major Covid care 
centres being 
revived; curfews to 
be imposed in Covid 
hotspots; and masks 
mandatory in public 
spaces

MAHARASHTRA: 
Complete vaccination, 
masks and distancing 
mandatory in 
public places; all  
passengers entering 
the state to show 
a Covid negative 
test; international 
passengers from 
‘at risk’ countries 
to be tested and 
quarantined

KARNATAKA: 
Only students 
whose parents are 
fully vaccinated to 
come to school; 
entry to malls, 
cinemas only for 
the fully vaccinated; 
all events limited 
to 500 people; all 
passengers entering 
the state to take a 
mandatory test

NEW VIRUS, NEW RULES States strengthen their 
guard to combat Omicron

SHIELDS UP A Covid testing 
booth at the Indira Gandhi 

International Airport, Delhi

M
AY

A
N

K
 M

A
K

H
IJ

A
/A

FP

Graphic by TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

Omicron-Dec20.indd   38-39 12/9/2021   1:29:02 AM



DEC E M BE R 20, 2021   INDIA TODAY   39

BRACING  
FOR IMPACT
OMICRON, THE LATEST COVID ‘VARIANT OF CONCERN’, SPREADS 
FAST BUT HAS SO FAR NOT CAUSED SEVERE SYMPTOMS AND NO 
DEATHS. KEEP YOUR FINGERS CROSSED

By SONALI ACHARJEE

n December 7, India 
recorded just 6,822 
new Covid-19 cases and 
200 deaths in 24 hours; the 
lowest single-day spike in 
over 18 months. Active cases 
currently stand at 95,014, 
the lowest in 554 days. Yet, 
instead of heaving a sigh of 
relief, public health offi-
cials across the country are 

gearing up for battle once again. Ever since cases of the new 
Covid variant, Omicron, have been confirmed in India, both 
the Centre and states are stepping up measures to ensure 
that transmission remains as low as possible. Nobody wants 
a repeat of what happened when the Delta variant was left to 
spread unchecked. In Delhi’s Shahdara, for instance, a Covid 

care centre reserved for Delhi police personnel has been 
revived. Its 78 beds have been dusted and oxygen has been 
secured for 20 beds. A little further away, the capital’s largest 
Covid hospital, the Lok Nayak Jai Prakash (LNJP) Narayan 
Hospital, has also begun taking stock of its beds and oxygen 
situation. “We just don’t want to take chances. With Covid, 
it is always better to be prepared. Surges can be sudden 
and unpredictable. Even as one works towards limiting the 
spread, they should be ready if the spread does happen,” says 
Dr Suresh Kumar, medical director, LNJP. 

The spread of Omicron has been rapid. Since December 
3, when two cases were first detected in Karnataka, the 
number has grown seven times to 23 in just four days, with 
cases reported in Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Gujarat and 
Delhi. While the states have ruled out complete lockdown, 
they have implemented other measures to limit transmis-
sion (see New Virus, New Rules). In Karnataka, for example, 

T H E  B I G  S T O R Y

O M I C R O N

O

INDIA’S 
OMICRON 
TALLY
Delhi 1
Rajasthan 9
Gujarat 1 
Maharashtra 10
Karnataka 2

SIGNS OF NATIONAL 
SPREAD LIMITED

 Omicron cases being reported 
have grown seven times in the 
past week

 However, India’s active cases 
continue to decline and the basic 
reproduction number (‘R number’) 
remains less than 1, indicating 
that the viral spread is still limited

DELHI: All 
international 
passengers being 
tested; entry to public 
places likely to be 
restricted to those 
with a first dose 
vaccine certificate; 
major Covid care 
centres being revived; 
oxygen, bed and 
medicine availability 
being strengthened

GUJARAT: Night 
curfew extended 
in eight cities with 
restaurants allowed to 
operate at 75 per cent 
capacity till midnight; 
all gatherings limited 
to 400 people; cinema 
halls to operate with 
only 100 people; 
all passengers 
to be tested and 
quarantined if positive

RAJASTHAN: 
International 
travellers to be 
tested and observed 
for 16 days for 
Covid symptoms; 
major Covid care 
centres being 
revived; curfews to 
be imposed in Covid 
hotspots; and masks 
mandatory in public 
spaces

MAHARASHTRA: 
Complete vaccination, 
masks and distancing 
mandatory in 
public places; all  
passengers entering 
the state to show 
a Covid negative 
test; international 
passengers from 
‘at risk’ countries 
to be tested and 
quarantined

KARNATAKA: 
Only students 
whose parents are 
fully vaccinated to 
come to school; 
entry to malls, 
cinemas only for 
the fully vaccinated; 
all events limited 
to 500 people; all 
passengers entering 
the state to take a 
mandatory test

NEW VIRUS, NEW RULES States strengthen their 
guard to combat Omicron

SHIELDS UP A Covid testing 
booth at the Indira Gandhi 

International Airport, Delhi

M
AY

A
N

K
 M

A
K

H
IJ

A
/A

FP

Graphic by TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

Omicron-Dec20.indd   38-39 12/9/2021   1:29:02 AM



40    INDIA TODAY    DEC E M BE R 20, 2021 DEC E M BE R 20, 2021   INDIA TODAY   41

only students with fully vaccinated parents 
will be allowed to attend offline classes. In 
Maharashtra, only those fully vaccinated 
can enter public spaces like parks and public 
transport. Gujarat has extended its night 
curfew in eight cities and Rajasthan has 
made masks mandatory in public areas. 
States have also put restrictions on the 
number of people at gatherings, and guide-
lines have been issued for both domestic 
and overseas visitors. “There could possibly 
be undetected cases already as one Omicron 
case in Karnataka had no travel history 
at all,” says microbiologist and virologist 
Dr Gagandeep Kang. “What we need to 
understand urgently is how fast the variant 
spreads, how severe its symptoms are and 
how we can keep the public protected.” 

R
esearchers are concerned 
that the sheer number of 
mutations in Omicron’s 
spike protein (its protein 
binding receptor alone has eight more 
mutations than the Delta strain that caused 

India’s lethal second wave) will make the strain more resistant 
to vaccines or naturally-acquired immunity against Covid. 
Last week, a group of researchers in South Africa posted a 
preprint study finding that the risk of reinfection was 2.4 times 
higher with Omicron compared to Beta and Delta. In India, 
the Indian Medical Association (IMA) has issued a warning 
about a third wave of Covid hitting the country if necessary 
precautions are not taken. “While there is no need to panic 
about Omicron, wearing masks and practising social distanc-
ing remains crucial. Mask usage has dropped with the fall in 
active cases. The public needs to revert to Covid-appropriate 
behaviour,” says Dr V.K. Paul, chairman, National Expert 
Group on Vaccine Administration for Covid-19 (NEGVAC).
 
WHY KEEPING OMICRON’S TRANSMISSION 
LOW IS CRUCIAL
Preliminary reports of symptoms suggest that the disease 
caused by Omicron is mild. There are no reported deaths 
from the variant yet in the world. “It seems to mainly infect 
the upper respiratory tract and does not cause as much of 
lower respiratory distress as the Delta variant,” says Dr Ankita 
Baidya, infectious disease specialist from Delhi’s Manipal 
Hospital. In Maharashtra, the state with the highest Omicron 
tally (10), none of the identified cases are currently on oxygen 
support. “We are mostly hearing reports of fatigue, cough 
and some mild fever. These symptoms can be treated through 
medicine, rest and a light diet,” says Dr Rahul Pandit, director 

of critical care medicine and ICU at Fortis 
Mumbai and a member of the state’s Covid 
task force. He adds that unlike the second 
wave, the country now has the option of 
antibody cocktails for those at a higher risk 
of developing severe illness. “What remains 
crucial is that people take a test and come in 
for treatment early. Chances of keeping hos-
pitalisation rates low is much higher in the 
first few days of symptom onset,” he adds. 

However, even if the disease caused 
by Omicron is mild, experts insist that its 
transmission rates be kept low. “Every time 
a virus transmits, it stands the chance to 
mutate. New strains can possibly evade 
vaccines created against earlier strains. So, 
keeping transmission low is vital,” says  
Dr Rakesh Mishra, a member of the 
Indian SARS-CoV-2 Genome Sequencing 
Consortia (INSACOG), the government’s 
genetic strain surveillance body, and direc-
tor of the Bengaluru-based Tata Institute 
for Genetics and Society. Experts are also 

concerned about the new strain infecting senior citizens 
and those with comorbidities. “All coronaviruses have the 
potential to reinfect people. But if the reinfections are mild, it 
is not something to be worried about. What is concerning is 
Omicron’s potential impact on those with no vaccination or 
those at a higher risk from severe illness. Currently, we don’t 
know this,” says Dr Kang. In India, as on December 7, around 
486 million adults, or around half the country’s total adult 
population, had been fully vaccinated. While the government 
insists the priority right now is to vaccinate everyone, some 
experts, including those at INSACOG, have begun recom-
mending a booster dose to reduce the impact of newer strains 
like Omicron. 

 
HOW USEFUL WILL A BOOSTER DOSE BE? 
“The new variant of coronavirus reportedly has more than 
30 mutations in the spike protein region and therefore has 
the potential of developing immune-escape mechanisms. As 
most target the spike protein, so many mutations in the spike 
protein region may lead to a decreased efficacy of vaccines,” 
says Dr Randeep Guleria, director, All India Institute of 
Medical Science (AIIMS), Delhi. But the jury is still out. 

In South Africa, the government reported on December 
2 that 74 per cent of the 249 virus genomes it sequenced in 
November were Omicron cases, suggesting that the variant 
may already have displaced Delta in the country. But South 
Africa only has a vaccination rate of 25 per cent. According 
to experts, data from South Africa is not enough to judge the 
efficacy of the current vaccines on Omicron. In the coming 

weeks, results of various neutralisation studies will help 
scientists gain a better idea of to what degree Omicron can 
evade existing vaccines. In India, Balram Bhargava, director 
general, Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR), says 
that it is still too early to comment on the efficacy of vaccines 
against the new strain. “Right now, we are isolating the 
new variant. It will then be cultured and tested in the lab to 
ascertain vaccine efficacy against it,” he says. 

There remains some speculation that Covaxin, which 
does not use the spike protein of Covid to prime the body for 
infection (the part of the virus seeing the most changes in 
Omicron), will remain effective in preventing severe disease 
from the new strain. “What is most important right now is 
to ensure everyone eligible is fully vaccinated against Covid,” 
says Dr Paul. At present, the government has ruled out giving 
booster doses. However, some experts feel that senior citizens 
should be given a third dose for extra protection. India’s 
elderly population currently stands at 138 million, as per the 
National Statistical Office’s (NSO) report ‘Elderly in India 
2021’. Doctors say that if even half this number were to be in-
fected with severe Covid, it would be difficult for the country’s 
current healthcare infrastructure to manage. Additionally, 
the most effective treatment right now, the antibody cocktail, 
is priced at Rs 60,000 and remains out of reach for a majority 
of Indians. “Vulnerable people should be given a booster on 
priority. The elderly should get priority for two or three doses 
right away,” says Dr Kang.

IS OMICRON A SIGN OF COVID  
BECOMING ENDEMIC?
Experts say the manner in which it is mutating is an early 
sign that the SARS-CoV-2 virus is adapting itself to new 
conditions—that of vaccine-induced or naturally gained 
immunity and of people wearing masks. “Covid is finding 
it difficult to spread in the way it had before as we have new 
tools for both prevention and treatment. So, in a manner, it 
is learning to live with us, by becoming more contagious to 
ensure its continued existence,” says Dr K. Srinath Reddy, 
president, Public Health Foundation of India (PHFI). 

Interestingly, a pre-print study by nFerence, a firm that 
analyses biomedical information, has found that Omicron 
has picked up a genetic material from the common cold 
virus. There is speculation that this marker could be a reason 
for the new strain’s increased virulence. “A more infectious 
strain will eventually replace older strains, which aren’t able 
to survive due to our new preventive techniques,” says Dr 
Mishra. Thus, the best-case scenario, say experts, is that 
Omicron might be signalling a shift towards a new Covid—
one that is more infectious but no more harmful than a 
common cold. People will still get the disease but it will not 
be lethal. However, the new strain is yet to infect a variety of 
different populations and doctors say it is too early to be sure 
whether Omicron does or does not cause severe disease. Till 
enough data is gathered and analysed, staying prepared and 
taking commonsense precautions is the best possible plan. n
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difficult to 

spread with 
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for prevention 
and treatment, 

the virus, in 
a manner, is 

learning to live 
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—Dr K. SRINATH REDDY
President,  Publ ic Health 
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 The most common 
Omicron symptoms 
reported are mild and 
show up in the upper 
respiratory tract: 
cold, cough and fever

 No cases of loss of 
smell or taste have 
been recorded yet

 Unlike the Delta 
variant, early studies 
indicate that the 
new strain is unlikely 
to cause lower 
respiratory distress, 
an indication that 
oxygen dependency 
is low for those 
infected with Omicron

 No deaths reported 
from Omicron yet in 
the world

MAJOR OMICRON SYMPTOMS TREATMENT OPTIONS 
FOR OMICRON

 Treatment remains 
largely symptom based, 
supplemented with rest and 
a light, nutritious diet 

 In India, oral pills for 
Covid (the Merck pill or Oral 
Antiviral Molnupiravir and 
a new pill by Pfizer) are still 
not available

 One option available is 
the monoclonal antibody 
cocktail, which reduces risk 
of symptomatic Covid by 77 
per cent 

 The antibody cocktail 
must be taken within a week 
of the onset of symptoms. It 
is highly recommended for 
the elderly and those with 
comorbidities. The price, 
however, is high at  
Rs 60,000
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he killing of 14 innocent civilians by the 
armed forces, starting off with a case of “mis-
taken identity” in Nagaland’s Mon district on 
December 4, has shattered the relative peace 
that has prevailed in the state in the past six 
years. On August 3, 2015, the Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi-led Centre had signed 
a ‘framework agreement’ with the National 
Socialist Council of Nagaland (Isak-Muivah) 
or the NSCN (I-M), paving the way for a 
lasting peace accord. The NSCN (I-M) is the 
most dreaded militant outfit in the state and, 
like several other groups, has been demand-
ing a sovereign country for the Naga people. 
Since 2017, eight more Naga outfits under the 
banner of the Naga National Political Groups 
(NNPG), had joined the peace process.

