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movement
the mAnDIR WAPSI
Kashi, Mathura and a flurry of other Mandir-Masjid 

disputes signal a new phase of hindu revivalisM
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he problem in India is that often when you think an 
issue is resolved, it isn’t. It crops up in some form or 
another. Our recent history is littered with such ex-
amples. Currently, it is a controversy over the Gyan-
vapi mosque in Kashi and other ancient monuments. 

We thought all such disputes would be laid to rest after a five-
member bench of the Supreme Court unanimously delivered a 
final verdict on the Ram Janmabhoomi-Babri Masjid title suit 
in 2019, in which it upheld the constitutionality of the Places 
of Worship (Special Provisions) Act, 1991, and enshrined it as a 
cornerstone of India’s secular edifice. In ringing words, it said: 
“History and its wrongs shall not be used as instruments to op-
press the future.” While allowing the construction of the Ram 
temple in Ayodhya and allotting land for a mosque elsewhere, 
it emphatically said: “This court cannot entertain claims that 
stem from the actions of Mughal rulers against Hindu places 
of worship in a court of law today. For any person 
who seeks solace or recourse against actions of any 
number of ancient rulers, law is not the answer.” 
The 1991 Act, enacted at the peak of the Ayodhya 
movement, sought to defuse communal tensions 
by putting a permanent cap on disputes of this na-
ture. It stipulated that all places of worship must 
stay the way they were on August 15, 1947, while 
allowing leeway to the already sub judice Ayodhya 
matter to reach a settlement.

Jurists had rationalised the Ayodhya judgment 
as a larger gesture of pragmatism, meant to restore 
balance and harmony to a seriously agitated body 
politic. It sated the desire emanating from one 
strand of the popular imagination, embodied in Hindutva. It 
gave the ruling BJP a spectacular showpiece of success. Even 
its ideological guru, the RSS, said its mission had been accom-
plished, the lid would now be closed on that chapter, and it would 
go back to “people-building”. For the Indian republic, there’s 
urgent work waiting to be done—like dealing with the global 
headwinds that are likely to stymie India’s economic growth. 
Instead, the ghosts of the past have returned to haunt the nation 
again—and this time it is virtually raining disputes.

The cases involving the Gyanvapi mosque in Varanasi and the 
Shahi Idgah in Mathura have been revived. Both masjids came 
up, by all accounts, after Aurangzeb demolished temples at two 
of the holiest sites in Hinduism. A lot of history is beyond debate. 
It is no secret that temples were demolished by Ghazni, Khilji and 
Aurangzeb—often painted as the three horsemen of the Hindu 
Apocalypse—and many other kings. This is recorded with great 
flourish by their own chroniclers. The question is not whether 
Hindu kings also demolished Hindu temples—they did—but why 
these cases are being admitted when there is a specific Act of Par-
liament that explicitly states such disputes cannot be reopened.

Instead, as the Gyanvapi controversy reached the apex court, 
the Act itself came under the microscope. The courts have taken 
a somewhat naïve view in allowing the mosque survey without 
questioning the purpose, which is what started the whole con-
troversy. Various petitioners and their endorsers are approach-
ing the issue in subtler ways, advancing arguments that use the 
Act’s own clauses to subvert its logic. Specifically, Section 4(3)
(a) allows an exception for monuments of archaeological value. 

Suddenly, what seemed like an impregnable constitutional 
fortress, with the Supreme Court’s seal, appears besieged from 
within and without.

This is happening even as moves are afoot to revive a 
plethora of such cases across the country. Even the venerable Taj 
Mahal has been dragged in. Petitioners claim that the world-
famous mausoleum, built by Shah Jahan as an act of love for his 
wife, is an act of usurpation of Hindu culture. Then there’s the 
Qutub Minar. That the complex holds plenty pre-Islamic archi-
tectural remains is well known. It was built partly out of the de-
bris of demolished structures. The likelihood of temples having 
been among those is high—the kings of the Slave Dynasty were 
no shrinking violets on that front. But activists are gripped with 
a sudden urge to hold prayers before the idols of Lord Ganesha 
on the walls of the complex. The ASI has opposed such a plea in 
court stating that it is not a place of worship. But, for now, the 

genie is out of the bottle. The bumper harvest of 
mandir-masjid disputes, seen together, represents 
a new angst to reclaim India’s Hindu past.

T he BJP, for the moment, is playing the role of an 
innocent bystander, with the party president 

declaring that “all such issues are decided by the 
court and the Constitution, the BJP implements 
it in letter and spirit”. Meanwhile, the momentum 
for converting old monuments continues to gather 
pace. We have seen in the past that mixing politics 
and religion can only have dangerous conse-
quences. Like what happened when Rajiv Gandhi 
unlocked the gates of the Babri Masjid in 1986 to 

allow Hindus to worship at the site they believed was the birth-
place of Lord Ram. He did this not out of any religious conviction 
but to counter the impression that he had succumbed to Muslim 
appeasement with his stand on the Shah Bano case. It became the 
genesis of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, which culminated 
in the demolition of the Babri Masjid in December 1992. It was 
followed by riots across the country and bomb blasts in Mumbai 
in 1993, killing 1,150 people. The Congress party, which has been 
in power for 54 years, has always been accused of pandering to 
the Muslim community, making it easy to reinforce the narrative 
that the majority has got the short end of the stick. Therefore this 
upsurge of religious fervour among the Hindus to reassert their 
identity. It is a matter of faith, which cannot be questioned. The 
tiger is out of the cage and what it ends up doing is anyone’s guess.  

This week, we are calling it the Mandir Wapsi Movement 
in our cover story. The india today team has selected a set of 
disputes and come up with short sketches on their legal status. 
Managing Editor Sunil Menon, in a lead piece, explains the 
politics, the legal-constitutional quagmire and, most impor-
tantly, the history of these disputes. 

My question is simple: Instead of distracting ourselves with 
disturbing themes from the past, shouldn’t we be focusing on 
the present? GDP Wapsi, anyone?

(Aroon Purie)
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PU N J A B

By Anilesh S. Mahajan 

I
t was a dull Sunday evening in the 
village of Jawaharke in Punjab’s 
Mansa district when residents 
were jolted out of their reverie 

by the sound of continuous gunfire. 
Minutes later, the villagers rushed out 
to find that the victim was local boy and 
international rapper/ singer Shubhdeep 
Singh Sidhu a.k.a. Sidhu Moosewala, 
whose hit singles had names like ‘So 
High’ and ‘Warning Shots’. The singer 
was waylaid and shot in his SUV and 
died while being taken to the hospital. 

The last such murder of entertainers 
in Punjab was in 1988, when prominent 
singer duo Amar Singh Chamkila and 
his wife Amarjot Kaur were gunned 
down. That happened when the violent 
Khalistan movement was at its peak; 
today, they blame it on the free run of 
gangsters. Canada-based Goldy Brar, 
an erstwhile member of the Lawrence 
Bishnoi gang, allegedly claimed respon-
sibility for Moosewala’s murder in a 
Facebook post. More worrying was the 
weapon used in the crime—an AN-94 

assault rifle. The Russian-make weapon 
is an uncommon choice—it fires in two-
bullet bursts and can pepper a target 
with up to 1,800 rounds per minute. It 
also requires special skillsets to use. The 
Indian security forces do not use it; it 
is not a common choice even in Russia. 
Punjab Police say it’s the first time such 
a weapon has been used in the state. “It’s 

A
N

I

A FATAL 
RIDE

A VIOLENT END
Moosewala in a signature pose; (inset) the 
bullet-riddled SUV in which he was shot
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not clear where the weapon came from...
but the signs are ominous,” admitted a top 
Punjab Police officer.

 The Aam Aadmi party (AAP) govern
ment led by Chief Minister Bhagwant 
Mann is in a bind over the murder. On 
May 28, the day before Moosewala was 
shot dead, Punjab Police had cut back on 
his security, along with that of “424 other 
VIPs”. That in itself would not have come 
in for so much flak for the Mann govern
ment but by evening the ‘strictly confiden
tial’ list had been leaked on social media, 
and messages were flying around specifi
cally mentioning Moosewala and Akal 
Takht jathedar Giani Harpreet Singh. 

Moosewala’s family alleges that he 
was getting regular threats and that the 
Bolero car used in the crime had been 
recceing the rapper’s movements. The 
opposition sounds uniformly aggrieved. 
Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) president 
Sukhbir Badal says leaking the names 
was akin to a criminal act while the 
Congress and BJP say they had warned 
the government that such selective leaks 
would have consequences. 

Meanwhile, the cutbacks in security 
for the Akal Takht jathedar, the foremost 
leader of the Sikhs, encouraged the forma
tion of private militias, ostensibly as alter
native security for him. The presence of 
heavily armed men, some even with auto
matic weapons, suddenly became a larger 
security issue for the state. The jathedar’s 
security was restored soon. The Shiromani 
Gurdwara Parband hak Committee is 
organising remembrance pro gra mmes to 
mark the 39th anniversary of Operation 
Blue Star on June 6. Emotions run high 
among extremist Sikh and Hindu groups 
during the time, and opposition parties 
had argued that the jathedar’s security 
breach could escalate the situation. 

 
POLITICAL FALLOUT 
While the security threat to the cler
gy is the new crisis, it’s no secret that 
Moosewala’s murder has put Mann and 
his AAP colleagues on the back foot. 
Mann tweeted that “nobody involved 
will be spared” and has ordered a judicial 
inquiry, but the party is tightlipped on 
how and why the information on the secu
rity withdrawal was leaked. Punjab will 

UPFRONT

see a Lok Sabha bypoll on June 23 for 
the Sangrur seat Mann vacated. Mansa, 
where the murder happened, is next 
door to Sangrur and the repercussions 
will be felt during the poll. On May 31, 
the cabinet meeting was cancelled even 
as Vidhan Sabha speaker Kultar Singh 
called off the training programme for 
firsttime MLAs, fearing a ruckus from 
the opposition MLAs. 