As a result, terror-related incidents saw 
a big drop in the state with the number of fa-
talities dropping from 47 in 2015 to just four 
till December 3 this year. So, on December 
4, when soldiers of the 21 Para Special Forces 
“mistakenly” killed six young mine work-

ers (two others are battling for their lives in 
hospital) assuming them to be terrorists, the 
hill state erupted in protest. Socio-political 
groups called for immediate action against 
the armed forces while sporadic violence 
erupted at various spots in the state. One 
of the militant groups, NSCN/ GPRN, a 
splinter group of the NSCN (Khaplang) 
faction, announced that “the blood spilled of 
the innocent will be avenged sooner or later”. 
Simultaneously, the campaign to repeal 
the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act or 
AFSPA, 1958, which provides impunity to 
armed forces in counter-insurgency opera-
tions in ‘disturbed areas’, has gathered steam 
with the chief ministers of Nagaland and 
Meghalaya also demanding it.

 
What exactly happened on Dec. 4?
According to defence sources, 21 Para had 
specific intelligence about the movement of 
insurgent group NSCN-K(YA) cadre near 
Oting village in Tizit under Mon district, 

and a team was waiting to ambush the 
militants. The 21 Para Special Forces, 
incidentally, is the same jungle warfare 
unit that carried out ‘Operation Hot 
Pursuit’ in 2015, a surgical strike on 
terror camps inside Myanmar.

When a Bolero pick-up carrying 
eight young men returning from the 
coal mines of Tiru valley approached, 
the commandos asked the vehicle to 
stop. According to the army version, 
the vehicle did not stop and the sol-
diers opened fire assuming the mine 
workers to be terrorists as one of them 
was “carrying a hunter rifle”. Six of 
them died on the spot. The army team 
immediately realised their mistake 
and sent the injured to hospital and 
waited for the police to arrive.

But before the police team reac-
hed, local villagers, who had come 
looking for the mine workers, clashed 
with the soldiers and even burnt three 

THE KILLING OF 14 NAGA CIVILIANS AFTER AN 
AMBUSH GONE WRONG PUTS THE CENTRE AND 
THE ARMED FORCES ON THE DEFENSIVE IN 
RESTIVE NAGALAND. IT ALSO PUTS AT RISK  
THE BRITTLE PEACE PROCESS AND RAISES 
QUESTIONS ABOUT THE HARSH AFSPA LAW

By Kaushik Deka
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torched after the  
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PEACE DERAILED AGAIN?
From 2015, when the 
latest peace process 
began with the Naga rebel 
groups, to November 
2021, fatalities in terror-
related incidents had 
gone down from 47 to 4 
annually in Nagaland.  
The killing of 14 civilians 
in Mon shattered that 
relative mirage

*Including the 14 civilians and one soldier killed in Mon

 Number of militants killed

 Number of armed forces 
personnel killed

 Number of civilians killed

2
0

12

2
0

13

2
0

14

2
0

15

2
0

16

2
0

17

2
0

18

2
0

19

2
0

2
0

2
0

2
1

136
169

219

154

107 103
117 131

67
114

TERROR- 
RELATED 

INCIDENTS

55
24

9

14 2 / 0 / 4 4 / 1 / 3
1 / 2 / 1 2 / 0 / 0

1 / 1 / 18

4 / 3 / 0

21
5

10 116
2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021*

ASSAM

NAGALAND

MON

TIZIT

MANIPUR

ARUNACHAL 

PRADESH

MYANMAR

ANI

Nagaland-Dec20.indd   46-47 12/9/2021   12:48:16 AM



DEC E M BE R 20, 2021   INDIA TODAY   47

he killing of 14 innocent civilians by the 
armed forces, starting off with a case of “mis-
taken identity” in Nagaland’s Mon district on 
December 4, has shattered the relative peace 
that has prevailed in the state in the past six 
years. On August 3, 2015, the Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi-led Centre had signed 
a ‘framework agreement’ with the National 
Socialist Council of Nagaland (Isak-Muivah) 
or the NSCN (I-M), paving the way for a 
lasting peace accord. The NSCN (I-M) is the 
most dreaded militant outfit in the state and, 
like several other groups, has been demand-
ing a sovereign country for the Naga people. 
Since 2017, eight more Naga outfits under the 
banner of the Naga National Political Groups 
(NNPG), had joined the peace process.

As a result, terror-related incidents saw 
a big drop in the state with the number of fa-
talities dropping from 47 in 2015 to just four 
till December 3 this year. So, on December 
4, when soldiers of the 21 Para Special Forces 
“mistakenly” killed six young mine work-

ers (two others are battling for their lives in 
hospital) assuming them to be terrorists, the 
hill state erupted in protest. Socio-political 
groups called for immediate action against 
the armed forces while sporadic violence 
erupted at various spots in the state. One 
of the militant groups, NSCN/ GPRN, a 
splinter group of the NSCN (Khaplang) 
faction, announced that “the blood spilled of 
the innocent will be avenged sooner or later”. 
Simultaneously, the campaign to repeal 
the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act or 
AFSPA, 1958, which provides impunity to 
armed forces in counter-insurgency opera-
tions in ‘disturbed areas’, has gathered steam 
with the chief ministers of Nagaland and 
Meghalaya also demanding it.

 
What exactly happened on Dec. 4?
According to defence sources, 21 Para had 
specific intelligence about the movement of 
insurgent group NSCN-K(YA) cadre near 
Oting village in Tizit under Mon district, 

and a team was waiting to ambush the 
militants. The 21 Para Special Forces, 
incidentally, is the same jungle warfare 
unit that carried out ‘Operation Hot 
Pursuit’ in 2015, a surgical strike on 
terror camps inside Myanmar.

When a Bolero pick-up carrying 
eight young men returning from the 
coal mines of Tiru valley approached, 
the commandos asked the vehicle to 
stop. According to the army version, 
the vehicle did not stop and the sol-
diers opened fire assuming the mine 
workers to be terrorists as one of them 
was “carrying a hunter rifle”. Six of 
them died on the spot. The army team 
immediately realised their mistake 
and sent the injured to hospital and 
waited for the police to arrive.

But before the police team reac-
hed, local villagers, who had come 
looking for the mine workers, clashed 
with the soldiers and even burnt three 

THE KILLING OF 14 NAGA CIVILIANS AFTER AN 
AMBUSH GONE WRONG PUTS THE CENTRE AND 
THE ARMED FORCES ON THE DEFENSIVE IN 
RESTIVE NAGALAND. IT ALSO PUTS AT RISK  
THE BRITTLE PEACE PROCESS AND RAISES 
QUESTIONS ABOUT THE HARSH AFSPA LAW

By Kaushik Deka

SETBACK 
TO PEACE

SPECIAL REPORT   |    NAGALAND

T

A MISADVENTURE 
Army vehicles were 

torched after the  
  clashes on Dec. 4

PEACE DERAILED AGAIN?
From 2015, when the 
latest peace process 
began with the Naga rebel 
groups, to November 
2021, fatalities in terror-
related incidents had 
gone down from 47 to 4 
annually in Nagaland.  
The killing of 14 civilians 
in Mon shattered that 
relative mirage

*Including the 14 civilians and one soldier killed in Mon

 Number of militants killed

 Number of armed forces 
personnel killed

 Number of civilians killed

2
0

12

2
0

13

2
0

14

2
0

15

2
0

16

2
0

17

2
0

18

2
0

19

2
0

2
0

2
0

2
1

136
169

219

154

107 103
117 131

67
114

TERROR- 
RELATED 

INCIDENTS

55
24

9

14 2 / 0 / 4 4 / 1 / 3
1 / 2 / 1 2 / 0 / 0

1 / 1 / 18

4 / 3 / 0

21
5

10 116
2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021*

ASSAM

NAGALAND

MON

TIZIT

MANIPUR

ARUNACHAL 

PRADESH

MYANMAR

ANI

Nagaland-Dec20.indd   46-47 12/9/2021   12:48:16 AM



48    INDIA TODAY    DEC E M BE R 20, 2021 DEC E M BE R 20, 2021   INDIA TODAY   49

vehicles. In self-defence, they fired 
again, killing seven more civilians. An 
army jawan was also killed. On De-
cember 5, Union home minister Amit 
Shah too corroborated this version in 
Parliament, saying the firing was a case 
of “mistaken identity”.

However, the versions of the local 
people and state police—as mentioned 
in the FIR—differ from this narrative. 
The FIR states that the commandos 
opened fire at the Bolero without any 
provocation. Also, there was no police 
guide with the soldiers during the 
operation as mandated by law. The 
FIR concluded that the intention of 
the security force was to injure and 
murder the civilians.

Nagaland government sources also 
allege that the villagers got enraged 
after they saw the army personnel 
trying to hide and load the bodies in 
another pick-up truck. The next day, 
angry villagers attacked a nearby post 
manned by another unit, 27 Assam 
Rifles. Though Assam Rifles is the most 
prominent force combating insurgency 
in the Northeast, it was not involved 
in the Mon operation. To disperse the 
mob, the soldiers opened fire, killing 
one more civilian.

Meanwhile, Shah said in Parliament 
that a special investigation team (SIT) 
had been formed to probe the incident 
and the report would be submitted 
within a month. The army, too, has set 
up a Court of Inquiry.

Can this derail the peace?
Despite assurances of a time-bound 
inquiry, the Centre knows that the 
incident could upset the ongoing peace 
process. New Delhi has appealed for 
calm and has already reached out to all 
the Naga groups, incl uding the NSCN 
(I-M) which has called December 4 a 
“black day for the Nagas”. 

Peace has remained elusive in Naga-
land, though there have been multiple 
attempts at dialogue over the years. The 
Nagas, led by Angami Zapu Phizo of 
the Naga National Council (NNC), first 
revolted against the Indian govern-
ment on August 14, 1947. In July 1948, 
Phizo was arrested but released the next 

Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act. 
The security forces launched a massive 
counter-insurgency operation, which 
brought the militants to the negotiat-
ing table. The historic Shillong Accord 
was signed between the Centre and the 
NNC on November 11, 1975. Accord-
ing to the terms of the accord, the NNC 
accepted the Indian Constitution and 
agreed to surrender their weapons.

However, three of its leaders—Isak 
Chisi Swu, Thuingaleng Muivah and 
S.S. Khaplang—rejected the accord 
and, on January 31, 1980, formed the 
National Socialist Council of Nagaland 
(NSCN). The objective was to establish 
a sovereign Nagalim (Greater Naga-
land), which also includes the Naga-
inhabited areas of Arunachal Pradesh, 
Assam and Manipur. Eight years later, 
Khaplang parted ways and formed the 
NSCN (Khaplang) while the other fac-
tion came to be known as NSCN (I-M). 
Since then, both factions have seen 
splits, resulting in an alphabet soup of 
militant groups (see box A Republic of 
Rebels). The insurgency has claimed 
nearly 5,000 lives in the past 40 years, 
according to unofficial sources.

The first significant attempt to 
solve the Naga insurgency after the 
emergence of the NSCN was made in 
1995 when then prime minister P.V. 
Narasimha Rao met Swu and Muivah 
in Paris. Rao’s successor Deve Gowda 
met the rebel leaders in 1997 in Zurich, 

Switzerland. The same year, the NSCN 
(I-M) signed a ceasefire treaty with the 
central government. Since then, around 
80 rounds of talks have taken place 
between the two sides till the signing of 
the ‘framework agreement’ in 2015.

The NSCN (K) had also announced 
a ceasefire in 2001 but rescinded it 
in 2015. The Union government has 
ceasefire deals with four other groups—
the NSCN (NK), NSCN (R), NSCN 
(K-Khango) and NSCN (Niki Sumi).

Keeping in mind past experiences, 
when treaties with just one group 
failed to yield lasting peace, the Union 
government gradually included other 
groups in the process. Since 2017, the 
Centre has been engaged in talks with 
the NNPG group and other outfits. But 
a peace treaty is still nowhere in sight, 
with the NSCN (I-M) adamant on its 
demand for a separate flag and consti-
tution for Nagaland.

Things took an ugly turn last year 
when R.N. Ravi, the then governor 
of Nagaland and the Centre’s inter-
locutor, issued a statement blaming 
the “procrastinating attitude” of the 
NSCN (I-M) for the delay in the draft 
of the comprehensive settlement. The 
militant group, in turn, accused Ravi 
of doctoring the text of the Framework 
Agreement. The NSCN (I-M) also took 
offence at Ravi’s letter to Nagaland 
chief minister Neiphiu Rio in which 
he referred to them as “armed gangs” 
running parallel governments. Nestled 
in Camp Hebron, its administrative 
and military headquarters in Dimapur, 

the NSCN (I-M) runs an underground 
government of the ‘People’s Republic of 
Nagalim’. It allegedly collects ‘tax’ from 
the people, business establishments and 
even government officials and depart-
ments. Commercial vehicles plying on 
national highways are also targeted. Ravi 
had asked the Rio government to take 
action to stop these “extortions”.

The NSCN (I-M) was also irked with 
the government starting a dialogue with 
the NNPG as it dilutes their dominant 
position in the peace process. It also re-
acted strongly against New Delhi signing 
a ‘suspension of operations’ agreement 
with the Niki Sumi faction of NSCN (K). 
“These are excuses to delay the process. 
The NSCN (I-M) leadership is from the 
Tangkhul tribe of Manipur, which hardly 
represents the Nagas, which is a repre-
sentative term for more than two dozen 
distinct ethnic groups. If a peace treaty is 
signed, the NSCN (I-M) will have to give 
up arms and will eventually lose rele-
vance in Naga society,” says a government 
offi cial. While Swu, who died in 2016, 
was a Sema born in Nagaland, Muivah is 
a Tangkhul from Ukhrul in Manipur.

A worry now is that with the armed 
forces facing a public backlash, the 
insurgent groups are again in a position 
of strength and may go on a recruitment 
drive. Targeting AFSPA, the NNPG said: 
“The draconian laws and the military 
atrocities over many decades have made 
the Naga people aware that they are not, 
and will never be, Indians.”

Should AFSPA be repealed?
The demand for repeal of AFSPA has 
come not just from opposition par-
ties, but also from BJP allies and NDA 
constituents. Nagaland chief minister 
Rio, whose party NDPP (Nationalist 
Democratic Progressive Party) is part 
of the NDA, says the law is a “black spot 
on the image of the country” while his 
Meghalaya counterpart Conrad Sangma, 
who heads the NPP (National People’s 
Party ), another ally of the BJP, has also 
demanded its repeal. The controversial 
law was revoked in Meghalaya in 2018, a 
month after Sangma took charge.