 State DGP V.K. Bhawra has gone on 
record to say Moosewala’s murder was 
part of a gang war. There are reports 
that the victim may have had ties with 
the Haryanabased Kaushal Choudhry 
gang. In the past, the police had inves
tigated his exmanager Shaganpreet in 
the murder of Akali Dal youth leader 
Vikramjit Mitukhera—a close friend 
of Bishnoi and Goldy Brar—in August 
2021. Subsequently, Shaganpreet had 
fled to Australia, but the police couldn’t 
link the case to the rapper. 

 Moosewala, 28, an electrical engi
neerturnedrapper, first hit the charts 
in 2017 with his song, ‘So High’. He 
wrote his own songs, some of them glo
rifying guns and violence while others 
such as ‘295’ (on Section 295A related to 
‘outraged religious feelings’) were tren
chant commentary on the social evils 
of the land. In the recent assembly poll, 
he had unsuccessfully contested from 
Mansa on a Congress ticket. Ironically, 

one of his last songs was called ‘The Last 
Ride’ which, if internet fanboy chatter is 
to be believed, predicted his own death.

Chief Minister Mann had set up an 
AntiGang ster Task Force in April head
ed by special DGP Prabhodh Kumar, but 
it has had limited success so far. DGP 
Bhawra mentioned in April that there 
were 545 A,B and C category gangsters 
in the state a few years back, and that 
effective action had been taken against 
515. Eight wellknown gangsters were 
gunned down in encounters, includ
ing Vicky Gounder, Prema Lahoria 
and Jaipal, during the tenure of Capt. 
Amarinder Singh, after which many of 
them shifted base to Canada, Armenia, 
Dubai and even Pakistan. Police sources 
say many of them have tied up with 
Khalistani militants and druglords. 

After Brar’s alleged confession on 
social media, the special cell of Delhi 
Police raided gang leader Bishnoi’s cell 
in Tihar jail, but found nothing. Goldy is 
facing several criminal charges, including 
murder and extortion, in Punjab. He has 
also been linked to Khalistani militant 
Lakhbir Singh Rode and his Canada
based son Bhagat Brar. The intelligence 
agencies believe the gangs extort money 
from Punjabi singers and movie stars 
and use the services of local gangs for 
this. In 2018, singercumactor Parvesh 
Verma was shot at in Mohali by gangster 
Dilpreet Singh Dahan’s gang after he 
refused to pay extortion money. In the 
past, pictures of several Punjabi stars on 
their tours to Canada had emerged on 
social media with Bhagat Brar and many 
of these NRI gangsters. 

Mann first faced flak over the law 
and order situation when a fringe 
Hindutva group took out a rally against 
the alleged call for a Khalistan Sthapana 
Diwas on April 29, leading to a com
munal clash. Then there was the RPG 
attack on Punjab Police’s intelligence 
headquarters in Mohali on May 10. And 
now there is the Moosewala murder. The 
CM has to get on top of the situation, 
and fast, before comments like the one 
by BJP state general secretary Subhash 
Sharma—that “the Mann government 
is running around like headless chick
ens”—begins to find an echo. n

MANN’S GOVERNMENT 
WAS ALREADY ON 
THE BACK FOOT 

OVER THE LAW AND 
ORDER SITUATION. 

MOOSEWALA’S 
MURDER HAS 

COMPOUNDED 
MATTERS 
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By Prashant Srivastava 

UPFRONT

YOGI SHOWS SOME INDUSTRY
U T TA R PR A D E S H
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T
he Yogi Adityanath govern m
ent’s longheld dream of mak
ing Uttar Pradesh an industrial 
powerhouse gets another boost 

on June 3 with ‘bhoomi poojan’ being 
done for some 2,000 projects worth Rs 
75,000 crore. Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi will be the chief guest at what is 
the third ‘groundbreaking ceremony’ 
(GBC3) in the past five years. Some 60 
top industrialists have reportedly con
firmed attendance, including Kumar 
Mangalam Birla, Gautam Adani, Sajjan 
Jindal and many others. 

 In 2018, the Yogi government had 
held its first Uttar Pradesh Investors 
Summit in Lucknow where proposals 

for investment of Rs 4.68 lakh crore 
were received. Government fig
ures claim that projects worth Rs 3 
lakh crore have been realised on the 
ground from the two GBCs—in 2018 
and 2019—in Yogi’s first tenure. PM 
Modi will also inaugurate an exhibi
tion, which will have stalls showcasing 
products of 12 startups and 14 other 
investors. The ‘one districtone prod
uct’ (ODOP) scheme is also putting up 
60odd stalls. 

 An industries department official 
says 865 MSME (medium, small and 
micro enterprises) projects worth Rs 
3,586 crore will be rolled out at the 
event. Of these, 283 units will come up 

in Meerut, followed by temple town 
Ayodhya with 128 units. Some 14,000 
new jobs are expected to open up in the 
Meerut region.

 According to officials, of the proje
cts launched at the event, Rs 21,000 
crore will come in the information 
tec  h nology (IT) and electronics sect
ors. Among these are the data centres 
of the Adani (Rs 4,900 crore) and 
Hiranandani (Rs 9,100 crore) groups 
and a Rs 2,100 crore software develop
m ent centre of Microsoft. In manufac
turing, work on a Rs 600 crore cement 
plant by the Dalmia Group in Mirzapur 
and a detergent plant of Hindustan 
Unilever will also begin. Other projects 

are in the textiles, tourism, energy, food 
processing and pharma sectors. 

 
CLAIMS DON’T ADD UP
The Yogi government claims projects 
worth Rs 3 lakh crore are now off the 
ground, and these have led to 500,000 
new jobs. But then, unemployment 
was a major poll issue in the recent 
assembly election. Opposition par
ties challenge the government’s claims 
on investment, with Congress MLC 
Deepak Singh saying, “The govern
ment does not have the data on total 
investment and total number of jobs 
created. I asked a question in the state 
legislative council a couple of years ago 
about this, and the industrial develop
ment minister replied that the depart
ment is still collecting that data. Now 
they come up with a claim that projects 
worth Rs 3 lakh crore have started, but 
they can’t show us the details of the 
projects. If such a big amount has been 
invested, why are there so many people 

looking for jobs in the state?” 
 Samajwadi Party spokesperson 

Ashu tosh Verma also alleges that the 
government is liberally windowdress
ing the investment figures. “This gov
ernment has spent thousands of crores 
on investment meets and GBC events, 
but they don’t have the figures for the 
jobs created by these projects. They also 
can’t provide the breakups of the total 
figure (Rs 3 lakh crore investment). This 
BJP government only believes in doing 
publicity events,” he says. 

india today did get some data 
from the CM’s office on the investment 
projects related to the top industrialists 
but the breakup for the Rs 3 lakh crore 
figure remained elusive. UP’s industrial 
development commissioner and other 
top officials were also contacted, but 
they too did not respond. Nand Gopal 
Nandi, the state minister of industrial 
development, counters the opposition 
charge, saying they don’t want to see 
the positive changes in the state in the 
past five years. But he also could not 
provide credible data on the numbers. 
“In any state, a positive environment 
and strict enforcement of law and 
order are necessary for investment. In 
the past five years, we have seen many 
projects worth Rs 3 lakh crore in the 
cooperative, animal husbandry, food 
processing, housing, electronics, tex
tiles and MSME sectors.” 

The Yogi government’s claims, 
though, will get a boost with the latest 
figures from the Centre for Monitoring 
Indian Economy (CMIE) survey, which 
says UP had one of the lowest unem
ployment rates among the states—2.9 
per cent—in April, down from 4.4 per 
cent in March. Dr A.P. Tiwari, a senior 
UPbased economist, says, “There have 
been investments in infrastructure, 
food processing, IT, health sector etc. 
and the business environment has also 
improved through the proactive policies 
of the Yogi government, but they should 
focus on transparency and account
ability in terms of facts and figures. UP 
has immense scope for investment...if 
utilised well.” Therein lies the root of the 
problem; hopefully, Yogi has found a 
solution for it. n 

BUDGET DAY 
UP CM Yogi Adityanath, finance  
minister Suresh Khanna (with  
Budget papers) and others, May 26

Total worth of MoUs signed 
at 2018 UP Investors’ Summit

Rs 4.7 lakh crore

Second ground-breaking 
ceremony in 2019 saw launch 

of 290 projects worth

Rs 67,000 crore

Plans for third ground-
breaking ceremony: 2,000 

projects worth

Rs 70,000 crore

INDIA INC IS 
LOOKING AT  

UP ANEW

THE STATE HAS 
BEEN PROACTIVE 

IN RESOLVING THE 
ISSUES OF INVESTORS, 

WHICH IS WHY EVEN 
DURING THE COVID 

PHASE UP GOT 
INVESTMENTS WORTH 

Rs 65,000 CRORE”
NAND GOPAL NANDI 
Minister of Industrial 

Development, UP

Source: CM’s office, Lucknow
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By Rohit Parihar

UPFRONT

WALKING A 
TIGHTROPE 

C
hief Minister Ashok Gehlot 
is in anything but a happy 
place. With assembly elec-
tion due in December next 

year, his MLAs are under pressure to 
take up issues and deliver results, but 
their efforts to do so are often ending 
up in run-ins with officials. Worse, the 
kin of some of the legislators have been 
accused of committing serious crimes. 
Gehlot’s predicament is that he has to 
defend his men even while making it 
appear that the law would prevail. He 
doesn’t have much space for manoeuvre 
given the slim majority his party has 
in the assembly. With 102 seats in the 
200-member assembly, the Congress 
is heavily reliant on the six BSP MLAs 
who joined it in 2019—a merger that 
is under judicial scrutiny—and the 
Independents. The turncoat MLAs 
have been disgruntled for being denied 
ministerial berths due to resistance 
from Sachin Pilot, whose rebellion in 
2020 failed to topple the government 
but has kept it on tenterhooks.

Gehlot’s statement to the media 
on May 19 gives an indication of the 
razor’s edge he is walking on. “It’s right 
to lodge FIRs against MLAs when 
something unwarranted happens at 
their meetings, but it’s not right for 
the media or others to nail leaders 
for wrongs done by their kin, as that 
amounts to influencing investigations,” 
he said. In the backdrop is a series of 
incidents involving party leaders or 
their kin that have cast a shadow over 
the CM’s image. According to an AICC 
official, these “incidents are a fallout 
of Gehlot’s strategy of giving his min-
isters and MLAs a long rope to keep 

allegedly locking up officials, includ-
ing the sub-divisional magistrate, in a 
panchayat building. Gehlot had hand-
picked him as the Youth Congress state 
chief after AICC removed a Pilot loy-
alist from the post in 2020. The CM 
praised Ghogra for fighting for people’s 
rights, but added that “the law has to 
be upheld when such unwarranted 
things happen”. 

In March, when MLA Rajendra 
Singh Bidhuri was accused of abusing 
and threatening an SHO, the Gehlot 
government defended the legislator 
saying he was raising his voice for the 
people and had denied having spoken 
like that to the SHO. This was despite 
the SHO submitting a recording of 
the incident to his department. Two 
months later, Bidhuri publicly accused 
Gehlot of giving ministerial berths 
to those who lost elections but not 
to leaders like him. “He did not even 
investigate my allegations against an 

SHO,” he added, harking back to the 
March incident.

On May 11, two days before the 
party’s three-day Chintan Shivir start-
ed in Udaipur, Gehlot called one of his 
loyalist MLAs, Girraj Singh Malinga, 
to his residence. He also called the 
police commissioner of Jaipur, who 
arrested Malinga from the CM’s resi-
dence and sent him to Dholpur, where 
the MLA is accused of having brutally 
assaulted a junior engineer in March. 
Malinga, who denies being part of 
the mob that assaulted the engineer, 
was hospitalised after testing positive 
for Covid and released on bail a week 
later. In fact, he held a public meeting 
soon after getting out of custody. On 
his part, Gehlot had also visited the 
seriously injured engineer in hospital. 
That’s a seasoned chief minister trying 
to please both victim and accused.

S
unil Jakhar, a former Punjab 
PCC chief who quit the party 
when the Udaipur Chintan Shivir 

was on, says, “Ever since Pilot tried to 
bring down his government, Gehlot 
has to remind people every fortnight 
that he is the chief minister, while the 
high command has been engaging the 
rebels in discussions instead of issu-
ing them notices.” Gehlot, though, 
seems to have emerged stronger after 
the Chintan Shivir, with the Congress 
deciding to impose a three-year cool-
ing period on anyone holding an office 
in the organisation for five years or 
more—effectively ruling out any AICC 
or PCC post for Pilot at least until July 
2023 as he was PCC chief for seven 
and a half years until being sacked in 
2020. This means a Gehlot appoin-
tee—either incumbent Govind Singh 
Dotasra or someone else—would be at 
the helm of party affairs for the assem-
bly poll, giving him a big say in the dis-
tribution of tickets.

 So, the biggest challenge for Gehlot 
ahead of the assembly poll next year 
will be to ensure that those who stood 
by him during Pilot’s revolt remain by 
his side and yet his own image remains 
unsullied by the alleged crimes they are 
associated with. n 
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them in good humour”.
Take the Congress deputy chief 

whip Mahendra Singh Chaudhary, for 
example. On May 17, the Rajasthan 
police arrested his brother Moti Singh 
along with four others after Rashtriya 
Loktantrik Party MP Hanuman 
Beniwal threatened to lead a march 
to Jaipur demanding their arrests and 
a CBI probe. Moti Singh has been 
accused of hiring a sharpshooter to kill 
Jaipal Poonia, a rival in the salt trade. 
Poonia was murdered on May 14 in 
Nagaur district. 

Cabinet minister and chief whip 
Mahesh Joshi, too, is facing a serious 
allegation. In an FIR lodged with the 
Delhi Police, a young news anchor from 

the minority community has accused 
his son Rohit of raping her. She has also 
accused the chief whip of influencing 
the Jaipur police, who allegedly brought 
her from Delhi to Jaipur in February 
in order to force her to sign some 
papers. Rohit, who is married and has 
a son, is yet to turn up before the Delhi 
Police, which came looking for him at 
his father’s official residence. Instead, 
Rohit has moved the Delhi High Court 
seeking the quashing of the FIR. In his 
petition, he alleged that he was “honey-
trapped” after the complainant sent 
him a friend request on Facebook. The 
plea is listed for hearing on July 26.  

While Gehlot seemed to be defend-
ing both his chief whip and deputy 
chief whip, arguing there is no evi-
dence that they were influencing the 
investigations, he had to justify the 
FIR against Rajasthan Youth Congress 
chief Ganesh Ghogra. Ghogra resigned 
as MLA on May 18, a day after he 
had a stand-off with the Dungarpur 
district administration over distribu-
tion of land deeds. A case was regis-
tered against Ghogra and others for 

ALL THE  
CM’S MEN

CM ASHOK 
GEHLOT HAS 
TO DEFEND HIS 
LOYALISTS, BUT 
CAN’T BE SEEN 
TO BE STANDING  
IN LAW’S WAY

ON RAZOR’S EDGE
Rajasthan CM Ashok Gehlot tries to 
please both victim and accused

MAHESH JOSHI  
Cabinet minister and  chief whip

ROHIT JOSHI  
Mahesh Joshi’s son

MAHENDRA SINGH  
CHAUDHARY  

Deputy chief whip

GIRRAJ SINGH MALINGA  
MLA 

GANESH GHOGRA  
Rajasthan Youth Congress chief 
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By Amarnath K. Menon

UPFRONT

FEDERAL FREEZE

T
he Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI)’s refusal to allow 
Telangana to participate 
in the auction of securi-

ties for open market borrowings 
since April 1 has stalled the state 
gov ernment’s proposal to raise Rs 
59,672 crore through such auctions 
and off-budget borrowings (OBBs) 
in 2022-23. This will make it diffi-
cult for the state to fund its flagship 
welfare schemes at a time when the 
ruling Telangana Rashtra Samithi 
(TRS) is preparing for the assembly 
poll in December 2023.

The Centre has been unhappy 
with Telangana’s replies on the 
loans it had been raising by giv-
ing bank guarantees for staggering 
sums drawn in the name of state-
owned corporations. It therefore 
halted the auction of Telangana 
bonds in 2022-23, contending that 
the economy could crumble if states 
conceal facts on indirect loans 
taken on behalf of corporations and 
subsequent repayments. Though 
the corporations are supposed to 
repay the loans, there are instances 
of the state—the guarantor—step-
ping in to clear the debts.

Highlighting how some sta tes 
were borrowing above the Fiscal 
Responsibility and Budget Mana-
gement (FRBM) Act limit via 
corporations by giving bank guar-
antees, Union finance secretary 
T.V. Somanathan said the Centre 
would count such guarantees as 
part of the FRBM calculation. The 
Union finance ministry and the 
Comptroller and Auditor General 
of India’s reports flagged the bor-
rowings, especially by newly created 
state corporations. Outstanding 
guarantees amount to 11.7 per cent 
of the GSDP for Telangana, the 

highest, followed by 9.7 per cent for 
Andhra Pradesh. Telangana con-
tends that as the loans taken by the 
corporations were spent on creating 
assets, they cannot be included in 
the state debt. “The Centre is treat-
ing OBBs as debt even though the 
Finance Commission did not make 
any such recommendation,” says 
Telangana’s special chief secretary K. 
Ramakrishna Rao.  

Telangana has created several 
special purpose vehicles and enti-
ties, including the Kaleshwaram 
Irrigation Project Corporation 
Limited,  the Telangana State 
Water Resources Infrastructure 
Development Corporation, and the 
Telangana Drinking Water Supply 
Corporation. More than 90 per 
cent of the expenditure so far on 
the Kaleshwaram and Bhagiratha 
schemes—Rs 1.05 lakh crore at the 
end of 2021-22—were mobilised as 
OBBs using bank guarantees. The 
state proposes to raise another Rs 
40,000 crore as OBBs in 2022-23.

The Centre, however, wants to 
treat the overall OBBs as state debt 
and allow auction of bonds in the 
open market to raise fresh loans in 
2022-23 only for the remaining por-
tion of what the state is eligible for 
under the FRBM Act, according to 
which the debt burden should not 
exceed 25 per cent of the state’s GDP. 

allocations to welfare schemes neces-
sary. Analysts attribute this predicament 
to the lack of focus on increasing the 
state’s own income in meaningful ways.

Industries minister and TRS work-
ing president K.T. Rama Rao, howe-
ver, points out that Telangana is 23rd 
among 28 states in terms of debt to 
GSDP ratio, and that the borrowings 
are aimed at improving people’s lives by 
providing potable water to every home 
and irrigation facilities to increase farm 
production. Chief minister K. Chandra-
sekhar Rao, meanwhile, plans to call for 
a special session of the assembly to make 
a detailed statement on the “Union gov-
ernment’s discrimination against the 
state and how it was creating hurdles 
even in going for institutional borrow-
ings stating that the government had 

exceeded the FRBM limit,” he says. The 
assembly is likely to adopt a resolution 
asking the central government to per-
mit the state to raise loans. Telangana 
finance officials are discussing an action 
plan to challenge the Centre on state 
borrowings with their counterparts in 
Tamil Nadu and Kerala. Telangana may 
also seek legal remedy by arguing that 
such actions by the Centre could frac-
ture the federal structure.