Enacted in 1958 to deal with Naga 
insurgency, AFSPA gives armed forces 
special powers to control ‘disturbed 

THE DISTURBING AFSPA

T he Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act, 1958, was intro
duced in Parliament initially to 

combat militancy in Nagaland in the 
1950s. AFSPA was drafted to provide 
legal impunity to the defence forces 
operating in ‘disturbed areas’. Sec
tion 4 of the Act authorises military 
officers to arrest any person against 
whom there is a reasonable suspi
cion that he/ she has committed a 
cognisable offence. Armed forces 
are allowed to open fire, irrespec
tive of consequences, if prohibitory 
orders banning assembly of five or 
more persons, or carrying of arms 
and weapons are in force. Section 6 
of the Act gives impunity to the armed 
forces discharging duties under the 
Act from prosecution, or other legal 
proceedings, except with the written 
permission of the Centre. 

AFSPA comes into force if the 

Centre or the state government 
declares an area “disturbed” . Such 
a declaration needs to be reviewed 
every six months. Once an area is 
declared disturbed, the Centre and 
state governments have concurrent 
powers to invoke AFSPA. Currently, 
AFSPA is in force in J&K, Assam, 
Nagaland, Manipur (excluding the 
Imphal Municipal Council area), Chan
glang, Longding and Tirap districts of 
Arunachal Pradesh, and areas falling 
in the jurisdiction of eight police stati
ons of its border districts with Assam.

Critics claim that sweeping 
powers under AFSPA have resulted 
in rights violations. In 2017, an RTI ap
plication found that between 2012 and 
2016, 186 complaints of human rights 
violations were registered against the 
armed forces in states with AFSPA. 
Of these, interestingly, only one com
plaint was received from Nagaland.

24 OF THE 78 PEOPLE, 
INCLUDING CIVILIANS, 
SOLDIERS AND MILIT

ANTS, KILLED IN NAGA
LAND BETWEEN 2015 

AND 2021, DIED IN MON, 
THE HIGHEST FATALITIES 
AMONG ALL 12 DISTRICTS 

OF THE STATE. THE 
EVENTS OF DECEMBER 4 

AND AFTER HAVE  
ADDED TO THE TOLL

The sweeping powers given to the forces has many critics

FINAL GOODBYE Mass  
funeral of the 14 people  
killed by soldiers in Mon 

year. Phizo’s meeting with then prime 
minister Jawaharlal Nehru in 1952 
did not bear fruit and, four years later, 
he formed an underground govern-
ment called the Naga Federal Govern-
ment (NFG). In April 1956, the central 
government sent the army to crush the 
mutiny in what was, till then, the Naga 

Hills District of Assam. Phizo escaped 
to then East Pakistan in December 1956 
and later to London in June 1960.

Sporadic violent agitations con-
tinued though Nagaland was given 
statehood on December 1, 1963. The 
NNC continued its armed struggle and, 
in 1972, the Centre banned it under the 
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vehicles. In self-defence, they fired 
again, killing seven more civilians. An 
army jawan was also killed. On De-
cember 5, Union home minister Amit 
Shah too corroborated this version in 
Parliament, saying the firing was a case 
of “mistaken identity”.

However, the versions of the local 
people and state police—as mentioned 
in the FIR—differ from this narrative. 
The FIR states that the commandos 
opened fire at the Bolero without any 
provocation. Also, there was no police 
guide with the soldiers during the 
operation as mandated by law. The 
FIR concluded that the intention of 
the security force was to injure and 
murder the civilians.

Nagaland government sources also 
allege that the villagers got enraged 
after they saw the army personnel 
trying to hide and load the bodies in 
another pick-up truck. The next day, 
angry villagers attacked a nearby post 
manned by another unit, 27 Assam 
Rifles. Though Assam Rifles is the most 
prominent force combating insurgency 
in the Northeast, it was not involved 
in the Mon operation. To disperse the 
mob, the soldiers opened fire, killing 
one more civilian.

Meanwhile, Shah said in Parliament 
that a special investigation team (SIT) 
had been formed to probe the incident 
and the report would be submitted 
within a month. The army, too, has set 
up a Court of Inquiry.

Can this derail the peace?
Despite assurances of a time-bound 
inquiry, the Centre knows that the 
incident could upset the ongoing peace 
process. New Delhi has appealed for 
calm and has already reached out to all 
the Naga groups, incl uding the NSCN 
(I-M) which has called December 4 a 
“black day for the Nagas”. 

Peace has remained elusive in Naga-
land, though there have been multiple 
attempts at dialogue over the years. The 
Nagas, led by Angami Zapu Phizo of 
the Naga National Council (NNC), first 
revolted against the Indian govern-
ment on August 14, 1947. In July 1948, 
Phizo was arrested but released the next 

Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act. 
The security forces launched a massive 
counter-insurgency operation, which 
brought the militants to the negotiat-
ing table. The historic Shillong Accord 
was signed between the Centre and the 
NNC on November 11, 1975. Accord-
ing to the terms of the accord, the NNC 
accepted the Indian Constitution and 
agreed to surrender their weapons.

However, three of its leaders—Isak 
Chisi Swu, Thuingaleng Muivah and 
S.S. Khaplang—rejected the accord 
and, on January 31, 1980, formed the 
National Socialist Council of Nagaland 
(NSCN). The objective was to establish 
a sovereign Nagalim (Greater Naga-
land), which also includes the Naga-
inhabited areas of Arunachal Pradesh, 
Assam and Manipur. Eight years later, 
Khaplang parted ways and formed the 
NSCN (Khaplang) while the other fac-
tion came to be known as NSCN (I-M). 
Since then, both factions have seen 
splits, resulting in an alphabet soup of 
militant groups (see box A Republic of 
Rebels). The insurgency has claimed 
nearly 5,000 lives in the past 40 years, 
according to unofficial sources.

The first significant attempt to 
solve the Naga insurgency after the 
emergence of the NSCN was made in 
1995 when then prime minister P.V. 
Narasimha Rao met Swu and Muivah 
in Paris. Rao’s successor Deve Gowda 
met the rebel leaders in 1997 in Zurich, 

Switzerland. The same year, the NSCN 
(I-M) signed a ceasefire treaty with the 
central government. Since then, around 
80 rounds of talks have taken place 
between the two sides till the signing of 
the ‘framework agreement’ in 2015.

The NSCN (K) had also announced 
a ceasefire in 2001 but rescinded it 
in 2015. The Union government has 
ceasefire deals with four other groups—
the NSCN (NK), NSCN (R), NSCN 
(K-Khango) and NSCN (Niki Sumi).

Keeping in mind past experiences, 
when treaties with just one group 
failed to yield lasting peace, the Union 
government gradually included other 
groups in the process. Since 2017, the 
Centre has been engaged in talks with 
the NNPG group and other outfits. But 
a peace treaty is still nowhere in sight, 
with the NSCN (I-M) adamant on its 
demand for a separate flag and consti-
tution for Nagaland.

Things took an ugly turn last year 
when R.N. Ravi, the then governor 
of Nagaland and the Centre’s inter-
locutor, issued a statement blaming 
the “procrastinating attitude” of the 
NSCN (I-M) for the delay in the draft 
of the comprehensive settlement. The 
militant group, in turn, accused Ravi 
of doctoring the text of the Framework 
Agreement. The NSCN (I-M) also took 
offence at Ravi’s letter to Nagaland 
chief minister Neiphiu Rio in which 
he referred to them as “armed gangs” 
running parallel governments. Nestled 
in Camp Hebron, its administrative 
and military headquarters in Dimapur, 

the NSCN (I-M) runs an underground 
government of the ‘People’s Republic of 
Nagalim’. It allegedly collects ‘tax’ from 
the people, business establishments and 
even government officials and depart-
ments. Commercial vehicles plying on 
national highways are also targeted. Ravi 
had asked the Rio government to take 
action to stop these “extortions”.

The NSCN (I-M) was also irked with 
the government starting a dialogue with 
the NNPG as it dilutes their dominant 
position in the peace process. It also re-
acted strongly against New Delhi signing 
a ‘suspension of operations’ agreement 
with the Niki Sumi faction of NSCN (K). 
“These are excuses to delay the process. 
The NSCN (I-M) leadership is from the 
Tangkhul tribe of Manipur, which hardly 
represents the Nagas, which is a repre-
sentative term for more than two dozen 
distinct ethnic groups. If a peace treaty is 
signed, the NSCN (I-M) will have to give 
up arms and will eventually lose rele-
vance in Naga society,” says a government 
offi cial. While Swu, who died in 2016, 
was a Sema born in Nagaland, Muivah is 
a Tangkhul from Ukhrul in Manipur.

A worry now is that with the armed 
forces facing a public backlash, the 
insurgent groups are again in a position 
of strength and may go on a recruitment 
drive. Targeting AFSPA, the NNPG said: 
“The draconian laws and the military 
atrocities over many decades have made 
the Naga people aware that they are not, 
and will never be, Indians.”

Should AFSPA be repealed?
The demand for repeal of AFSPA has 
come not just from opposition par-
ties, but also from BJP allies and NDA 
constituents. Nagaland chief minister 
Rio, whose party NDPP (Nationalist 
Democratic Progressive Party) is part 
of the NDA, says the law is a “black spot 
on the image of the country” while his 
Meghalaya counterpart Conrad Sangma, 
who heads the NPP (National People’s 
Party ), another ally of the BJP, has also 
demanded its repeal. The controversial 
law was revoked in Meghalaya in 2018, a 
month after Sangma took charge.

Enacted in 1958 to deal with Naga 
insurgency, AFSPA gives armed forces 
special powers to control ‘disturbed 

THE DISTURBING AFSPA

T he Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act, 1958, was intro
duced in Parliament initially to 

combat militancy in Nagaland in the 
1950s. AFSPA was drafted to provide 
legal impunity to the defence forces 
operating in ‘disturbed areas’. Sec
tion 4 of the Act authorises military 
officers to arrest any person against 
whom there is a reasonable suspi
cion that he/ she has committed a 
cognisable offence. Armed forces 
are allowed to open fire, irrespec
tive of consequences, if prohibitory 
orders banning assembly of five or 
more persons, or carrying of arms 
and weapons are in force. Section 6 
of the Act gives impunity to the armed 
forces discharging duties under the 
Act from prosecution, or other legal 
proceedings, except with the written 
permission of the Centre. 

AFSPA comes into force if the 

Centre or the state government 
declares an area “disturbed” . Such 
a declaration needs to be reviewed 
every six months. Once an area is 
declared disturbed, the Centre and 
state governments have concurrent 
powers to invoke AFSPA. Currently, 
AFSPA is in force in J&K, Assam, 
Nagaland, Manipur (excluding the 
Imphal Municipal Council area), Chan
glang, Longding and Tirap districts of 
Arunachal Pradesh, and areas falling 
in the jurisdiction of eight police stati
ons of its border districts with Assam.

Critics claim that sweeping 
powers under AFSPA have resulted 
in rights violations. In 2017, an RTI ap
plication found that between 2012 and 
2016, 186 complaints of human rights 
violations were registered against the 
armed forces in states with AFSPA. 
Of these, interestingly, only one com
plaint was received from Nagaland.

24 OF THE 78 PEOPLE, 
INCLUDING CIVILIANS, 
SOLDIERS AND MILIT

ANTS, KILLED IN NAGA
LAND BETWEEN 2015 

AND 2021, DIED IN MON, 
THE HIGHEST FATALITIES 
AMONG ALL 12 DISTRICTS 

OF THE STATE. THE 
EVENTS OF DECEMBER 4 

AND AFTER HAVE  
ADDED TO THE TOLL

The sweeping powers given to the forces has many critics

FINAL GOODBYE Mass  
funeral of the 14 people  
killed by soldiers in Mon 

year. Phizo’s meeting with then prime 
minister Jawaharlal Nehru in 1952 
did not bear fruit and, four years later, 
he formed an underground govern-
ment called the Naga Federal Govern-
ment (NFG). In April 1956, the central 
government sent the army to crush the 
mutiny in what was, till then, the Naga 

Hills District of Assam. Phizo escaped 
to then East Pakistan in December 1956 
and later to London in June 1960.

Sporadic violent agitations con-
tinued though Nagaland was given 
statehood on December 1, 1963. The 
NNC continued its armed struggle and, 
in 1972, the Centre banned it under the 
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areas’ (see box The Geography of AF-
SPA)”. The “draconian Act” has often 
been criticised for the unbridled power 
it gives the armed forces. In 2004, the 
Justice B.P. Jeevan Reddy Committee, 
appointed to review AFSPA, recom-
mended the complete repeal of the law. 
The Administrative Reforms Com-
mission in 2007 reiterated this in its 
fifth report on ‘public order’. In March 
2015, the Union ministry of home 
affairs recommended to the Cabinet 
Committee on Security (headed by PM 
Modi) that it reject the Reddy Com-
mittee report. In 2016, the Supreme 
Court, hearing a case on extrajudicial 
killings in Manipur, asserted that 
AFSPA did not guarantee blanket 
impunity to the armed forces.

The killing of civilians in Mon is 
a glaring example of how things can 
go wrong, given the sweeping powers 
granted by the AFSPA to the forces. In 
2017, an RTI application found that 
between 2012 and 2016, 186 com-
plaints of human rights violations, in-
cluding deaths and sexual crimes, were 
registered against the armed forces 
in states with AFSPA. Three states—
J&K, Assam and Manipur—accounted 
for 91 per cent of these complaints. 
Ironically, there was only one com-
plaint lodged from Nagaland.

The armed forces, however, bat 
for application of AFSPA in violence-
prone areas, saying tough situations 
require tough measures. As counter-
insurgency operations are high-risk 
and rapid-reaction situations, such 
impunities are required, argue most 
defence officials. In 2018, contesting 
the way in which the CBI was conduct-
ing the court-appointed probe into the 
allegations of extrajudicial killings in 
Manipur, 300 officers of the Indian 
Army moved the Supreme Court saying 
they were being “persecuted” for per-
forming their duties in such disturbed 
areas. The top court rejected the plea.

Will this change political  
equations in Nagaland?
The killing of the 14 civilians is likely 
to cause friction in the ties between the 
BJP and chief minister Rio, who har-

bours dreams of being the undisputed 
leader of the state. In the 60-member 
Nagaland assembly, Rio’s NDPP 
has 21 seats, the NPF (Naga People’s 
Front) 25 and BJP 12. Recently, when 
Rio sensed the BJP was cosying up to 
the NPF, which is its ally in neighbour-
ing Manipur, he pre-empted the threat 
by inviting his former party to join the 
government. The excuse given was that 
an all-party government was needed 
for the smooth execution of the Naga 
peace process. This certainly irked the 
BJP central leadership which fears 
that by bringing the NPF onboard, Rio 
is trying to finish off the saffron party 
in the Christian-majority state.