According to the rating agency 
ICRA, with the borrowing limits of sta-
tes for this financial year to be cut in 
tune with their OBBs since 2020-21, 
some states that had borrowed more in 
the pandemic years could face challeng-
es in raising resources. Among them are 
Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Uttar 
Pradesh. Will they be penalised too? n
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that Telangana can come up with Rs 
1.08 lakh crore by way of taxes and Rs 
66,423 crore as non-tax revenue this 
year for funding its schemes, with infla-
tion rising oil prices spiking in the wake 
of the Ukraine conflict.

T
he Centre and the state have been 
at loggerheads for many months. 
Last year’s state budget was of Rs 

2.3 lakh crore, but it had receipts of only 
Rs 2.09 lakh crore by January 2022. 
The state had expected Rs 38,669 crore 
from Delhi, but received only Rs 7,303 
crore. This is besides its Rs 3.29 lakh 
crore cumulative debt burden. Given 
Harish Rao’s expectation of Rs 41,000 
crore from Delhi this year, a repeat of 
last year’s situation is likely. A huge hole 
in receipts would make the pruning of 

*(in the form of loans) by government for payment of interest / repayment of loan
** as Off-Budget Borrowings as of March 2021.  All figures in lakh crore 

THE BORROWING CORPS

 SL. NO. INSTITUTION FUNDS PROVIDED* AMOUNT CONSIDERED**

1 Kaleshwaram Irrigation Project  
Corporation Limited

1,647.13 36,056.77

2 Telangana Drinking Water Supply  
Corporation Limited

2,701.48 25,006.22

3 Telangana State Water Resources Infra-
structure Development Corporation

995.91 11,095.85

4 Telangana State Housing Corporation 
Limited

875.06 7,801.74

5 Telangana State Horticulture  
Development Corporation Limited

300.43 526.67

6 Telangana State Industrial  
Infrastructure Corporation Limited

268.1 735.07

7 Telangana State Power Finance  
Corporation Limited

375.31  2,922.00  

8 Hyderabad Metropolitan Water Supply 
and Sewerage Board

891.02  3,472.57 

9 Telangana State Sheep and Goat Devel-
opment Cooperative Societies Limited

797.31 2,292.91

10 Telangana Fishermen Co-operative 
Societies Federation Limited

136.72 463.95

11 Telangana State Dairy Development  
Co-operative Federation Limited

90.41 290.71

12 Telangana State Cooperative Marketing 
Federation Limited

 -- 4,295.54

TOTAL 9,331.29 95,181.73

Loans by PSUs / Associate Banks on behalf of the state government in  
2020-21 up to the end of March 31, 2021 

Telangana’s total debt burden, including bud-
get and OBBs, will increase to Rs 4.75 lakh 
crore by the end of 2022-23, including Rs 1.45 
lakh crore OBBs.

The TRS, which sees welfare schemes like 
Rythu Bandhu and Dalit Bandhu as vote-
spinners, is worried that a restricted fund flow 
will not allow it to reapportion resources ahead 
of the assembly election. No wonder the state 
government considers the Centre’s stand on 
OBBs as partisan and the loan freeze as a vin-
dictive measure towards a “performing” state.  

Facing the loan freeze and cash crunch, 
Telangana has to increase its revenues, which 
is a Herculean task. It is also looking at rais-
ing excise levies and auctioning government 
lands. The 2022-23 state budget of Rs 2.56 
lakh crore, presented by state finance min-
ister T. Harish Rao in early March, is said 
to be a bloated one. It is a stretch to think 

THE TRS IS  
WORRIED THAT A 

RESTRICTED FUND 
FLOW WON’T ALLOW 

IT TO FINANCE ITS 
VOTE-SPINNING 

WELFARE SCHEMES 

TOUGH TIMES 
KCR (right) with his finance 

minister T. Harish Rao
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largely seen to support the BJP, and the 
latter are deemed the RJD’s preserve. 
Fortunately, the couple had the supp
ort of Rahul’s father, a state governm ent 
employee. They also have state back
ing—the Nitish Kumar government 
sees intercaste marriages as a tool to 
break the wellentrenched caste bar
riers in the state. The onetime grant 
of Rs 1 lakh, offered as a fixed deposit 
that can be withdrawn only after three 
years, has been given to 882 couples in 
the past three years. All that an inter
caste couple has to do to be eligible is 
to get their marriage registered. Not all 
of them do, of course. Still, the scheme 

does send out a significant message in 
a society where it is commonly believed 
that “daughters and votes” should not 
go outside one’s own caste group.

Such an attitude is not unique 
to Bihar, of course. A survey by the 
USbased Pew Research Center, involv
ing 30,000 facetoface interviews 
conducted across India in 17 languages 
between late 2019 and early 2020, had 
64 per cent of the respondents saying it 
was important to stop women of their 
community from marrying people of 
other castes. Not that anyone claims 
samecaste marriages are some sort of 
idyllic affair—witness the 1,000+ cases 
of dowry deaths that Bihar records 
every year. Almost all such cases were 
reported from traditional marriages 
that followed caste rules, say police offi
cers. In fact, Bihar accounted for 1,047 

(almost 15 per cent) of the 7,045 cases 
of dowry deaths all over India in 2020, 
according to the latest National Crime 
Records Bureau data.   

There’s another statistic that one 
can counterpose against that—this 
relates to cases of kidnapping for mar
riages, most of which, according to a 
senior police officer, actually involve 
intercaste couples running away to 
get married in the face of social opposi
tion. In 2021, as many as 4,041 such 
cases were registered in Bihar—almost 
40 per cent of the total 10,205 abduc
tion cases in the state that year. “The 
woman’s parents force us to file a case 

of abduction when she goes missing. 
In fact, these cases indicate how inter
caste couples are revolting against the 
rigid caste barriers,” says the officer. 
And the revolution is webcast. Not a 
week seems to pass without a coura
geous young intercaste couple posting 
a video on Facebook, affirming that 
they married of their own free will.

Sociologists believe social mobil
ity, coupled with the ubiquity of social 

media, is slowly weakening the caste 
system. Though the official numbers 
remain small, it’s a clearly perceptible 
trend that goes beyond urban Bihar.  
An official of the social welfare depart
ment concedes the real numbers could 
be much higher than those indicated by 
the number of couples coming forward 
to avail of the government’s grant. “This 
is because many of these couples have 
to fight against society and caste lead
ers, besides sceptical parents, which 
forces them to go into hiding instead 
of approaching the government. But 
things are surely changing,” he says. 

Though still a speck in Bihar’s social 
universe, intercaste couples do come 
across as agents of change. And they 
have the support of CM Nitish Kumar. 
On February 22, he felicitated Rahul 
Manjhi and Babita Paswan in Jamui 
district, handing them a cheque of Rs 
1 lakh and calling them exemplars of 
an “ideal marriage” that reflects the 
“reform” sweeping across society. (Rahul 
and Babita, strikingly, are both Dalit 
but still had to fight off strict endogamy 
rules.) In November 2017, he had visited 
the home of another intercaste couple. 
His statewide campaign against dowry, 
too, has got some positive response, 
with Hridyanath Singh, a teacher in 
Bhojpur district, returning Rs 4 lakh 
to the bride’s family from whom he had 
taken the amount as dowry. 

Bihar’s reformist scheme differs 
from the Centre’s version, in which Rs 
2.5 lakh is given to couples if either the 
bride or the groom is from a Scheduled 
Caste. According to the Union social 
justice ministry’s annual report for ’20
21, Bihar has not asked for any central 
assistance for incentives to such mar
riages. There were 18,522 beneficiaries 
of the central scheme across the coun
try in 202021. Karnataka topped the 
list with 5,200 beneficiaries, followed 
by Maharashtra with 3,712 and West 
Bengal with 1,500. An official concedes 
that it’s likely not many marriages have 
taken place in Bihar where only one of 
the partners is from a Dalit caste. This 
could be the next barrier Nitish’s push 
for social reform through intercaste 
marriages would have to break. n 

W
hen Seema announced 
her decision to marry 
Rahul Anand two years 
ago, her Yadav family in 

Patna was anything but pleased. Rahul, 
after all, belonged to the privileged 
Bhumihar caste—part of the landown
ing elite and proud of their tradition
ally dominant status in Bihar’s caste 
hierarchy—while the Yadavs symbolise 
the more recent upward mobility and 

empowerment of the betteroff interme
diate castes among the Other Backward 
Classes (OBCs). “My kin feared I 
would be abused and then left to fend 
for myself,” recalls Seema, a graduate 
from Patna Commerce College. Even 
her Yadav friends mocked her, asking 
whether she found nobody from her 
own caste good enough to marry her. 
But Seema went ahead and married 
Rahul in June 2020, just a week after he 

By Amitabh Srivastava 

UPFRONT

B I H A R

KNOTS 
AGAINST 
CASTE

landed a set designer’s job in Mumbai. 
Now the couple have a threemonth
old daughter, but Seema’s father, a real 
estate agent, is yet to accept the alliance. 

Seema and Rahul share their story 
with very many other young couples—
indeed, there seems to be quite a 
groundswell of rebellion against tradi
tional caste endogamy among Bihar’s 
youth. In 2021 alone, some 332 couples 
registered for—and received—the grant 
of Rs 1 lakh the state social welfare 
department offers to intercaste unions. 
Small numbers? Consider this: that’s 
almost an intercaste couple a day, dar
ing to come out in the open, in a deeply 
casteridden society. And official num
bers are always the tip of the iceberg in 
India. The true extent of what’s hap
pening on the ground cannot be fully 
mapped, but it leaves plenty traces on 
allpervasive social media spaces.