The signs of conflict are evident. 
While Amit Shah described the kill-
ing as an “unfortunate incident” of 
mistaken identity, the Nagaland Police 
FIR says the commandos intended 
to kill the civilians. What makes the 
confrontation curious is that the home 
ministry in Nagaland is headed by 
the BJP’s Y. Patton. “We are in power 
at the Centre and the state; there 
should have been better coordination...
unfortunately, our central leaders are 
not in sync with the state unit,” says a 
senior BJP leader from Nagaland. In 
fact, Rio’s idea of a united government 
got the backing of state BJP leaders 
though the central command was 
averse to the idea.

The shootings in Mon happened 
less than a month after militant 
groups had ambushed an Assam 
Rifles convoy in Manipur, killing five 
soldiers as well as the wife and son of 
the commanding officer. Though the 
latest incident was accidental, it is 
also true that the army is in a height-
ened state of alert and looking for 
payback. Meanwhile, a sense of un-
ease prevails in the two neighbouring 
states which have stakes in the peace 
treaty in Nagaland. All stakeholders 
must remain on guard so that the 
situation doesn’t spiral out of control 
and plunge the region once again into 
chaos. The government machinery is 
left with the hardest task—convincing 
the people that the Mon killings were 
just an unfortunate aberration. n
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F
or more than half a century, 
Nagaland has been home 
to a chorus of militant 

groups fighting for an indepen-
dent country for the Naga people. 
The Nagas first revolted against 
the Indian government in 1947, 
led by Angami Zapu Phizo of the 
Naga National Council (NNC). On 
January 31, 1980, the National 
Socialist Council of Nagaland 
(NSCN) was formed by Isak Chisi 
Swu, Thuingaleng Muivah and 
S.S. Khaplang, opposing the ‘Shil-
long Accord’ signed by the then 
NNC with the Union government. 
Eight years later, Khaplang parted 
ways with Swu and Muivah and 
formed NSCN (Khaplang) while 
the other faction came to be 
known as NSCN (I-M). Since then, 
both factions have seen multiple 
splits, resulting in an alphabet 
soup of militant groups—NSCN 
(K) Niki Sumi, NSCN (K)-Khango, 
NSCN-Khango Konyak faction 
(NSCN-K2), NSCN—Neopao 
Konyak/ Kitovi (NK), NSCN—Kitovi-
Neopak (KN),  NSCN—K-Yung Aung 
(K-YA) and NSCN (Reformation). 
On August 3, 2015, the Union 
government signed a “framework 
agreement” with NSCN (I-M) to 
pave the way for a final peace 
accord between the Indian gov-
ernment and the militant group. 
Since 2017, the Union govern-
ment has also engaged in talks 
with the Naga National Political 
Group (NNPG), a conglomerate of 
several groups, including NSCN 
factions—the NSCN-KN, NSCN 
(Reformation), NSCN-K2—and 
four factions of the NNC—Federal 
Government of Nagaland (FGN), 
NNC-Parent Body, Non-Accordist 
faction of NNC/ National People’s 
Government of Nagaland (NPGN/
NNC-NA), and the Government 
Democratic Republic of Nagaland/ 
NNC-NA (GDRN). Six years later, 
the peace treaty is nowhere in 
sight, with NSCN (I-M) adamant 
on its demand for a separate flag 
and constitution for Nagaland.

A REPUBLIC 
OF REBELS

The Nagas have no dearth of 
outfits fighting for their  
‘Greater Nagalim’ cause
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crowds for too long. There were 
also problems because of the 
lack of toilets and other facili-
ties. After spending some time 
trying to make our way to the 
temple, we went to Maidagin 
chowk, and did darshan of 
Baba Vishwanath on the LED 
screen there.”

Many devotees tell similar 
stories, of being unable to visit 
the Kashi Vishwanath temple 
because of the massive crowds 
packing the narrow streets 
leading to the temple. After 
December 13, when Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
inaugurates the Kashi Vish-
wanath corridor—a sprawling 
construction connecting the 
temple to the river Ganga—this 
will no longer be the case. For 
the devout Hindu, darshan 
now promises to be an easier, 
more serene affair, with a level 
of ease and facilitation they 
could scarcely have expected 
earlier. Following the construc-
tion of the corridor, which 
began in 2019, the narrow 
streets have been replaced 
by wide avenues. The Kashi 
Vishwanath temple complex, 
which formerly occupied an 
area of 3,000 sq. ft, has now 
been expanded to a massive 
500,000 sq. ft. The corridor 

also features modern ameni-
ties, such as ramps and escala-
tors, to make the journey easier 
for pilgrims. 

In the 2014 Lok Sabha 
election, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, contesting 
from Varanasi, had raised this 
issue, expressing a desire to see 
the Kashi Vishwanath temple 
developed on the lines of the 
Somnath temple in Gujarat. In 
2017, after the Yogi Adityanath 
government was formed in Ut-
tar Pradesh, this plan gained 
momentum—in April that 
year, while reviewing the de-
velopment plans for Varanasi, 
Chief Minister Adityanath 
directed government officials 
to prioritise the construction 
of the Kashi Vishwanath cor-
ridor. To speed up the process, 
the state cabinet approved the 
formation of a special area 
development board to expedite 
the acquisition of land for the 
project and for the construc-
tion. By March 2019, about 60 
per cent of the land needed for 
the project had been acquired, 
with Prime Minister Modi lay-
ing the foundation stone of the 
corridor on March 8 that year, 
a few days before the general 
election was announced.

Now, by inaugurating the 

CORRIDOR  
OF FAITH
By ASHISH MISRA

THE NATION |  KASHI VISHWANATH TEMPLE

THE INAUGURATION OF THE NEW KASHI VISHWANATH TEMPLE 
CORRIDOR BY THE PRIME MINISTER AT A COST OF Rs 800 CRORE IS A 
BOON FOR PILGRIMS AND A BOOST FOR THE BJP WITH POLLS NIGH

February 2018, Mayank 
Agarwal, a 42-year-old 
bank worker from Luc-
know’s Rajajipuram, had 
taken his elderly parents to 
Varanasi. They had hoped 

for darshan at the Kashi Vishwanath temple on Feb-
ruary 13, on the occasion of Mahashivratri. However, 
despite reaching Varanasi a day early and leaving 
for the temple at 6 am, Agarwal found it impossible 
to fulfil his parents’ wishes. All the roads leading to 
the temple were packed with devotees. “It was not 
possible for my parents, who are over 70, to brave the 

IN
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crowds for too long. There were 
also problems because of the 
lack of toilets and other facili-
ties. After spending some time 
trying to make our way to the 
temple, we went to Maidagin 
chowk, and did darshan of 
Baba Vishwanath on the LED 
screen there.”

Many devotees tell similar 
stories, of being unable to visit 
the Kashi Vishwanath temple 
because of the massive crowds 
packing the narrow streets 
leading to the temple. After 
December 13, when Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
inaugurates the Kashi Vish-
wanath corridor—a sprawling 
construction connecting the 
temple to the river Ganga—this 
will no longer be the case. For 
the devout Hindu, darshan 
now promises to be an easier, 
more serene affair, with a level 
of ease and facilitation they 
could scarcely have expected 
earlier. Following the construc-
tion of the corridor, which 
began in 2019, the narrow 
streets have been replaced 
by wide avenues. The Kashi 
Vishwanath temple complex, 
which formerly occupied an 
area of 3,000 sq. ft, has now 
been expanded to a massive 
500,000 sq. ft. The corridor 

also features modern ameni-
ties, such as ramps and escala-
tors, to make the journey easier 
for pilgrims. 

In the 2014 Lok Sabha 
election, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, contesting 
from Varanasi, had raised this 
issue, expressing a desire to see 
the Kashi Vishwanath temple 
developed on the lines of the 
Somnath temple in Gujarat. In 
2017, after the Yogi Adityanath 
government was formed in Ut-
tar Pradesh, this plan gained 
momentum—in April that 
year, while reviewing the de-
velopment plans for Varanasi, 
Chief Minister Adityanath 
directed government officials 
to prioritise the construction 
of the Kashi Vishwanath cor-
ridor. To speed up the process, 
the state cabinet approved the 
formation of a special area 
development board to expedite 
the acquisition of land for the 
project and for the construc-
tion. By March 2019, about 60 
per cent of the land needed for 
the project had been acquired, 
with Prime Minister Modi lay-
ing the foundation stone of the 
corridor on March 8 that year, 
a few days before the general 
election was announced.

Now, by inaugurating the 

CORRIDOR  
OF FAITH
By ASHISH MISRA
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ruary 13, on the occasion of Mahashivratri. However, 
despite reaching Varanasi a day early and leaving 
for the temple at 6 am, Agarwal found it impossible 
to fulfil his parents’ wishes. All the roads leading to 
the temple were packed with devotees. “It was not 
possible for my parents, who are over 70, to brave the 
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corridor in the runup to the 2022 as-
sembly election in UP, Prime Minis-
ter Modi will hope to once again reap 
political advantage. Kaushal Kishor 
Mishra, dean of social sciences and 
professor of political science at the 
Banaras Hindu University, says, “The 
Kashi Vishwanath temple attracts 
a large number of tourists not only 
from across the country, but also 
from abroad. People would never have 
imagined that the temple, which was 
situated between very narrow streets, 
would one day be surrounded by a 
grand corridor. And by inaugurating 
the corridor just before the UP as-
sembly election, Prime Minister Modi 
will not only highlight his develop-
ment agenda, the BJP will also ag-
gressively push the Hindutva agenda 
by talking about the completion of 
this project in Varanasi and the com-
mencement of the construction of the 
Ram temple in Ayodhya.” 

Sources say it was not an easy 
task to expand the temple com-
plex from its original 3,000 sq. 

ft area into a grand corridor measur-
ing 500,000 sq. ft. For one, officials 
identified over 300 buildings that 
were within the proposed footprint 
of the corridor and would need to be 
removed. Deepak Agrawal, who took 
over as commissioner of Varanasi di-
vision in March 2018, and is the chair-
man of the Shri Kashi Vishwanath 
Special Area Development Board, 
played a major role in this process. 
When it came to these buildings, 
Agrawal says he had two options—to 
either acquire these properties and de-
molish them, or to include them in the 
corridor through mutual agreement. 
“314 properties were identified,” he 
says. “These included privately owned 
properties, trust properties and assets 
held by entities which only had custo-
dians.” Another problem was having 
these properties vacated—more than 
100 cases involved properties with 
different owners and occupants, with 
the latter being either tenants or 
encroachers. “In cases where tenants 
did not have legal documentation for 

THE KASHI 
VISHWANATH 
TEMPLE’S NEW LOOK

ON JUNE 19, 2018, Uttar  
Pradesh’s Yogi Adityanath government 
constituted a special area development 
board for the Kashi Vishwanath temple 
corridor project, with the commis-
sioner of Varanasi as chairman 
of the board

ON MARCH 8, 
2019, just before the 
Lok Sabha election, 
Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi laid the foundation stone 
of the project, which would expand 
the 3,000 sq. ft temple complex into a 
500,000 sq. ft area that connected the 
temple with the river Ganga

 THE PROJECT master plan was 
prepared by HCP Design, Planning and 
Management, the same firm that is 
responsible for the development of the 
Central Vista in New Delhi. Construction 
is being carried out by Ahmedabad-
based PSP Projects

 THERE ARE three main parts of 
the Kashi Vishwanath temple corridor: 
the temple complex, spread over a 
rectangular area 73 metres long and 
40 metres wide, a temple chowk in the 
middle, about 5,000 sq. m in size and a 
pathway connecting the temple chowk 
to the Ganga ghat

 THE TEMPLE generally sees about 
20,000 devotees per day. On special 
occasions like Shivraatri, this number 
rises to beyond 200,000. The revamped 
temple complex will be able to accom-
modate 500,000 devotees per day

 THE REDEVELOPMENT has come 
at a massive cost—about Rs 390 crore 
to acquire land, Rs 70 crore on rehabili-
tation and demolition—and Rs 339 crore 
on Phase I of construction. Another 
Rs 66 crore will be spent in Phase II, to 
build a ramp at Ganga Ghat and a gate 
and jetty at Lalita Ghat

YAATRI SUVIDHA KENDRA
Visitor facilitation centres have been 
constructed at the three entry gates to the 
revamped complex. Devotees will be able to 
avail of services like booking aarti slots and 
renting lockers. Security checks of devotees 
will also be conducted here

GHATS AND 
JETTIES 
A route to the 
corridor has been 
developed via the 
Jalasen and Lalita 
ghats. Devotees 
arriving by boat 
will be able to land 
directly at a jetty 
being built on the 
Lalita ghat

WOOD STORE 
The basement of the 
tourist facilitation 
centre will contain 
a firewood godown/ 
store for funerals at 
the Manikarnika ghat

MULTIPURPOSE 
HALL 
This two-storey 
building will be 
able to host 330 
devotees per floor. 
Religious events 
and seminars will 
be conducted here

VEDIC CENTRE
At this centre, up to 100 people 
at a time will be given training in 
rituals and yoga. It will also house 
copies of various ancient texts

VARANASI 
GALLERY AND 
CITY MUSEUM
On the right side 
of the pathway 
connecting the 
temple chowk to 
the Ganga ghat, this 
museum will relate 
the history of the 
Kashi Vishwanath 
temple. The remains 
of old temples and 
the artefacts found 
during construction 
will be on display

MUMUKSHU 
BHAVAN
This stands behind 
the Varanasi gallery 
and city museum. 
It will have 
accommodation for 
48 people. Elderly 
devotees who wish 
to spend their last 
days in Kashi will be 
able to stay here

FOOD COURT
Devotees will be able to 
purchase refreshments 
from this food court near the 
entrance to the temple chowk

SPIRITUAL BOOK 
CENTRE
Spiritual books from 
many religions will be 
available for purchase 
at this centre, near 
the food court

VIEWING GALLERY
A viewing gallery has been built 
above the gate entering the temple 
chowk from the pathway. From 
here, devotees will be able to see the 
Ganga river on one side and Kashi 
Vishwanath temple on the other

NEELKANTH 
PAVILION
This houses the 
office of the Shri 
Kashi Vishwanath 
Special Area 
Development 
Board on the first 
floor and a fire 
fighting system on 
the ground floor

TEMPLE COMPLEX

The temple is surrounded by 
an 11-foot-wide gallery, with 
a bhogshala (food hall) behind 
the yaatri suvidha kendra 
(visitor facilitation centre) at the 
Saraswati Gate. Sadhus living at 
the temple will have their food 
prepared at the bhogshala

QUEUE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
To prevent long wait times and crowding 
within the corridor, a queue management 
system is being implemented. After 
booking darshan/ aartis, devotees will 
be given time slots for their visits

GUEST HOUSE
There is a two-
storey guest 
house next to the 
Neelkanth pavilion, 
with 18 rooms on 
each floor

MANDIR CHOWK
There are three-
storey buildings on 
both sides of the 
Mandir chowk. The 
ground floor houses 
toilet complexes 
and locker rooms, 
the first floor 
contains handicraft 
emporiums, while the 
second floor will have 
meeting rooms for 
members of the Shri 
Kashi Vishwanath 
Special Area 
Development Board

TOURIST 
FACILITATION 
CENTRE
This building will 
house various 
services for 
visitors, from 
booking travel 
tickets to hiring 
tour guides to visit 
places around 
Varanasi

Gyanvapi 
Masjid
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political advantage. Kaushal Kishor 
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Banaras Hindu University, says, “The 
Kashi Vishwanath temple attracts 
a large number of tourists not only 
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imagined that the temple, which was 
situated between very narrow streets, 
would one day be surrounded by a 
grand corridor. And by inaugurating 
the corridor just before the UP as-
sembly election, Prime Minister Modi 
will not only highlight his develop-
ment agenda, the BJP will also ag-
gressively push the Hindutva agenda 
by talking about the completion of 
this project in Varanasi and the com-
mencement of the construction of the 
Ram temple in Ayodhya.” 

Sources say it was not an easy 
task to expand the temple com-
plex from its original 3,000 sq. 

ft area into a grand corridor measur-
ing 500,000 sq. ft. For one, officials 
identified over 300 buildings that 
were within the proposed footprint 
of the corridor and would need to be 
removed. Deepak Agrawal, who took 
over as commissioner of Varanasi di-
vision in March 2018, and is the chair-
man of the Shri Kashi Vishwanath 
Special Area Development Board, 
played a major role in this process. 
When it came to these buildings, 
Agrawal says he had two options—to 
either acquire these properties and de-
molish them, or to include them in the 
corridor through mutual agreement. 
“314 properties were identified,” he 
says. “These included privately owned 
properties, trust properties and assets 
held by entities which only had custo-
dians.” Another problem was having 
these properties vacated—more than 
100 cases involved properties with 
different owners and occupants, with 
the latter being either tenants or 
encroachers. “In cases where tenants 
did not have legal documentation for 
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the properties they were occupying for 
business, a one-time settlement was 
done on the basis of mutual agree-
ment. Rehabilitation grants between 
Rs 1 lakh and Rs 10 lakh were paid,” 
he says. He adds that these grant 
payments also took into consideration 
the social status of the people being re-
located—widows and members of SC/ 
ST (scheduled caste/ tribe) communi-
ties got higher payments. As a result 
of such efforts, he says, not a single 
case of land acquisition has become a 
dispute pending in court. This effort 
also saw an example of communal 
harmony—for the construction of the 
corridor, about 1,700 sq. ft of land in 
front of the Gyanvapi Masjid had to 
be acquired. This land was purchased, 
with the Anjuman Intezamiya Masjid 
(AIM, the organisation in charge of 
the Gyanvapi Masjid) being given 
1,000 sq. ft of land in Varanasi’s Bans-
phatak area.

A fter the land was acquired, 
demolition of the existing 
structures began in 2019. 

During this process, 61 ancient 
temples, along with idols of gods and 
goddesses were recovered. Agrawal 
says, “When the corridor was be-
ing designed, it was thought that the 
entire complex surrounding the temple 
would be flattened. The design was 
changed to incorporate the temples 
uncovered during the demolition into 
the corridor. Many buildings, such as 
the Vedic Centre and the Mumukshu 
Bhavan, were also relocated.” Of the 
temples that were uncovered, 27 of 
the largest are being renovated. A ‘dev 
gallery (gallery of the gods)’ is also be-
ing constructed as part of the corridor, 
where the remains of the temples and 
the idols uncovered during the demoli-
tion will be preserved.

However, not everyone is happy 
with the process. Questions have been 
raised about the demolition of sacred 
structures in the area. Vishwambhar 
Nath Mishra, a professor at the Indian 
Institute of Technology (Banaras 
Hindu University), Varanasi, says, 

“The demolition of temples around the 
Kashi Vishwanath temple for the con-
struction of the corridor has changed 
the ecosystem of the entire area. The ill 
effects of this will be seen in the days 
to come.” Others disagree. Ashutosh 
Tandon, minister in charge of Varanasi 
district, says, “The number of temples 
that have emerged from the buildings 
around the Kashi Vishwanath temple 
prove that in ancient times there were 
many temples in the Baba Vishwanath 

temple complex, which were later 
encroached upon. These temples have 
been protected [by including them in 
the corridor].”

As a result of this progress, the 
BJP has begun pushing its cultural 
agenda. A major facet of this was a 
multi-city religious procession carried 
out with a statue of Mata Annapurna 
that was recently repatriated from 
Canada to India. This 18th century 
stone idol had been stolen from Kashi 
and transported to Canada in 1913, 

where it was housed at the University 
of Regina. After the Indian govern-
ment received information about the 
statue’s whereabouts, the Centre began 
diplomatic efforts to have it returned. 
After it was brought back to the coun-
try, on November 11, on the occasion 
of Gopashtami, it began a journey to 
Varanasi in a procession that trav-
elled from New Delhi to Varanasi via 
Ghaziabad, Aligarh, Kanpur, Lucknow 
and Ayodhya. On November 15, on the 
occasion of Devotthan Ekadashi, at a 
function attended by Chief Minister 
Adityanath, it was installed at the 
Kashi Vishwanath temple complex.

Kishor Mishra says, “Judging from 
how processions were carried out in 
a dozen cities across Uttar Pradesh 
before the installation of the statue 
in the Kashi Vishwanath temple, it is 
clear that before the 2022 assembly 
election, the BJP will resort to aggres-
sive displays of Hindutva to counter 
the issues raised by Opposition par-
ties.” The BJP’s Varanasi unit has also 
been deputed to create buzz about the 
inauguration of the temple corridor. To 
ensure sufficient attention on the in-
auguration ceremony on December 13, 
the local unit has put together a team 
involving BJP office bearers, MLAs 
and ministers. Mahesh Chand Sriv-
astava, the BJP’s Varanasi president, 
says, “Prasad from the Kashi Vish-
wanath temple will be carried from 
village to village. Officials responsible 
for this have also been given block-wise 
responsibilities to encourage villagers 
to visit the temple.” 

Questioning the BJP’s effort to get 
political mileage from the corridor, 
Omprakash Singh, Samajwadi Party 
(SP) leader and tourism minister in the 
previous Akhilesh Yadav government, 
says, “The Kashi Vishwanath corridor 
project was begun during the term 
of the SP government. Five buildings 
were also purchased. The BJP will not 
benefit from the construction of the 
corridor.” One way or another, the true 
test of the project’s popularity will be 
the results of the UP assembly election, 
scheduled for February 2022. n

THE 3,000 SQ. FT 
TEMPLE COMPLEX 

WILL NOW SIT 
WITHIN A 500,000 
SQ. FT CORRIDOR 
THAT CONNECTS 
IT DIRECTLY TO 

THE RIVER GANGA

IN A FINE EXAMPLE 
OF COMMUNAL HAR

MONY, 1,000 SQ. FT 
OF LAND WAS GIVEN 
IN BANSPHATAK IN 
LIEU OF 1,700 SQ. FT 

ACQUIRED FROM THE 
GYANVAPI MASJID
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KASHMIR’S
BRIDE 
BAZAAR
DESPERATE MIDDLE-AGED MEN IN KASHMIR ARE 
TURNING TO BROKERS TO FIND THEM A WIFE FOR 
A FEE. FAMILIES IN THE HEARTLAND ARE GIVING 
AWAY THEIR DAUGHTERS TO MAKE ENDS MEET

By MOAZUM MOHAMMAD IN SRINAGAR

VERY YEAR, AS WINTER SETS IN, hun-
dreds of Kashmiri locals board buses and 
flights for the plains in India. Some leave 
for a warmer place to run their businesses, 
others just to get away from the freezing 
winters. Fayaz Ahmad’s journey in 2017, 
though, was a lot more nerve-wracking. It 
followed weeks of preparations that includ-
ed new clothes, visits to close relatives and 
the blessings of local clerics. 

“After a decade-long wait, I had finally 
found a woman,” says Ahmad, a 54-year-
old Srinagar native with a salt-and-pepper 
stubble and a bald head. “I didn’t know her, 
but I was extremely excited.” A daily-wage 
labourer, Ahmad says he had grown used 
to the taunts about his inability to find a 
bride. In November 2017, the urge to put a 
lid on “this shame” prompted him to travel 

more than 2,000 km by bus and train to 
West Bengal to find himself a bride. “Even 
my relatives’ kids had got married but here 
I was, unable to find a bride,” says Ahmad, 
choking with emotion. “It was at one such 
gathering that a broker offered to find me 
a match in Kolkata.” 

Ahmad is one of many middle-aged 
men in the Valley who cannot find a life 
partner, mostly due to their social stand-
ing, physical challenges or advancing 
years. As is the case everywhere, families 
in Kashmir prefer working young men 
with a promising future for their daugh-
ters. This desperate search for brides has 
opened up doors for inter-state traffick-
ers to hunt for young girls from desperate 
families willing to marry off their daugh-
ters to make ends meet.  

After three days of travel, Ahmad 
and a relative of his, along with the 
broker, reached Kolkata to meet the 
bride, the fourth daughter among 
eight siblings. They were ushered into 
a dingy room by the girl’s father and 
uncle and offered tea and snacks. In 
the evening, a local maulvi performed 
the nikaah of Ahmad, who was 50 
then, and 19-year-old Asiya after the 
“monetary formalities” were complet-
ed. “It included Rs 55,000 to the girl’s 
parents and gold earrings worth Rs 
5,000 for her,” says Ahmad. “All this 
happened amid complete silence…I 
think even the neighbours were not 
aware of the marriage.” 

A week later, when the couple 
returned to their home in Srinagar, 

relatives and neighbours began 
trickling in to greet the newlyweds, 
bringing sweets for the bride, says 
Ahmad’s brother. But matters soured 
very quickly. “She would seek the 
phone when we would go to bed and 
start talking for hours to her cousins,” 
says Ahmad, while showing a photo 
of Asiya he had on his phone where 
she is wearing a fancy pink dress he 
had bought for her. “She would stay 
awake till the wee hours, I couldn’t 
understand her language and did not 
know what she was talking about. 
She would weep and shout when I 
would go near her.” 

A bewildered Ahmad called the 
matchmaker who immediately con-
tacted her family and demanded the 
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KASHMIR’S
BRIDE 
BAZAAR
DESPERATE MIDDLE-AGED MEN IN KASHMIR ARE 
TURNING TO BROKERS TO FIND THEM A WIFE FOR 
A FEE. FAMILIES IN THE HEARTLAND ARE GIVING 
AWAY THEIR DAUGHTERS TO MAKE ENDS MEET

By MOAZUM MOHAMMAD IN SRINAGAR
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money back. “Her father and uncle 
arrived at our home to try and per-
suade the girl, but it didn’t help,” 
says Ahmad. “I told them she does 
not want to listen to me.”  

According to Ahmad’s brother, 
the uncle said they couldn't return 
the money. “So he offered his own 
daughter to my brother. He even 
called his wife in Kolkata to ask her 
to send their daughter. But we reject-
ed the offer as the girl was much 
younger than this one. We ended up 
losing all our money,” he says. It took 
a while but a despondent Ahmad has 
come to terms with the fact that per-
haps marriage is not for him. He now 
spends most of his time praying and 
watching videos of televangelists.  

A lot of the heartland families 
who give away their daughters are 
also hoodwinked by the touts. In 
Srinagar’s downtown, Nasser (name 
changed), who works as a salesman, 
married Fahmeeda, a 22-year-old 
from Bihar in 2014, after paying Rs 
80,000. “I desperately waited for 17 
years to marry but couldn’t find a 
girl,” he says. “In Bihar, I was shown 
4-5 girls in one day. They were all 
below 20, but the rates varied. On 
the same day, I was married after 
paying the money to the tout.” 

After many years, he learnt that 
the tout had paid just Rs 5,000 
to the family and kept the rest of 
the money. “I paid them (the girl’s 
family) from my own pocket later 
because they are living in absolute 
penury,” says Nasser. “The tout had 
lied to them, saying I was a busi-
nessman and financially well-off. 
They had accepted Rs 5,000 as a 
token, while the tout had promised 
them Rs 50,000. Now I can’t afford 
to travel and have not taken her 
home since then.” 

Though there is no credible data 
on the numbers, “buying Bengali 
brides” has attained a sort of normal-
cy in both urban and rural areas of 
the Valley. For instance, the Boatmen 
Colony in Bemina, Srinagar, which 
draws its name from the Dal Lake 

dwellers who were shifted here, has 
about 200 such women, accord-
ing to rough estimates of social 
workers who have been on duty 
there. Similarly, in south and north 
Kashmir, many villages have paid 
money to get brides for men who 
cannot afford Kashmir’s lavish wed-
dings, the costs of which sometimes 
send families into penury (previous 
governments have tried to discour-
age this trend by imposing controls 
on the number of guests and waz-
wan dishes, but all in vain).  

Sana Majeed Din, legal-cum-
probation officer at the Anantnag 
district child protection unit, says 
most of the women are brought on a 
different pretext to the Valley, mak-
ing it difficult to ascertain whether 
these are legal marriages or cases 
of trafficking. On November 1, she 
rescued a minor girl from Assam’s 
Sivasagar district who had been 
brought here on the promise of a 
job in the fruit-processing indus-
try. “She travelled with eight other 
girls from her village to Kashmir in 
October. They were lured by their 
neighbour with a promise of a Rs 
5,000 monthly salary,” says Sana. 

“In Kashmir, however, she was sold 
to a family as a domestic help. She 
somehow managed to flee and reach 
the railway station in Anantnag 
where the police rescued her.” 