What these couples are fighting 
against is a complex caste matrix. Take 
Seema and Rahul. The Bhumihars 
and Yadavs, though largely coexist
ing peacefully, are often pitted as stark 
opponents politically—the former are 

NOT A WEEK 
SEEMS TO PASS 
WITHOUT AN 
INTER-CASTE 

COUPLE ‘COMING 
OUT’ ON VIDEO

TIES OF LOVE 
Rahul, a Bhumihar, 
and Seema, a Yadav,  
married in June 2020

STATE INCENTIVE 
Nitish Kumar gives a cheque of 
Rs 1 lakh to an inter-caste couple
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WHERE ARE THEY NOW?
Once upon a time, these leaders were the toast of India Inc. Well-known bankers, businessmen, 
entrepreneurs—they created empires and generated wealth. They were icons and celebrated for 
their vision, professionalism, ambition and their ability to create wealth for their shareholders. But 
in the past few years, the house of cards has come crashing down, with some of the doyens of India 
Inc now behind bars or out on bail. Here’s a snapshot of who is where.— By Shwweta Punj

FA L L E N I C O N S

UPFRONT

1  CHANDA KOCHHAR, 60
Former MD & CEO, ICICI Bank

THE CASE: Investigations 
on for charges of money-
laundering. Alleged to have 
illegally sanctioned loans 
to the Videocon Group, 
an investor in NuPower 
Renewables, her husband 
Deepak Kochhar’s company

SUM INVOLVED: A Rs 1,875 
crore loan to the Videocon 
Group, and allegedly 
sanctioning a credit facility 
of about Rs 3,250 crore to 
Videocon in contravention to 
its rules and policies

STATUS: Granted bail in 
February 2021

2  CHITRA 
RAMAKRISHNA, 59
Former MD and CEO of NSE

Under investigation for 
the co-location scam and 
communicating all of NSE’s 

functioning details to a 
‘Himalayan yogi’

SUM INVOLVED: Under 
investigation

STATUS: Arrested in March 
2022. In judicial custody

3  RANA KAPOOR, 64
Former MD & CEO, Yes Bank

Charged with illegal diversion 
and siphoning off of funds

SUM INVOLVED: Rs 5,050 
cr.; plus a fraud case of 
Rs 300 cr, in a prime Delhi 
property the Kapoors allege-
dly bought at half the market 
price for facilitating a Rs 
1,900 cr. loan to a realty firm

STATUS: Arrested in March 
’20, in judicial custody

4  VENUGOPAL  
DHOOT, 70
Promoter, Videocon Group

Under investigation in the 

ICICI Bank-Videocon case 
and for alleged irregularities 
in loans provided to a group 
company for its oil and gas 
assets in Mozambique, 
Indonesia and Brazil

SUM INVOLVED: A loan fraud 
of Rs 1,875 cr. A standby 
Letter of Credit facility of 
$2.7 billion (Rs 20,925 cr.) 
to Videocon Hydrocarbons 
Holding Ltd

STATUS: Granted bail in 
March 2021

5  RAVI  
PARTHASARATHY, 70
Former Chairman, IL&FS

Kingpin and mastermind in 
the IL&FS scam

SUM INVOLVED: Rs 1 lakh 
crore of debt amassed

STATUS: Arrested on June 
9, 2021. Died in April while on 
bail. By April 2022, IL&FS has 
resolved Rs 55,000 cr. of its 
total debt 

6  VIJAY MALLYA, 66
Former Chairman, UB Group

For alleged fraud, money-
laundering. Has been 
declared a fugitive economic 
offender

SUM INVOLVED: Rs 9,000 
crore

STATUS: Currently in 
London. Often tweets. Is 
fighting extradition to India

7  NIRAV MODI, 51
Founder, Nirav Modi chain of 
diamond jewellery

Fled the country in January 
2018 and is wanted in India 
for a fraud related to Punjab 
National Bank

SUM INVOLVED: Rs 13,500 
crore

STATUS: A Belgian national, 
lives in London and is fighting 
off extradition citing mental 
health reasons

8  SUBRATA ROY, 73
Founder, Sahara India

Violated securities laws, 
allegedly defrauded millions 
of Indians who could not avail 
banking facilities

SUM INVOLVED: $3.4 billion 
(Rs 26,265 crore)

STATUS: Out on parole since 
2016. Recently had a brain 
surgery. The Supreme Court 
had asked Roy to deposit Rs 
25,781 crore to SEBI 

9  SANJAY CHANDRA, 49
Former MD, Unitech

Accused of (and arrested for) 
cheating home-buyers to the 
tune of Rs 5,500 crore and 
siphoning off the entire amount 
to a tax haven

SUM INVOLVED: Rs 5,500 
crore

STATUS: Recently moved from 
a Mumbai jail to a  
Delhi jail

10  MALVINDER, 49, AND  
11  SHIVINDER SINGH, 47

Former Ranbaxy promoters

Arrested for allegedly diverting 
money and causing losses 
to Religare Enterprises. 
Also accused of withholding 
information from Japan’s 
Daiichi-Sankyo when the latter 
bought Ranbaxy in 2008

AMOUNT INVOLVED: Were 
arrested in 2019 for allegedly 
diverting funds worth Rs 2,397 
crore. The Singh brothers 
were ordered by the Singapore 
International Arbitration 
Centre to pay Rs 3,500 crore 
to Daiichi Sankyo in damages. 
An additional case of a Rs 400 
crore fraud has been filed by 
the Delhi police

STATUS: In Tihar Jail since 
October 2019

12  MEHUL CHOKSI, 63
Owner, Gitanjali Group

Wanted in the Punjab National 

Bank scam for criminal 
conspiracy, breach of trust and 
other charges

SUM INVOLVED: Rs 14,000 cr.

STATUS: Fighting extradition. 
Residing in Antigua

13  GAUTAM THAPAR, 61
Promoter, Avantha Group

Under investigation for charges 
of money-laundering in a bank 
fraud case

SUM INVOLVED: More than Rs 
500 crore

STATUS: In custody, since 
August 2021

14  GOPAL ANSAL, 73, AND 
SUSHIL ANSAL, 76
Real estate tycoons

STATUS: Sentenced in 
November 2021 to seven years’ 
imprisonment for tampering 
with crucial evidence in the 
1997 Uphaar fire tragedy case

15  KAPIL WADHAWAN, 49, 
& DHEERAJ WADHAWAN, 44
Promoters, DHFL

Arrested by ED in a cheating 
and money-laundering case 
against Yes Bank’s Rana Kapoor

SUM INVOLVED: Around Rs 
4,300 crore

STATUS: Spent only nine out of 
24 months in jail, spending the 
rest in hospitals, citing ‘right to 
health’ and a host of ailments. 
A Delhi court recently granted 
bail to the two brothers

16  RISHI AGARWAL, 56
Chairman & MD, ABG Shipyard

Under investigation for using a 
web of companies to siphon off 
bank funds 

SUM INVOLVED: Over Rs 
22,800 crore, allegedly India’s 
biggest banking fraud

STATUS: The CBI questioned 
Agarwal in February but no  
arrest yet

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
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It is meant to bolster her empathetic 
image too. When it was introduced 
first after the 2019 Lok Sabha polls, the 
TMC was reeling under allegations of 
‘cut money’ (bribes to TMC leaders for 
delivering government schemes).  

Mamata’s controlling hand is seen 
in changes in the working temp late of 
TMC’s decision making bod  ies. Though 
young leaders have grouped around 
Abhishek, Mamata has shown that 
she has the last say. The way she dis-
solved the 20-member national work-
ing committee in February and came 
up with a new one, picking her trusted 
men and creating posts—‘coordinator’ 
Firhad Hakim, for instance, is to liaise 
with chairperson Mamata and other 
members—is a case in point. Again, in 
a state committee meeting on May 5, 

E
arly this month, the Trinamool 
Congress government in West 
Bengal strode past the one-
year mark of its third term in 

office. Yet its gait in the past year has 
become sluggish, its shape loose and 
baggy, signs of physical decay breaking 
out every so often. The diagnosis has 
been there for some time: an unwieldy 
growth born not of the pull of ideology, 
but of squeezing out Opposition space 
in the state and admitting all and sun-
dry in the party without judgement. For 
Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, it’s a 
challenge to reckon with.  

 This malaise is at the source of 
much of the Trinamool government’s 
problems—a spate of crimes, includ-
ing rapes, allegedly inv olving TMC 
members, open and viol ent infight-
ing amongst party factions, a string of 
CBI probes against leaders, including 
in cases of post-poll violence and the 
teachers’ recruitment scam. All this has 
created an impression of lawlessness. 
Mamata’s first line of defence against 
this is logical—there will impuri ties in a 
party that so dominates a state. “What 
to do, what’s the use of pulling up TMC. 
In Bengal everyone is TMC,” she had 
said in response to some rape cases 
being allegedly linked to party mem-
bers. However, deep down, she is aware 
of the need to tighen party structure and 
reimpose discipline.  

With this objective in mind, Mam-
ata held meetings with administrative 
heads—district magistrates, SPs and 

By Romita Datta

UPFRONT

THOUGH YOUNG 
LEADERS HAVE 
GROUPED AROUND 
ABHISHEK, 
MAMATA HAS 
SHOWN SHE HAS 
THE LAST SAY

MAMATA 
TIGHTENS 
HER GRIP 

Hossain (the Bagtui accused) might 
not be a big thing, but making leaders 
accountable might send a message to 
her unruly brigade that she is uncom-
promising on crime and corruption,” 
says professor emeritus of Presidency 
University, Prashant Ray. “For a party 
without an ideology, cohesive bonding 
is missing. Mamata’s charisma had been 
the cementing factor. Now that has lost 
its sheen,” Dutta Gupta adds.  

 With corruption and law and order 
scandals nibbling at her heels and cries 
by the Opposition BJP demanding pres-
ident’s rule, Mamata has had to act. As 
an immediate step, she has introduced 
the sequel to her ‘Didi ke bolo’ (tell 
sister) public grievance redressal pro-
gramme in early May so people can reg-
ister grievances directly with the CMO. 

party leaders—and senior leaders. The 
purpose was to lay down a blueprint of 
governance and the future road map for 
the party. At the meeting on April 27, 
the diktat was clear. “The party won’t 
allow…corruption. Take stern action 
against those involved in extorting 
money for fake appointments, looting in 
chit funds, illegal sand mining…. When 
I am saying each and everyone, it’s each 
and everyone.”  