Unlike the Assamese girl, most 
of them do not flee and become 
resigned to their fate. Dr Muzaffar 
Khan, a well-known clinical 

psychologist in the Valley, says a 
lot of these young women now face 
mental health issues. Even after 
spending many years here, they are 
still seen as outsiders and children 
born to them often face discrimina-
tion, getting stuck with nicknames 
like ‘Bengal’, ‘Bihar’ or ‘Punjab’. “The 
problems become worse if the man 
is a drug addict or has had an unset-
tled first marriage,” says Dr Khan, 
who heads a major drug rehabilita-
tion centre in the Valley.  

But even as many such cases 
have come to light, the National 
Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) fig-
ures for 2020-21 say that only one 
case of human trafficking was regis-
tered in J&K. Authorities say this is 
because most of the time, no formal 
case is filed. Experts, however, point 
to the absence of a government 
monitoring mechanism. Sana sug-
gests involving grassroots ASHA 
workers who could report these 
‘marriages’ to the authorities. “It is 
very difficult for these women to go 
to police stations because they are 
unfamiliar with the place, language, 
and do not know anyone,” she says. 

“Most of the time, they are not 
even allowed to keep phones and are 
under the constant surveillance of 
their in-laws,” says lawyer Faisal Qadri 
who was hired by the UNHCR to chal-
lenge one such case in J&K. A minor 
Rohingya girl from Myanmar had been 
trafficked to Kashmir and sold off to a 
middle-aged man in Anantnag for Rs 
80,000 in 2015. After several months, 
she managed to contact her parents in 
Myanmar. They called an uncle who was 
working in Delhi and he approached 
the UN refugee agency who took up the 
case. “There should be a mechanism 
to register these people brought on the 
pretext of marriage or as domestic help. 
They are like bonded labourers now. 
Also, these placement agencies should 
be registered,” says Qadri.

DESPERATE CRUTCHES 
It was the many rejections that prompt-
ed Abdul Rashid Sheikh, whose legs 
were paralysed at a young age, to marry 
a girl from Bihar at the age of 43. Amid 
the pandemic, he travelled to Patna in 
June 2020. The family in Bihar agreed 
to the proposal after talking to him via 
video call, although they had initially 
rejected him. “They initially said they 
would have given their daughter if I had 
at least one leg,” says Sheikh, who is also 
the founder of the J&K Handicapped 
Association. “But they relented later.”  

The nikaah was solemnised by a 
local cleric. “I hadn’t seen the girl before. 
In fact, I was surprised at the speed with 
which they brought the maulvi in the 
evening and got things ready for the 
marriage,” says Sheikh, who runs an eat-
ery along the Dal Lake. 

He now lives with his wife in the 
Now pora neighbourhood in Srinagar. 
Sheikh says the entire marriage cost him 
Rs 1.2 lakh, including the Rs 10,000 he 
gave the broker. The family also took Rs 
15,000 from him for the girl’s clothes 
and jewellery. “Poverty was the main 
reason they offered their daughter to 
me,” says Sheikh, who also received gifts 
from the girl’s parents. “I returned the 
silver articles her family gave us. They 
said they will keep it for their younger 
daughter’s marriage.” n

 THOUGH THERE 
IS NO CREDIBLE 

DATA ON THE 
NUMBERS, “BUYING 
BENGALI BRIDES” HAS 

ATTAINED A SORT OF 
NORMALCY IN BOTH 
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THE VALLEY
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A ‘Bihari bride’ 
at her husband’s 
home in Srinagar

S O CIE T Y:  J& K ’S BACHELORS

J
&K has one of the highest 
unemployment rates in India, 
22.2 per cent, says data 

from the Centre for Monitoring 
Indian Economy (CMIE). The Kashmir 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
puts the number of people who lost 
their jobs within a year of the repeal 
of J&K’s special status on August 5, 
2019 at 500,000. The job insecurity 
and ongoing armed conflict against 
insurgents has triggered much 
uncertainty. People now prefer 
government jobs and, indeed, 
the state is currently the largest 
employer with a 450,000-strong 
workforce in J&K. The job situation 
has resulted in delayed marriages 
because grooms with a secure job 
are scarce. The increasing pres-
ence of women in the workforce is 
also a factor.  

“With women, especially from 
the middle class, pursuing higher 
education and hankering for better 
jobs, the prospects for them get-
ting a suitable match too become 
difficult,” says Dr Asima Hassan, 
member of the Juvenile Justice 
Board (JJB) in Srinagar who has 
done research work on ‘Conflict and 
Youth in Kashmir’. Dr Hassan says 
dowry and the tradition of extrava-
gant weddings, too, contribute to 
the late marriages in Kashmir, 
particularly in urban areas.  

Gulzar Ahmad, a “traditional 
matchmaker” from Narbal on 
Srinagar’s outskirts, explains that 
it now takes him years to arrange 
a match as almost everyone wants 
grooms with a well-settled career 
and sound financial background.  

Covid has further exacerbated 
the situation. The losses were ag-
gravated in Kashmir because the 
Covid lockdown was preceded by 
a military one in 2019 to prevent 
protests against the rescinding of 
special status to J&K.

NO WORK AND 
NO BRIDE

ABID BHAT
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from Bihar in 2014, after paying Rs 
80,000. “I desperately waited for 17 
years to marry but couldn’t find a 
girl,” he says. “In Bihar, I was shown 
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nessman and financially well-off. 
They had accepted Rs 5,000 as a 
token, while the tout had promised 
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cy in both urban and rural areas of 
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dings, the costs of which sometimes 
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different pretext to the Valley, mak-
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brought here on the promise of a 
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try. “She travelled with eight other 
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October. They were lured by their 
neighbour with a promise of a Rs 
5,000 monthly salary,” says Sana. 
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Healthy Smile
Spreading happiness: The trust has been working towards eradication 

of malnutrition by educating mothers, providing fortified food to 
children and training the health workers

By KIRAN D. TARE

SHRIMATI MALATI
DAHANUKAR

TRUST
Shrirampur

Maharashtra

Chocolate cakelets, macerated berries, cointreau 
creme fraiche cream, and heirloom flow blue china.

An edible art form, this. Also a journey into the 
past, a celebration in the present, and a memory 

created for tomorrow. 

MAM (moderate acute malnutrition) in these 52 
localities, inhabited mostly by labourers and other 
workers. On an average, SMDT workers visit 10 fami-
lies daily to seek out needy mothers and children. 
“We convince the mothers-in-law in every family to 
go for our nutrition programme. This has gone a long 
way in making mothers and children healthy,” says 
Sheetal Hiwale, a field officer.

With help from the Indian Institute of Technology, 
Bombay, SMDT has made 18 charts in graphic and 
audio-visual formats to educate mothers. The trust’s ex-
perts have designed several recipes on how homegrown 
vegetables can be used to fortify rice. They also focus on 
removing misconceptions around breastfeeding. “The 
programme is all about empowering women on their 
own and the babies' health. We insist on breastfeeding 
for mothers to realise their strength,” says Dahanukar.

SMDT also trains ASHA and anganwadi work-
ers to find malnourished children and counsel their 

mothers under its ‘Teach the Trainer’ programme. The 
trust has conducted training sessions in Maharashtra, 
Gujarat, Rajasthan, Uttarakhand and Chhattisgarh so 
far. It has also set itself the target of freeing Rajura, In-
dia’s most malnourished area located in Maharashtra’s 
Yavatmal, of malnutrition. With IIT Bombay’s help, 
it has devised a plan to divide Rajura in six blocks 
and focus on each block separately to monitor the 
children. The plan is ready but yet to be launched. It is 
people like Ashwini who keep Dahanukar going. Even 
though she is financially well-off, Ashwini wouldn’t 
go anywhere else for Shivtej's treatment. “It is trust 
that makes me want to associate with the SMDT,” 
says Dhokchowle. Dahanukar credits their strong and 
dedicated team for busting myths about nutrition. n

Happiness Quest: A joint enterprise of India Today and 
the RPG Group celebrating exemplary initiatives to 

spread happiness

Happiness Tips for  
Life & Food 

“I believe in the concept of 
giving. You will be happy if 

you give something. There is 
immense joy in love, which can 

take many forms—one of  
them is sharing”

HAPPINESS MANTRA

A
shwini Dhokchowle, a 
homemaker who lives in 
the Tilak Nagar local-
ity in Maharashtra’s 
Ahmednagar district, 

does not get tired of telling people 
how her one-year-old firstborn Shivtej 
started eating eggs when he was just 
six months old. The healthy baby now 
weighs 11.45 kg when the average 
weight of children his age is 9.5 kilos. 
At 77 cm, he is also 2 cm taller than 
other children his age. “I came to the 
care centre when my son was three 
months old and would constantly 
vomit,” says Ashwini, a graduate in 

agriculture. “The doctors designed a 
nutrition plan for me and him, turning 
us fit and healthy.”

Long before the health ministry an-
nounced a policy to provide fortified rice 
to school children under the mid-day 
meal scheme, the care centre Ashwini 
went to and which is run by the Shri-
mati Malati Dahanukar Trust (SMDT), 
was already providing it to toddlers.

It was a candid conversation 
between Shivani Dahanukar, a trustee 
of SMDT, and her nutritionist friend 
Dr Rupal Dalal, that led SMDT to 
begin work in the field of malnutrition 
in 2010. “I had asked Rupal whether 

we could hold a medical camp at Tilak 
Nagar,” says Dahanukar, whose family 
runs a distillery there. “Rupal came up 
with the idea to focus on malnutrition 
instead,” she says. Since then, the SMDT 
has provided nutrition tips and food to 
close to 11,000 pregnant women, lactat-
ing mothers and their children from 52 
nearby localities.

The SMDT provides care for the 
mother and child for the first 1,000 
days from the date of pregnancy and, 
if required, the child is monitored up 
to five years of age. As a result, you 
won’t hear of any child suffering from 
SAM (severe acute malnutrition) or 

NUTRITION FIRST Shivani 
Dahanukar (centre, in 

black) at the Shrirampur 
SMDT health clinic

Life is a mishmash of bits and bobs of our own journey, 
fragmented threads of others’ journeys that came before 
us. Patches and the lots of those who live in tandem 
alongside us. Connecting tissue to those who come after. 

To see the beauty in the pieces as a whole, as an 
individual, and a continuum, is to have lived, loved and let go. 

I never cook for just myself. Cooking for one, cooking for 
two, for 20, can almost take the same time, so why shouldn’t 
I share the fruits of my labour with others, whose mood, 
life and self-esteem will rise just knowing that another is 
working hard for their pleasure?

I keep things very easy for myself by cooking honest 
foods, always from scratch, unless there are welcome 
substitutes that do not compromise my critically and 
publicly known standards around sourcing—supporting 
local and celebrating the seasons. 

I see cooking for another, inviting them to my home and 
sharing my space with them, as an opportunity given to me 
by life to do spring cleaning. To spruce things up, to spend 
some tender time around my own home, with the same 
critical eye I employ for my clients. 

I always have some garnishes left unfinished. I never set 
the table, but I know exactly what flatware, glassware and 
china I will use. My guests are reminded that they are family 
to me when I ask them to pick the napkins and set the table 
as I plate the food. We all take ownership of the meal and 
are stitched intimately to the fate of its outcomes. 

Cooking for others is a chance for me to spoil myself 
without seeming selfish. It gives me time to spend with 
people I might not otherwise be able to see. It gives me 
cathartic moments and reflective moments; it tires me out 
and awakens my soul. 

Even just serving a brownie cakelet comes with a story 
and a purpose. As simple as simple can be, yet served with 
deliberation, purity of ingredients, richness of history, and 
importance of antiquity.

SUVIR SARAN 
Chef , author, entrepreneur and consultant
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Healthy Smile
Spreading happiness: The trust has been working towards eradication 

of malnutrition by educating mothers, providing fortified food to 
children and training the health workers

By KIRAN D. TARE

SHRIMATI MALATI
DAHANUKAR

TRUST
Shrirampur

Maharashtra

Chocolate cakelets, macerated berries, cointreau 
creme fraiche cream, and heirloom flow blue china.

An edible art form, this. Also a journey into the 
past, a celebration in the present, and a memory 

created for tomorrow. 

MAM (moderate acute malnutrition) in these 52 
localities, inhabited mostly by labourers and other 
workers. On an average, SMDT workers visit 10 fami-
lies daily to seek out needy mothers and children. 
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Happiness Quest: A joint enterprise of India Today and 
the RPG Group celebrating exemplary initiatives to 

spread happiness

Happiness Tips for  
Life & Food 

“I believe in the concept of 
giving. You will be happy if 

you give something. There is 
immense joy in love, which can 

take many forms—one of  
them is sharing”

HAPPINESS MANTRA
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with the idea to focus on malnutrition 
instead,” she says. Since then, the SMDT 
has provided nutrition tips and food to 
close to 11,000 pregnant women, lactat-
ing mothers and their children from 52 
nearby localities.

The SMDT provides care for the 
mother and child for the first 1,000 
days from the date of pregnancy and, 
if required, the child is monitored up 
to five years of age. As a result, you 
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I share the fruits of my labour with others, whose mood, 
life and self-esteem will rise just knowing that another is 
working hard for their pleasure?

I keep things very easy for myself by cooking honest 
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substitutes that do not compromise my critically and 
publicly known standards around sourcing—supporting 
local and celebrating the seasons. 

I see cooking for another, inviting them to my home and 
sharing my space with them, as an opportunity given to me 
by life to do spring cleaning. To spruce things up, to spend 
some tender time around my own home, with the same 
critical eye I employ for my clients. 

I always have some garnishes left unfinished. I never set 
the table, but I know exactly what flatware, glassware and 
china I will use. My guests are reminded that they are family 
to me when I ask them to pick the napkins and set the table 
as I plate the food. We all take ownership of the meal and 
are stitched intimately to the fate of its outcomes. 

Cooking for others is a chance for me to spoil myself 
without seeming selfish. It gives me time to spend with 
people I might not otherwise be able to see. It gives me 
cathartic moments and reflective moments; it tires me out 
and awakens my soul. 

Even just serving a brownie cakelet comes with a story 
and a purpose. As simple as simple can be, yet served with 
deliberation, purity of ingredients, richness of history, and 
importance of antiquity.
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“I have a  

problem keeping 

my personal imp  
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makes fun of the 

solemn”

ADIL JUSSAWALLA WAS 
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Adil Jussawalla’s poems are rooms, 
“their outer walls gone”. One wanders in 
and the door shuts. The trapped reader 
panics for a moment before surrender-
ing to the expanse of freedom contained 
within the boundaries of his taut lines. 
Jussawalla invites the reader to scale 
the walls—counterintuitive as it might 
sound—of each poem, and discover for 
herself what lies beyond. 

Recently anointed the poet laureate 
of Tata Literature Live! 2021, the author, 
now 81, has served as the guardian angel 
of Mumbai’s literary scene 
for decades. Jussawalla is a 
national treasure. Countless 
writers have passed through 
his 18th floor Colaba flat 
looking for blessings and 
benediction. He has to his 
credit five volumes of poetry, 
a chapbook and three collec-
tions of essays; his work has 
appeared in several antholo-
gies. He has also written for television, 
most notably for the BBC and Channel 4.

Missing Person (1975) is perhaps his 
most influential volume, grappling with 
post-colonial anxieties, the “rash of yowls”, 
but with a cinematic punch. Over a phone 
interview, he tells india today about his 
aesthetic: “It’s the visual impact of cinema, 
both popular and ‘art house’, that’s im-
pacted me and my work. I think my poem 
‘Missing Person’ shows that.”

Of all the major Indian poets of a 
certain vintage, Jussawalla can be the 

most opaque. He makes the reader work 
hard and yet this opacity turns out to be 
a mirage. He can make the simplest of 
images talk, “Milk flaps over the neck of 
a pot”; “A dead pigeon turns like a bal-
lerina, its tattered headdress dangling 
from a string.” In the preface to The Right 
Kind of Dog, the poet refers to his poems 
as “interesting riddles”, which also double 
as “grim entertainment”.

Jussawalla eschews the directness of 
a Manohar Shetty or a Eunice de Souza, 
settling on an idiom which dives deep 
into the interiority of the self while, at 
the same time, missing nothing in the 
external world, not a fly, not a plant, not 
a spider, not a fish-head, not a wave, not a 
single eccentric or druggie wandering the 
lonely streets of a city. In one poem, even 
the air is personified and seen scrambling 
after an aeroplane. His poems strike a 
beautiful balance between the abstract 

and the concrete, the mel-
ancholy void and curious 
wonder. He weaves seem-
ingly disparate elements—
earth, water, history, myth, 
a stick of dynamite—into 
a fine thread and passes it 
through the eye of a needle.

“In a profoundly Bud-
dhist sense,” Jussawalla 
says, “everything’s connect-

ed, isn’t it?—plant on the balcony to finger 
to computer to dust to you reading this 
miles away. Water vapour rises from us, 
from seas to make rain. It’s an interdepen-
dence we must believe is rising, not falling, 
even in the darkest of times.”

Jussawalla writes with a tremendous 
sense of ache (and warmth and an empa-
thetic helplessness) about his father, “My 
father asks for mercy on the phone./ His 
voice is thin. I ask/ Who is it speaking?/ 
...I hold his last manuscript, /not hav-
ing read a word this war-filled month.” 

LEISURE

And about his mother, “..a hairball/
being pushed/by a breeze/into her 
safe house/ her sonless kitchen.” For 
Jussawalla, examining memory is 
painful but an occupational hazard,  
a necessity. “I guess poetry without 
its prime source of memory can 
emerge as a spring on its own but 
I can’t see how. Zbigniew Herbert 
calls poetry the sister of memory. Its 
source of memory may be painful, 
it may even become a river of fire, 
but for poetry’s sake, for the sake 
of its merciless Muses, it has to be 
endured, gone through.”

The poems are leavened by 
passages of unexpected humour, pro-
found mischief, “I came to London/ 
My scholarship a tail/ I’d learnt to 
wag in public fairly soon./ Hilda says 
I’m sitting on it still.” “Art is also play, 
and satire too can be art,” Jussawalla 
explains. “I have a problem keeping 
my personal imp in check. It makes 
fun of the solemn. It may be that the 
‘melancholy’ that many readers have 
found in my poems is an overreaction 
to that imp, my trying to suppress it.” 
A Jussawalla poem also keeps you on 
your toes; his tongue can be scathing, 
“Bright sparks/on the international 
backslapping circuit/ are picking up 
prizes like static. He’s for the dark.”

Earlier this year, Jussawalla lost 
his wife, Veronik. They were together 
for 50 years. Fellow travellers and 
fellow Bombay poets, Arun Kolatkar 
and Eunice de Souza, are no more. 
How does he cope with this loss? 
What does he miss most about them? 
“Since they are with me a lot of the 
time, Veronik practically all the 
time, what’s missing? Their 
brightness, their wit, their 
wisecracks in times of 
great trouble. I could 
do with more such 
responses from them, 
among others of course. 
They enriched me while they 
were living.” n

—Palash Krishna Mehrotra

A The Right Kind of Dog 
(Duckbill Books, 2013)

Wonderfully illustrated by 
Gunjan Ahlawat, the author 
describes what’s in here as 
“poems for young people. I 

imagine most of you to not be 
more than 15, though some of 

you could be much older”.

Trying to Say Goodbye 
(Almost Island, 2011)

A companion volume to 
Jussawalla’s precocious 

debut, Land’s End. The poet’s 
old wristwatch (“We age 

unsynchronised, differently”) and 
radio (“It’s me you miss most, 
not the Tate”) hold memorable 

conversations with him.

Shorelines  
(Paperwall, 2019)

Ruminations on mortality 
with the sea as a malleable 
metaphor. As brooding as 
Springsteen’s Nebraska; 

as seaworthy as Billy 
Joel’s Stormfront.

FREEING 
VERSE

Three entry points into  
Adil Jussawalla’s poetry

A s fond as I am of keeping 
track of literary prizes, 
I have to admit, there’s 
a certain kind of dreary, 

over-written literary fiction that’s 
disproportionately represented 
on prize shortlists everywhere, 
especially in India. This is one reason 
why I was quite happy with Rijula 
Das’ novel A Death in Shonagachhi, 
winner of the First Book Award 
at the 2021 Tata Literature Live! 
and shortlisted for the 2021 JCB 
Prize. Over and above its other fine 
qualities (original insights, 
distinctive characters, 
well-written), it also 
happens to be a mighty 
fine yarn. I read 
books primarily for 
entertainment and, 
all too often, I find 
otherwise astute read-
ers and writers ignoring 
or downplaying this primal 
function of literature.

No such problems with A Death 
in Shonagachhi. The novel begins 
in medias res, as hapless young 
Trilokeshwar (Tilu) Shau is thrown 
out of his favorite sex worker Lalee’s 
room. One of Lalee’s colleagues 
has been murdered next door in a 
particularly grisly way—with a bottle 

of acid. From that point on, Das piles 
character study upon character study 
and never lets the action slack. Also, 
many characters here—Lalee herself, 
the world-weary Inspector Shamsher, 
the formidable Deepa who runs a 
collective for her fellow sex workers—
come across as studied responses to 
genre tropes. In more ways than one, 
then, Das has done her research. 

As the novel progresses, the mur-
der itself takes a backseat. There are 
bigger emotional stakes at play: the 
future of Shonagachhi’s sex workers, 

their lives, children, every-
thing they have built despite 

naked antagonism from the 
government, law enforce-
ment or the bhadralok 
whose contempt by day 

is reliably transformed 
into lust by night. 

Das is also very good at 
the luxuriantly long, descrip-

tive passage that ends up 
making a gut-punch of a political point. 
No detail is ‘throwaway’, no utterance 
vain. There are so many passages 
to choose from in this context, but 
I’ll pick one I have seen firsthand at 
several college campuses, including 
my own—this is a scene from Tilu’s 
college days, where his upper-caste 
classmates’ (in Bengal, ‘Shau’ or ‘Sahu’ 
is recognised as an OBC) subtly pa-
tronising behaviour becomes increas-
ingly clear to him. “The admission 
list outside the college had helpfully 

declared each student’s caste next 
to their name and Tilu always 

knew, no matter how 
congenial the air in the 

tea stall, or how many 
times the Mukherjis and 

the Chatterjis slapped him 
on the back mid-discourse, 

they were generously forgiving 
his lack of erudition, overlooking 

his non-existent savoir faire.” 
Drishyam Films (makers  of 

films like Newton and Masaan) has 
reportedly purchased the adaptation 
rights to Das’ book, and to that I say 
bravo: this is a superb debut and it 
deserves every prize, accolade and 
palm frond that comes its way. n 

—Aditya Mani Jha

Though Rijula Das’ A Death in Shonagachhi has won the 
First Book Award at Tata Literature Live!, no number of 

accolades seem enough for this gem of a novel

A DEBUT  
THAT DARES

B O O K S

A DEATH IN 

SHONAGACHHI

By Rijula Das
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ing to the expanse of freedom contained 
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the walls—counterintuitive as it might 
sound—of each poem, and discover for 
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benediction. He has to his 
credit five volumes of poetry, 
a chapbook and three collec-
tions of essays; his work has 
appeared in several antholo-
gies. He has also written for television, 
most notably for the BBC and Channel 4.

Missing Person (1975) is perhaps his 
most influential volume, grappling with 
post-colonial anxieties, the “rash of yowls”, 
but with a cinematic punch. Over a phone 
interview, he tells india today about his 
aesthetic: “It’s the visual impact of cinema, 
both popular and ‘art house’, that’s im-
pacted me and my work. I think my poem 
‘Missing Person’ shows that.”

Of all the major Indian poets of a 
certain vintage, Jussawalla can be the 

most opaque. He makes the reader work 
hard and yet this opacity turns out to be 
a mirage. He can make the simplest of 
images talk, “Milk flaps over the neck of 
a pot”; “A dead pigeon turns like a bal-
lerina, its tattered headdress dangling 
from a string.” In the preface to The Right 
Kind of Dog, the poet refers to his poems 
as “interesting riddles”, which also double 
as “grim entertainment”.

Jussawalla eschews the directness of 
a Manohar Shetty or a Eunice de Souza, 
settling on an idiom which dives deep 
into the interiority of the self while, at 
the same time, missing nothing in the 
external world, not a fly, not a plant, not 
a spider, not a fish-head, not a wave, not a 
single eccentric or druggie wandering the 
lonely streets of a city. In one poem, even 
the air is personified and seen scrambling 
after an aeroplane. His poems strike a 
beautiful balance between the abstract 

and the concrete, the mel-
ancholy void and curious 
wonder. He weaves seem-
ingly disparate elements—
earth, water, history, myth, 
a stick of dynamite—into 
a fine thread and passes it 
through the eye of a needle.

“In a profoundly Bud-
dhist sense,” Jussawalla 
says, “everything’s connect-

ed, isn’t it?—plant on the balcony to finger 
to computer to dust to you reading this 
miles away. Water vapour rises from us, 
from seas to make rain. It’s an interdepen-
dence we must believe is rising, not falling, 
even in the darkest of times.”

Jussawalla writes with a tremendous 
sense of ache (and warmth and an empa-
thetic helplessness) about his father, “My 
father asks for mercy on the phone./ His 
voice is thin. I ask/ Who is it speaking?/ 
...I hold his last manuscript, /not hav-
ing read a word this war-filled month.” 
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And about his mother, “..a hairball/
being pushed/by a breeze/into her 
safe house/ her sonless kitchen.” For 
Jussawalla, examining memory is 
painful but an occupational hazard,  
a necessity. “I guess poetry without 
its prime source of memory can 
emerge as a spring on its own but 
I can’t see how. Zbigniew Herbert 
calls poetry the sister of memory. Its 
source of memory may be painful, 
it may even become a river of fire, 
but for poetry’s sake, for the sake 
of its merciless Muses, it has to be 
endured, gone through.”

The poems are leavened by 
passages of unexpected humour, pro-
found mischief, “I came to London/ 
My scholarship a tail/ I’d learnt to 
wag in public fairly soon./ Hilda says 
I’m sitting on it still.” “Art is also play, 
and satire too can be art,” Jussawalla 
explains. “I have a problem keeping 
my personal imp in check. It makes 
fun of the solemn. It may be that the 
‘melancholy’ that many readers have 
found in my poems is an overreaction 
to that imp, my trying to suppress it.” 
A Jussawalla poem also keeps you on 
your toes; his tongue can be scathing, 
“Bright sparks/on the international 
backslapping circuit/ are picking up 
prizes like static. He’s for the dark.”

Earlier this year, Jussawalla lost 
his wife, Veronik. They were together 
for 50 years. Fellow travellers and 
fellow Bombay poets, Arun Kolatkar 
and Eunice de Souza, are no more. 
How does he cope with this loss? 
What does he miss most about them? 
“Since they are with me a lot of the 
time, Veronik practically all the 
time, what’s missing? Their 
brightness, their wit, their 
wisecracks in times of 
great trouble. I could 
do with more such 
responses from them, 
among others of course. 
They enriched me while they 
were living.” n

—Palash Krishna Mehrotra

A The Right Kind of Dog 
(Duckbill Books, 2013)

Wonderfully illustrated by 
Gunjan Ahlawat, the author 
describes what’s in here as 
“poems for young people. I 

imagine most of you to not be 
more than 15, though some of 

you could be much older”.

Trying to Say Goodbye 
(Almost Island, 2011)

A companion volume to 
Jussawalla’s precocious 

debut, Land’s End. The poet’s 
old wristwatch (“We age 

unsynchronised, differently”) and 
radio (“It’s me you miss most, 
not the Tate”) hold memorable 

conversations with him.
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Ruminations on mortality 
with the sea as a malleable 
metaphor. As brooding as 
Springsteen’s Nebraska; 

as seaworthy as Billy 
Joel’s Stormfront.
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A s fond as I am of keeping 
track of literary prizes, 
I have to admit, there’s 
a certain kind of dreary, 

over-written literary fiction that’s 
disproportionately represented 
on prize shortlists everywhere, 
especially in India. This is one reason 
why I was quite happy with Rijula 
Das’ novel A Death in Shonagachhi, 
winner of the First Book Award 
at the 2021 Tata Literature Live! 
and shortlisted for the 2021 JCB 
Prize. Over and above its other fine 
qualities (original insights, 
distinctive characters, 
well-written), it also 
happens to be a mighty 
fine yarn. I read 
books primarily for 
entertainment and, 
all too often, I find 
otherwise astute read-
ers and writers ignoring 
or downplaying this primal 
function of literature.