 “Can she really stop sand/stone 
mining or coal mining? They are the 
mainstay of TMC’s resource mobilisa-
tion. Bagtui has exposed the politics-
crime nexus. That she has to ask the 
administration to be impartial proves 
the contrary practice and that people 
need to be convinced of her neutrality,” 
says former HoD of political science, 
Calcutta University, Sovonlal Dutta 
Gupta. Indeed, the March 21 carnage in 
Bagtui—the fall-out of a revenge killing 
in which nine people were burnt alive 
over the share of illegal sand and stone 
mining—has embarrassed the party. 

“Arrest of district leader Anarul 

she reinstated loy alists Ajit Maiti and 
Dilip Yadav in West Medinipur and 
Hooghly districts, sidelining the youth 
leaders installed by Abhishek. However, 
Mamata has to tackle the tricky matter 
of succession in future.  

P arty matters apart, Mamata 
needs to focus on governance. 
With less than a year left for 

the panchayat polls—the crucial build-
ing block of area domination in rural 
Bengal—she will need to ensure that 
her government had met demands. In 
a series of tours to the districts (she was 
in Paschim Medinipur and Jhargram 
recently), she will hold meetings with 
panchayat workers. Anger against local 
leaders runs high on the old issue of 
bribes and extortion, and Mamata has 

asked people to go to the police, even 
write to her. “I don’t know if any party 
president, like Sonia Gandhi or J.P. 
Nadda, have gone or will go to the grass-
roots to conn ect with panchayat and 
block-level workers,” says TMC Rajya 
Sabya MP Sukhendu Shekhar Ray. 
Now, for transparency, panchayats are 
being kept outside the purview of giving 
tenders to contractors. Welfare schemes 
are important for Mamata’s gover-
nance. The annual expense is around Rs 
25,000 crore, but Mamata has widened 
the net of beneficiaries of Lakshmir 
Bhandar (monthly income support for 
families) scheme from 15 million to 17.5 
million as well as that of Kanyashree 
(education stipend for girls).  

As for employment generation, 
the CM has started a programme of 
recruiting 6,000 educated youths in 
government departments. However, 
her ambitious target of employment for 
1.5 crore people in the next four years 
can only be met with industrialisa-
tion. Towards this, the commitment of 
Adani Group chief Gautam Adani to 
invest Rs 10,000 crore over the next 
decade in West Bengal, announced at 
the Bengal Global Business Summit, is 
significant. “If Adani comes, can other 
industry captains be far behind?” asks 
a bureaucrat.  

A year into her third term, Mamata 
is personally invested in enforcing dis-
cipline and dragging Trinamool out of 
its complacent rut. The situation can 
still be saved. n 
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(Clockwise from left) Protests over murder of student lead-
er Anish Khan; Mamata Banerjee at an iftar party; scene of 
the Bagtui carnage; a Hanskhali rape case accused
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THE RESILIENT SOCIETY   
by Markus K. Brunnermeier

HARPERCOLLINS INDIA 
`499; 428 pages

T
he devastating spread of the 
novel coronavirus has had 
dramatic effects on economic 
and social life. It has also had 

an impact on the direction of scientific 
research. In this wide-ranging book, 
Markus Brunnermeier argues that 
the discipline of economics should 
pay closer attention to the concept of 
resilience, defined as the capacity of a 
system to rebound quickly “like a tram-
poline” from large and unexpected 
adverse shocks. 

In a resilient society, argues 
Brunnermeier, we can “take more 
chances and embrace more opportuni-
ties—because the shocks will be less 
detrimental.” Several existing institu-
tions—such as bankruptcy protection 
for individuals and limited liability 
for corporations—are designed with 
precisely this reasoning in mind. Brun-
nermeier would like us to go beyond 
such standard protections. He wants 
our infrastructure, production systems, 
financial architecture, and social safety 
nets built “with redundancies, buf-
fer stocks, duplications… and added 
capacities,” even when this requires 
some loss of efficiency or profitability. 
For instance, firms currently source 
critical inputs—such as semiconductors 
for the production of motor vehicles—
from the lowest cost producers globally, 
and schedule deliveries based on a “just 
in time” principle. An unanticipated 
interruption in supply can then cause an 
entire industry to be severely disrupted. 
Brunnermeier argues for a “just in case” 
approach instead, which involves hold-
ing redundant buffer stocks and sourc-
ing from a diverse array of suppliers, 
even if this is costlier under ordinary 
economic conditions. 

But how might households and 
firms be induced to take actions that 
they would otherwise prefer not to take, 

B O O K S

Building Resilience
By Rajiv Sethi

equalities. Were there better alternatives 
available? He argues that a targeted 
lockdown, coupled with a large-scale 
testing programme to identify infectious 
individuals, would have achieved better 
outcomes at substantially lower cost. 
This is consistent with the Roadmap to 
Pandemic Resilience published by the 
Safra Center at Harvard University in 
the early stages of the pandemic. 

One quibble I have with the book is 
that it neglects to mention relevant pri-
or work. The most glaring omission is 
of Hyman Minsky, who devoted much 
of his professional life to the study of 
economic resilience. Minsky argued, 
paradoxically, that stability itself was 
destabilising, since it allowed those 
with the smallest margins of safety to 
prosper. Not only does Minsky’s work 
speak to the main issues with which 
this book is concerned, it goes further 
in developing an ecological under-
standing of financial practices, and 
in formulating concrete proposals for 
action. Yet Minsky is mentioned just 
once, and in passing. 

That said, this is an important book. 
Its relevance can be appreciated by 
considering the case of Sri Lanka, which 
managed to weather a protracted civil 
war, a global financial crisis, and the 
coronavirus pandemic, without once 
defaulting on its foreign debt. Then, in 
April 2022, the country failed to make a 
scheduled payment to its creditors, and 
is now formally in default for the first 
time in its history. The war in Ukraine 
is affecting food security worldwide, 
and these effects are being compounded 
by climate change. India, the world’s 
second largest producer of wheat, has 
suspended most exports of the grain 
in the face of a punishing heat wave 
and fears of a decline in yields. Our 
vulnerabilities to large shocks, both 
anticipated and unimagined, are more 
apparent than ever. Brunnermeier’s case 
that we need to better understand and 
build resilience is accordingly correct, 
convincing, and timely. n

Rajiv Sethi is Professor of Economics at 
Barnard College, Columbia University

in order that the system as a whole 
becomes more resilient? Here the book 
provides few concrete answers, other 
than to recognise that the solution 
involves both markets and government, 
and that such coordination is best 
achieved when “society is fair and… 
inequalities are kept in check.” In the 
author’s own words, the book is an 
“interim synthesis”, so the absence of 
specific policy proposals is understand-
able. But it would have been worth 
considering, for example, whether 
government bailouts of systemically 
important firms in finance and manu-
facturing enhance or erode resilience, 
and whether policies such as a universal 
basic income or individual accounts 
at central banks could better protect 
households in the face of a crisis.

Much of the book deals with 
pandemic-related policies. Brun-
nermeier points out that the costs of a 
general lockdown were extremely large, 
amounting to about $80 billion per 
week in the US alone. In addition, it 
has become apparent that the closure of 
schools has led to significant learning 
loss, while exacerbating existing in-
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PERFORM OR PERISH 

Names missing from the BJP’s latest list of 18 nominees for the forthcoming Rajya 
Sabha polls have raised many eyebrows. Prominent among those who missed 
out are Union minority affairs minister Mukhtar Abbas Naqvi, former Union 

ministers Prakash Javadekar and Shiv Pratap Shukla, and veterans O.P. Mathur and 
Vinay Sahasrabuddhe. Arch-rival of Uttar Pradesh chief minister Yogi Adityanath on 

his home turf Gorakhpur, Shukla had to make way for Yogi’s protege Radha Mohan Das 
Agarwal. Spokesperson Syed Zafar Islam and general secretary Dushyant Gautam were 
kept out due to underperformance. Sanjay Seth, a turncoat from the Samajwadi Party, 

was dropped for not doing enough for the BJP during the assembly poll. All is not lost for 
Naqvi, though. He may get a ticket for the Lok Sabha bypoll from Rampur. 

Chhattisgarh chief 
minister Bhupesh 

Baghel made his Hindi 
film debut recently, playing 
himself. While touring Balod 
district for his Bhent Mulaqat 
outreach programme, he was 
told that a film on the Nishaad 
community was being 
shot, not far from where 
he was to attend his official 
engagement. The makers 
requested him to play CM 
Baghel in the film based on 
how the community’s living 
standards have improved 
through fishing. The shot 
had the CM cast a net in the 
water and he managed to get 
it right in one take. 

W ith Dasara being an 
auspicious time for 

new begin nings, Telangana 
Rashtra Samithi chief and 
state chief minister K. 
Chandrasekhar Rao is set to 
use the occ asion on October 
5 as a springboard for his 
foray into national politics. 
He is expected to hand over 
the governance of Telangana 
to his son and TRS working 
president K.T. Rama Rao. 
The generational change 
is likely to extend to the 
selection of candidates for the 
2023 assembly poll. Young 
blood for a young state.

Prime Goal
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STARRING  
THE CM 

Adelegation of businessmen 
was pleasantly surprised with 

the hospitality they received at the 
residence of Bihar’s industry minister 
Shahnawaz Hussain. Besides serving 
them special motichoor laddoo, 
the minister told a businessman 
from Kerala that Bihar—‘God’s 
karmabhoomi’—is a natural choice 
for those from ‘God’s own country’. 
When a former BJP minister arrived 

unannounced, Hussain 
walked him to the next 
room and offered him a 
bed for a 30-minute 
siesta while he 
attended to the 
delegates.