No such problems with A Death 
in Shonagachhi. The novel begins 
in medias res, as hapless young 
Trilokeshwar (Tilu) Shau is thrown 
out of his favorite sex worker Lalee’s 
room. One of Lalee’s colleagues 
has been murdered next door in a 
particularly grisly way—with a bottle 

of acid. From that point on, Das piles 
character study upon character study 
and never lets the action slack. Also, 
many characters here—Lalee herself, 
the world-weary Inspector Shamsher, 
the formidable Deepa who runs a 
collective for her fellow sex workers—
come across as studied responses to 
genre tropes. In more ways than one, 
then, Das has done her research. 

As the novel progresses, the mur-
der itself takes a backseat. There are 
bigger emotional stakes at play: the 
future of Shonagachhi’s sex workers, 

their lives, children, every-
thing they have built despite 

naked antagonism from the 
government, law enforce-
ment or the bhadralok 
whose contempt by day 

is reliably transformed 
into lust by night. 

Das is also very good at 
the luxuriantly long, descrip-

tive passage that ends up 
making a gut-punch of a political point. 
No detail is ‘throwaway’, no utterance 
vain. There are so many passages 
to choose from in this context, but 
I’ll pick one I have seen firsthand at 
several college campuses, including 
my own—this is a scene from Tilu’s 
college days, where his upper-caste 
classmates’ (in Bengal, ‘Shau’ or ‘Sahu’ 
is recognised as an OBC) subtly pa-
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ingly clear to him. “The admission 
list outside the college had helpfully 

declared each student’s caste next 
to their name and Tilu always 

knew, no matter how 
congenial the air in the 

tea stall, or how many 
times the Mukherjis and 

the Chatterjis slapped him 
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Drishyam Films (makers  of 

films like Newton and Masaan) has 
reportedly purchased the adaptation 
rights to Das’ book, and to that I say 
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—Aditya Mani Jha
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Artist Jayasri Burman’s 
solo show, River of Faith (at 
Bikaner House, Delhi, from 
December 12-19), is inarguably 
significant. Centred around 
the idea of the mystic, and 
also that of the river Ganga, 
the works on display have 
resulted from a deep, ongo-
ing engagement with these 
subjects. “I have been working 
on the theme of Ganga since 
2004. I started studying its 
history [and have] enjoyed 
being by the river in Varanasi 
and Kumartuli in Kolkata. It 
has been an unexplained 
primordial connection,” she 
says. Enamoured by the sheer 
strength of her force, the 
power of her scale, her nurtur-
ing fertility, Ganga, one might 
argue, highlights both the spirit 
of womanhood and the resil-
ience of Burman herself. 

Ina Puri, the curator of 
the show, says that Burman’s 
somewhat monumental works 

have been made on a scale 
that is a first for the artist. 
She adds, “River of Faith 
became a subject that the 
artist made her own since we 
first planned an exhibition a 
decade ago and since then, 
she has researched, read 
texts that gave her ideas for 
her pictorial compositions. 
She saw Ganga as the mani-
festation of a goddess, but 
equally as that of a kindred 
spirit.” Seeing the recent 
abuse of the Ganga—corpses 
of Covid victims float in the 
river—left a deep impact 
on Burman. “I had conflict-
ing emotions; 
while polluting 
the river left 
me aghast, it 
reminded me of the 
faith she evokes,” 
she says. And this 
mental conflict gave 

birth to the Jahnavi series of 
sculptures. 

Critically acclaimed for 
her drawings and paintings, 
Burman’s new sculptures now 
see her expand an already 
wide oeuvre. Even as a child, 
she was fascinated by the 
process of idol-making and 
the rhythmic anatomy of the 
human body. As a first-year 
student at Santiniketan’s Visva 
Bharati University, however, 
she was never allowed to 
make sculptures, and yet, she 
stealthily learnt to make arma-
tures. “When destiny gave me 
this opportunity to venture into 
sculpting, I lapped it up. I was 
drawn to the tactile medium of 
clay. It would almost awaken 
my senses, which would then 
transpire into the sculpted 
characters,” she says. 

Commenting on her three-
decade practice, Burman says 
that mythology has been an 
inspiration, though she does 
not recreate the mythical char-
acters as they are understood 
in scriptures. She explains, 
“I am creating my own fanta-
sies of gods and goddesses, 
transforming them through 
my imagination. They live an 
enchanted life, take flight like 
heavenly birds and glide in lily-
strewn pools.” 

Sunaina Anand of Art Alive 
Gallery has closely worked 
with Burman over the past two 
decades. “Her practice has 
enriched our world with her 
visual stories of the mythical 
universe in a contemporary 
language. Jayasri discovers 

figures of myth in today’s 
space, portraying 
important issues of 

environmental strug-
gles with individual aware-
ness and a collective wish for 
peace,” says Anand. n
(River of Faith can also be 
viewed on Artexposure.in)

—Rahul Kumar

A River Runs 
Through Us

A RT

Jayasri Burman’s solo show in Delhi reimagines 
the Ganga and other female manifestations of divinity

A

(clockwise from 

top, left) ‘Ambika’; 

‘Anandi’; Jahnavi I, 

a bronze sculpture; 

and ‘Ganga’—all 

created by Jayasri 

Burman

arunika Saraf quotes Ger-
man poet-playwright Ber-
tolt Brecht: “Will there be 
singing in the dark times? 
Yes, there will be singing… 
about the dark times.” 

Speaking out against our grim present, 
the Hyderabad-based artist and feminist 
warns us of an Orwellian future. Saraf ’s 
ongoing exhibition Caput Mortuum at 
the Chemould Prescott Road gallery (on 
till Dec. 31) highlights both outer injustice 
and inner pain. Fashioned out of hand-
made paper called wasli, her suite of 175 
recent paintings and drawings raise ques-
tions about the relentless cycle of violence. 

The show derives its Latin title from 
the name of a synthetic Iron Oxide pig-
ment, ‘Caput Mortuum (Dead Head)’, 
which bears a striking resemblance to 
dried blood. Not surprisingly, the colour 
red lurks in many of Saraf ’s paintings—a 
constant reminder that violence runs deep 
in society. “It’s like our history is written 
in blood. It’s true not just of India but the 
whole world,” says Saraf, 40. 

One of Saraf ’s persistent 
themes is a scathing exami-
nation of what she calls the 
“cruel illusion called prog-
ress”. In Caput Mortuum, 
she shows solidarity with 
India’s protesting farm-

ers. “As a nation, we are obsessed with 
economic progress, GDP, development, 
bullet trains and what not, but are inured 
to human suffering.” Saraf ’s grandfather 
was a farmer in Arvi, Maharashtra. 

Elsewhere in the show, there are 
also drawings championing the women 
protestors of Shaheen Bagh. In another 
zardozi-like series called ‘Jugni’, she uses 
the imagery of iconic Russian Madonnas 
to valorise ordinary Indian women. The 
series ‘We the People’ is a deep dive into 
the evolution of modern India—from 
1947 to the present. 

Within minutes of meeting her, 
one knows Saraf believes in the power 
of utopia and, through her show, she 
certainly helps us dream. “We have to 
rectify past mistakes before we can 
think of building a future. And thinking 
about the future can’t be one person’s 
job alone,” says Saraf, a trained art 
historian herself. In a walkthrough with 
her, one can’t miss the recurring motif 
of ‘broken stars’. Is she hopeful of the 

future? “Honestly, on many days, 
I lose my optimism,” she says.  

“But seeing women protest-
ing, or a court somewhere 
upholding human rights, or 
farm laws being retracted 
gives me hope.” n 

—Shaikh Ayaz

LEISURE

BLOOD, SWEAT 
AND TEARS
Artist Varunika Saraf’s hopes might seem utopian, but her new 
show is inspired by a bleak today, not a distant tomorrow

V

SPEAKING FOR INDIA (clockwise 
from left) From the series ‘Miasma’; 

‘Jugni’; and ‘We the People’

The colour red  

lurks in many of 

Varunika Saraf’s 

paintings, reminding 

us that violence runs 

deep in society
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UPPING 
THE
GAME

LEISURE

More and more filmmakers have begun 
hoping that a focus on cricket will help 
their films knock it out of the park

F I L M / O T T

K
abir Khan was both “shocked and thrilled” 
when he realised that no one had told the 
story of how India came to lift the 1983 
World Cup. In an interview conducted in 
2020, a few months before his ’83 was 
scheduled to release, Khan said, “It’s 
a goldmine. It’s the best story I have 

heard in my life. It is unbelievable what these boys went 
through.” Releasing on December 24, ’83 follows Kapil’s 
Devils for 25 days. It’s a tale of how underdogs triumph, 
of how India beat the formidable West Indies. 

Khan isn’t just recreating a proud moment in 
India’s sporting history. The film also gives him a 
way to explore how our team’s journey in England 
changed things for India and its people. “It is about 
the coming of age of a country,” says Khan. “It is 
about what they [the cricket team] represented, 
the idea of India and how it [the World Cup] 
changed the way the world looked at us and the 
way we looked at ourselves.” It isn’t just Khan. 
There are other filmmakers who see such value 
in cricket, too. 

December, for instance, began with the 
third season of Inside Edge (2017—) streaming 
on Amazon Prime, and it will end with the 
release of Jersey. The remake of a popular 
Telugu film, the film sees Shahid Kapoor play 
an erstwhile cricketer who looks to revive his 

sporting career and redeem himself in 
the eyes of his young son. For Inside Edge 
creator Karan Anshuman, a longer web 
show format allows him to not just dive 
deeper into the game, but also to deviate 
from the “hagiography” formula that film 
biopics invariably employ: “You have got 
to see the dirty, grey bits of any story that 
you are telling.”

After having highlighted vices of the 
money-spinning T20 format, Anshuman 
and his writers have now turned their gaze 
towards Test cricket, wanting to bring urgent 
issues to the fore—homosexual athletes being 
forced to live in the closet, for instance. “I hope 
it is going to start a bit of a movement. Your 
orientation must not be a factor to play a sport 
or to be a sporting hero or icon,” says Anshuman.

Cricket wasn’t always fodder for our 
entertainment industry. In Chale Chalo: The 
Lunacy of Film Making (2003), writer-director 
Ashutosh Gowariker spoke of how he broke 
“all the rules” with Lagaan (2001)—one was to 
not make a film involving cricket. Though the 
film’s climactic hour-long match had audiences 
celebrating in the aisles, it was tough to shoot. 
The cast could barely bowl, bat or field. The film, 
however, worked, and with it, Gowariker’s peers felt 
they, too, could pitch narratives about cricket. 

Over the years, Bollywood has covered the gamut. 
While M.S. Dhoni: The Untold Story (2016) was a 
more traditional biopic, Azhar (2016) was somewhat 

forgettable. In Iqbal (2005), a hearing- 
and speech-impaired boy dreamt of 

wearing the blue jersey, while in 
Ferrari Ki Sawaari, we again saw 
a father taking drastic steps for his 
cricket-loving son. There will be no 
escaping cricket in 2022 either. 

Twelve long years since the 
release of Dil Bole Hadippa! (2009)—

wherein Veera (Rani Mukerji) disguises 
herself as a man to play cricket for India—we 

are finally getting our first biopic about a woman cricketer 
with Shabaash Mithu. Starring Taapsee Pannu as the 
talented Mithali Raj, the drama releases on February 4, a 
few weeks before 39-year-old Raj will lead the team in what 
she says will be her last ODI World Cup. Later in the year, 
Rajkummar Rao and Janhvi Kapoor join forces to feature in 
Mr and Mrs Mahi, where cricket is again the backdrop. For 
filmmakers, it is clear, the game must go on. n

—Suhani Singh

The success  

of Lagaan made 

other Bollywood 

filmmakers feel that 

they, too, could  

pull cricket off

KEEPING  
IT REAL
Shows and documentaries 
inspired by cricket history

THE TEST 
(2020; Amazon Prime Video)
This documentary series follows a 
disgraced Australian team trying to 
salvage pride in the aftermath of the 
sandpaper bowling scandal

FIRE IN BABYLON 
(2010; YouTube)

A riveting documentary about 
the incredible West Indies side 
which dominated the game in the 
1970s and ’80s. The film also tells a 
compelling story of how their feats 
inspired islanders at home

BODYLINE  (1984; YouTube)

One of the earliest TV shows 
on cricket, Bodyline centres on 
England’s aggressive bowling 
tactics against Australia during the 
1932-33 Ashes

HOWZZAT!
(from top) Shahid 
Kapoor in Jersey; 
Taapsee Pannu 
as Mithali Raj in 
Shabaash Mithu; 
Ranveer Singh as 
Kapil Dev in ’83; 
and a poster for 
Inside Edge
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Namita Gokhale, author and  
co-director of the Jaipur Literature 
Festival, likes to balance her anxiety 
with optimism. Expectedly, in her 
new novel and her thoughts on JLF, 
there is a very conspicuous hope

“Compassion  
Integrates Us”

Q A

Q. The Blind Matriarch is 
set in the early days of the 
pandemic. We still haven’t 
seen the back of Covid. This 
turnaround time seems 
exceptional…
A lot of that depends on the 
structure of a book and how the 
editors are handling it. In Jaipur 
Journals, my last novel, there 
were so many voices, people and 
stories, that the construction and 
editing required a certain amount 
of craft, skill and attention. 
But here, because the story is 
linear, the framework wasn’t too 
complicated.

Q. Family and nation do seem 
interchangeable in your 
novel. What can integrate 
them both?
Not interchangeable, but family 
and nation do reflect on each 
other. Somewhere, for me, my 
protagonist, Matangi, is Bharat 
Mata, one of the millions of Bharat 
Matas around us. I feel compassion 
integrates, as does the pragmatic 
wisdom and intuition with which 
Matangi guides her family.

Q. A sense of hope seems 
to guide your book. How 
innately optimistic and 
hopeful are you as a person?
I am stupidly optimistic. And very 
anxious. I’m constantly worrying 
about worst-case scenarios. I am 
one of the most anxious people I 
know, always imagining the worst. 
But, strangely, somewhere in my 
stomach, I always feel that we 
will handle it, or that the best will 
happen.

Q. As founder and 
co-director of the JLF, do 
you feel dismayed that the 
joys of Diggi Palace have 
now had to be exchanged 
for sometimes impersonal 
computer screens?
Well, we are going physical this 
year, but, sadly, we will not be 
having the main festival at the 

Diggi Palace because of safety 
concerns. My bond with the 
palace, though, will never go away. 
It’s a place I consider sacred 
almost. As for screens, Zoom can 
be a bit tiring and monotonous, 
but I’m also full of wonder at the 
opportunities technology might 
afford us in the years to come.

—with Shreevatsa Nevatia
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