Sweet Surprise

W est Bengal chief 
minister Mamata 

Banerjee is on another 
‘working break’, her sec
ond in two weeks. The 
choice of destination—

Maoisthit Jangalmahal—is unusual given 
the scorching heat. The hills in Bengal’s 
north have been her favourite, especially in 
summer, but the political temperature there 
is soaring with party ally and GJM (Gorkha 
Janmukti Morcha) leader Bimal Gurung on 
a hunger strike against the government’s 
decision to hold Gorkhaland Territorial 
Administration polls on June 26. Besides, her 
bête noire Governor Jagdeep Dhankhar is in 
Darjeeling, recuperating from malaria. 

HOT IN  
THE HILLS 

—Kaushik Deka with Anilesh S. Mahajan, Romita Datta,  
Amitabh Srivastava, Rahul Noronha and Amarnath K. Menon
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IT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE OVER WITH AYODHYA. 
BUT KASHI, MATHURA AND A FLURRY OF 
OTHER MANDIR-MASJID DISPUTES SIGNAL  
A NEW PHASE OF HINDU REVIVALISM

THE 
Mandir
MOVEMENT

C O V E R  S T O R Y

PLACES OF WORSHIP

B y  S U N I L  M E N O N

WAPSI

Illustration by NILANJAN DAS and TANMOY CHAKRABORTY
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O
nce upon a time, there 
wa s a k ing—three 
quarter Rajput and 
one quarter nomad by 
lineage—and he built 
one of the most beauti-
ful monuments in the 
world....’ Facts are only 

the bare bricks. Finally, it is the stories we tell 
ourselves that matter—how we select bricks 
and weave shapes in the mind, and mortar 
them into our imagination. Those first lines 
are as factual a statement about the Taj Mahal 
as any other. Shah Jahan’s mother was Rajput, 
and his father was half-Rajput. His son, Au-
rangzeb, had Rajput blood from his father and 
Persian from his mother. So only a small frac-
tion remained of that old Chagatai Mughal 
bloodline from Central Asia, with which we as-
sociate him most fervently. The one metaphor 
that has saturated the air for a century or two, 
altering India’s political and social landscape in 
decisive ways, is that of the ‘Muslim as foreign 
invader’. The fact that the last three of the six 
‘Great Mughals’ were products of intermarriage 
complicates that simplistic trope.

Examining those archetypes is vital because they under-
lie everything else that happens. And something, indeed, is 
happening. The Indian republic is plunged headlong into an 
unprecedented moment of crisis—one that cuts across society, 
politics and government, law and the Constitution. A perma-
nent simmer on low flame arriving, out of the blue, at a point 
of combustion—like someone suddenly turned the knob on 
high. Before it singes the more abstract realms, it reaches the 
street. Out by Gate No. 4 on the spanking new Kashi Corridor, 
sandwiched between mandir and masjid, you can practically 
feel the air crackling. That easy bustle is not there. Barricades 
have replaced it. Court-appointed commissioners come and 
go. Normally a placid, laid-back town that wears its tourist 
millions lightly, Kashi is spending this summer on a rapier’s 
edge. Hotel owners talk of a 60 per cent drop in footfalls. 

The Gyanvapi controversy has revived what seemed like 
a settled issue after the Ayodhya judgment of 2019—disin-
terring a ghost that was supposed to have been laid to rest 

 

 

THE TEMPLE 
THAT ISN’T?

THE CONTROVERSY
Though there is broad 
historical consensus that 
Aurangzeb had in 1669 
ordered the dismantling 
of Varanasi’s famed 
Vishweshwara temple—
not only had the Mughal 
emperor left a wall of the 
old mandir standing, it 
was on the plinth of the 
Vishweshwara that the 
Gyanvapi mosque was 
built. It seems strange 
that despite glaring 
evidence, we’re still ask-
ing if Gyanvapi was once 
Vishweshwara. 

Since Gyanvapi’s 
geography has long been 
sacred to two religions, 
people of Varanasi did 
not find peculiar the fact 
that, for centuries, Hindu 
women would walk to 
the masjid’s western wall 
on the Chaturthi (fourth 
day) of every Chaitri 
Navratri to worship the 
goddess Shringar Gauri. 
But on August 18 last 
year, when a group of five 
women petitioned a local 
court, asking that they 
be given access to the 
Shringar Gauri shrine all 
year round, the devotees 
set in motion a chain of 
events. Once the Vara-
nasi court ordered a sur-
vey of Gyanvapi’s prem-
ises—the petitioners had 
said they wanted to pray 
to all “visible and invis-
ible deities within the old 
temple complex”—there 
was fear that Varanasi’s 
religious harmony would 
be threatened. 

On May 16, the last 
day of the court-man-
dated survey, the team of 

Hindu litigants and law-
yers claimed they had 
found within Gyanvapi’s 
wuzu-khana a shivalin-
ga. Though the Anjuman 
Intezamia Masjid (AIM), 
Gyanvapi’s caretaker 
committee, insisted that 
a defunct fountain was 
being mistaken for a lin-
gam, the Supreme Court 
ordered that the area 
where the purported 
shivalinga was found be 

protected. By ensuring 
that namaz in Gyanvapi 
could be offered without 
any interruption, the SC 
sought to “balance the 
rights of contesting par-
ties” in its May 17 order. 
On May 20, the SC trans-
ferred the Gyanvapi suit 
to the court of a district 
judge, saying it needed 
the attention of a more 
senior judicial off cer. 
With the case slated to be 
heard on July 4, tensions 
are expected to simmer. 

WHO’S BEHIND IT 
The five plaintiffs claim 
it was their piety that 
brought them together, 

but representing them 
in court is Hari Shankar 
Jain, a Lucknow-based 
lawyer who is trying 
hard to reclaim what he 
maintains are ‘Hindu’ 
sites—the Taj Mahal, 
the Qutub Minar, the 
Shahi Idgah in Mathura, 
amongst others. Presi-
dent of the Vishwa Vedic 
Sanatan Sangh, Jitendra 
Singh Bisen often speaks 
on behalf of Rakhi Singh, 
the main plaintiff in the 
Shringar Gauri case. 
In May, he told a press 
conference, “We didn’t 
file any of these cases 
thinking they will drag 
on for 500 years. No mat-
ter where we file a case—
Mathura, Kashi, Qutub 
Minar, Taj Mahal—you’ll 
see that we get posit-
ive  results within our 
lifetimes.” 

 
WHERE IT’S HEADED 
While AIM’s lawyers cite 
the Places of Worship act 
often—on May 30, they 
told the district judge in 
Varanasi that the Act 
bars Hindus from pray-
ing inside Gyanvapi—pe-
titions challenging the 
masjid’s authority are 
being admitted by local 
courts. On May 24, for 
instance, a certain Kiran 
Singh moved a Varanasi 
court on behalf of ‘Lord 
Aadi Vishwesh w ara 
Viraajman’, asking that 
Gyanvapi be removed 
from its present location. 
S.M. Yaseen, AIM gen-
eral secretary, says it is 
defending itself against 
eight such petitions.

—Shreevatsa Nevatia

VA R A NA S I

GYANVAPI MO SQUE

“Wherever we 
file a case—

Mathura, 
Kashi, Taj 

Mahal...we will 
get positive 

results,” says 
Jitendra 

Singh Bisen of 
Vishwa Vedic 

Sanatan Sangh 
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with a judicial pronouncement. It has led on to the Shahi 
Idgah in Mathura—also a well-recorded instance of demoli-
tion by Aurangzeb, and also evoked as part of an unfinished 
project in the post-Babri slogan ‘Kashi Mathura Baaki Hai’. 
And not just those two. The upsurge is threatening to prise 
open all the crevasses in history—real or imagined. From 
known cases of Muslim imperial vandalism to disputes of 
interpretation, like Baba Budangiri in Karnataka’s coffee-
flavoured Chikmagalur, everything is fair game. Even the 
celebrated Taj Mahal has seen claims being advanced of hav-
ing been built over a temple. The website Article 14 lists not 
only a flurry of “identically-worded suits” on Gyanvapi, but 
“12 similar claims on mosques and Islamic-era monuments” 
across four states. An outfit called the Hindu Janajagruti 
Samiti has drawn up a list of 1,862 mosques across India it 
wants reclaimed for Hindu worship.

Barring the details, all of these claims conform to this 
basic type: a Hindu temple was destroyed, and often a 
mosque was built in its place. Centuries ago: three and a 
half (Aurangzeb), seven (Alauddin Khilji), or 10, to take a few 
markers. Mahmud of Ghazni sacked the Somnath temple in 
1025, almost one millennium ago—around the same time he 
ravaged cities in Iran too—but, as a pure horseback invader, 
he built nothing. The later ones, those who settled down and 
became kings, did—beginning from the first one, Qutubud-
din Aibak. Their symbols and totems are now being refash-
ioned as magnets for mass resentment in a feeding frenzy 
that is coalescing into a new ‘Mandir Wapsi’ movement. 

CHIPPING THE LEGAL EDIFICE
The underlying turf of contestation is historical, and its trig-
ger social-psychological, but the present theatre of conflict is 
the court of law. The vital bridgehead suddenly at stake is a 
1991 legislation: the Places of Worship (Special Provisions) 
Act. The Supreme Court’s final Ayodhya judgment—deliv-
ered unanimously by a five-judge bench on November 9, 
2019—had embedded the Act in what seemed like a fool-
proof aura of constitutionality. It “speaks to our history and 
to the future of the nation”, the court said, continuing in 
resonant words: “History and its wrongs shall not be used 
as instruments to oppress the present and the future.” It 
cements “secularism”, a kernel feature of our Constitution 
that’s protected by the principle of “non-retrogression”. 
And it “imposes a non-derogable obligation” on the State 
to uphold that secularism. That should have been that—the 
court’s words had a ring of finality. But now, the Act is ap-
pearing a touch vulnerable, and the challenge to it is com-
ing from many fronts. Lawyer and BJP member Ashwini 
Upadhyay (acting in his individual capacity) has mounted 
a direct attack on the Act with a plea before the Supreme 

Court, saying it violates the fundamental right to re-
ligion—the plea is likely to come up for listing in July. 
“The cut-off date of August 15, 1947, legalises the illegal 
acts of barbaric invaders,” he tells india today. And 
the petitioners are trying to use the law’s own clauses 
to gnaw away at its core.

The Places of Worship Act—enacted during the 
height of the Ayodhya movement to defuse communal 
tensions and exempting that site since it was sub judice 
from pre-Independence days—is crystal clear in its 
wording, objectives and stipulations. Its critical clause, 
Section 3, says no place of worship of any religious de-
nomination should be “converted” to that of another, 
not even to another sect. Section 4(1) mandates that 

the “religious character” of any such place as it obtained on August 
15, 1947, shall continue—4(2) says any pending suit or appeal seeking 
an alteration to it shall “abate”. If those two mark out blanket no-go 
areas, Section 4(3)(a) allows an exception: heritage sites covered un-
der the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Sites and Remains 
(AMASR) Act, 1958.

How a series of contradictory court orders on Gyanvapi are now 
serving to chip away at that iron-clad constitutional protection af-
forded to a place of worship—opening a Pandora’s box in the process, 
emboldening innumerable other would-be litigants—is instructive. 
The Gyanvapi suit was first filed in 1991: the petitioners made a blan-
ket claim to title, seeking restoration of the medieval temple where 
the mosque currently stands. As his near-contemporary biography 
Maasir-i-Alamgiri records it, a temple was indeed demolished in 1669 

 WHO’S BEHIND IT  
The KJSS filed a civil law
suit regarding ownership 
of the entire 13.37 acre 
land in 1964. In 1968, the 
KJSS and the Shahi Idgah 
mosque management 
committee reached a 
compromise agreement, 
under which the land 
ownership would remain 
with the Sansthan but the 
management committee 
would run the mosque.  

Lucknowbased ad
vocate Ranjana Agniho
tri and six others filed a 
plea in the lower court on 
September 24, 2020 for 
the mosque’s removal but 
the civil judge rejected 

it as nonadmissible, on 
grounds that none of the 
petitioners was from 
Mathura or had a valid 
stake in the matter. Unde
terred, the petitioners filed 
a revision petition in the 
district court on October 
16, 2020 in Mathura, which 
was accepted on May 19, 
2022. Till now, 11 cases 
have been filed on differ
ent asp ects of the dispute, 
but all want the mosque 
removed. Tanvir Ahmed, 
secretary and counsel of 
the managing committee 
of Shahi Idgah mosque, 
says, “We have received 
a copy of the order dated 
May 19.... Observations 
made by the court of the 
district judge while allow
ing the revision appear 
not to be legally tenable 
and will be challenged in 
the Allahabad High Court 
after proper discussion 
amongst stakeholders.” 

WHERE IT’S HEADED  
The court will have to look 
into the revenue records 
and decide on the validity 
of the 1968 “compromise 
agreement” between the 
temple and mosque trusts. 

—Prashant Srivastava 

 

M AT H U R A

SHAHI IDG AH

SNIFFING  
A PLOT
THE CONTROVERSY  
It concerns the removal of the Shahi Idgah 
mosque, which stands on 2.5 acres of the 13.37 
acres of land said to belong to the Shri Krishna 
Janmasthan Sewa Sansthan (KJSS). The 
mosque is said to have come up on the plinth 
of the Keshavadeva temple that emperor 
Aurangzeb razed in 1670 in retribution for a 
Jat rebellion. Jugal Kishore Birla bought the 
land for Rs 13,400 in 1944 and set up the Shri 
Krishna Janma bhoomi Trust, which later 
became the KJSS.  
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HARI SHANKAR 
JAIN 
L a w ye r  fo r  t h e 
G ya nva p i  p e t i t i o n e r s

T H E  M O T I V A T I O N  B E H I N D 
T H E  G YA N V A P I  S U I T 

“All we want is to identify 
its [Gyanvapi’s] religious 
character, whether it is a 
mosque or an old temple.  
Under Article 25, no law 
can take away anyone’s 
fundamental right to 

worship” 

T H E  P U R P O S E  O F  R U N N I N G  T H E 
T E M P L E  WA P S I  M OV E M E N T  

“Our aim is to take back all 
the temples destroyed in the 
past. I had made a vow to do 
so in my childhood. When 
I was about 12, my mother 
told me about the atrocities 
invaders committed. She 

inspired me to counter the 
tyranny of history”

T H E  C U R R E N T 
G A M E P L A N 

“We file a case only after 
completing all our research. 

Being advocates, we do every-
thing through legal means. 

As the Waqf Act is anti-
Hindu, we will request that 

it is changed. Whatever anti-
Hindu laws remain, I will 

continue to plead with 
Parliament and the courts to 

get them repealed” 

—as told to Manish Dixit
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on Mughal emperor Aurangzeb’s orders. The literature suggests 
it was at this stage called the Adi Vishweshwara temple. The 
mosque carries visible architectural marks of a temple: a classic 
case for the Hindutva argument, indeed much clearer than that 
of Ayodhya. But the law had capped it at that. In October 1997, 
the civil court turned down the original suit, saying all such ap-
peals stood abated with the Places of Worship Act. The district 
judge, hearing a revision petition filed in 1998, ruled that the 
civil court deal with the matter afresh “only after taking evi-
dence of parties”. The Anjuman Intezamia Masjid management 
challenged this before the Allahabad High Court, which stayed 
proceedings, and the suit went into legal deep freeze.

The case came back to life in December 2019, with a peti-
tion seeking a “comprehensive” archaeological inspection of 
the Gyanvapi complex. On April 8, 2021, Civil Judge (Senior 
Division) Ashutosh Tiwari complied and ordered an ASI (Ar-
chaeological Survey of India) survey. However, the high court 

stepped in on September 9, criticised the order and stayed the 
survey. This summer, things took on a new dimension amid 
a dizzying blur of suits, appeals and challenges. On April 
18, women petitioners filed a suit in another Varanasi court, 
demanding permission to worship Maa Shringar Gauri, and 
“Ganesh, Hanuman and Nandi idols” they claimed existed 
inside the mosque. The court promptly ruled that an advocate 
commissioner be appointed to survey the complex; and the 
next day, it directed that the inspection be video-recorded. 

The whole judicial hierarchy—a local court, the high 
court (which by May 12 was fending off a petition to have 
the Taj Mahal basement opened for examination), and the 
Supreme Court—refused to stay the survey and it was duly 
conducted on May 14-16. Amid media leaks and frenzied 
reports that the surveyors had found a “Shivalingam” in the 
wuzu-khana—and counters that it was merely a defunct 
fountain—the local court ordered the area sealed. On May 

16, the mosque committee finally approached the Supreme 
Court, arguing that the mosque videography “clearly inter-
dicted” the Places of Worship Act. It was here that a three-
judge bench, headed by Justice D.Y. Chandrachud, allowed 
the critical leeway with a reasoning—saying there was no 
harm in “ascertaining” the historical facts, as the 1991 law 
did not expressly prohibit it. It directed the district mag-
istrate to secure the precincts around the “Shivalingam”, 
while allowing Muslims to offer prayers, and also deemed it 
fit to transfer the case to a more “experienced” district court.

A PANDORA’S BOX
Many legal experts are dismayed by the Supreme Court’s 
approach. “The Places of Worship Act was brought in pre-
cisely to prevent such controversies from erupting, in full 
knowledge of their potential to do so, and to cause harm. 

TOWERING 
DISPUTE
THE CONTROVERSY
On May 10, Hindu-
tva groups such as 
Mahakal Manav Sewa 
descended on the Qu-
tub Minar, demanding 
that the iconic monu-
ment be renamed 
Vishnu Stambh.  
Former ASI regional 
director Dharamveer 
Sharma reiterated the 
claim, saying the Qu-
tub Minar was a “sun 
tower” built by Chan-
dragupta Vikramad-
itya circa 5th century. 

Earlier, on April 7, 
National Monuments 
Authority chairman 
and BJP leader Tarun 

Vijay claimed that the 
Ganesha idols placed 
“disrespectfully” in the 
Qutub Minar complex 
be either moved to the 
National Museum or 
installed “respectfully”. 

Meanwhile, a Delhi 
district court has been 
hearing a petition 
seeking restoration of 
Hindu and Jain deities, 
and the right to wor-
ship within the Qutub 
Minar complex. The 
petitioner has claimed 
that 27 temples in the 
complex were partly 
demolished by Qutu-
buddin Aibak and the 
material reused to build 

the adjacent Quwwat-ul-
Islam mosque.

WHO'S BEHIND IT
Lawyer Vishnu Shankar 
Jain, son of Lucknow-
based lawyer Hari 
Shankar Jain, on whose 
plea in 1993 the court 
had ordered that the 
Babri Masjid gates be 
opened for Hindus to 
worship there, filed the 
petition demanding 

restoration of Hindu and 
Jain deities and the right 
to worship in the Qutub 
Minar complex. 

WHERE IT'S HEADED
Though there has been 
no official confirmation, 
the culture ministry has 
reportedly asked ASI to 
conduct the iconogra-
phy of idols at the Qutub 
complex. Maulana Sher 
Mohammad, the Imam 

 

of the Quwwat-ul-Islam 
Mosque, has claimed in 
media that ASI officials 
asked him to stop offering 
namaaz from May 13.

During hearings dem-
anding the right to wor-
ship in the Qutub Minar, 
ASI opposed the suit, say-
ing the Qutub Minar was 
not a place of worship, and 
that the existing status 
of the monument could 
not be altered. UNESCO 
declared the Qutub Minar 
a World Heritage Site  
in 1993. 

On May 24, during the 
final hearings of the case, 
additional district judge 
Nikhil Chopra asked 
under what legal remedy 
can the petitioners claim 
a right of restoration “for 
something that happened 
800 years ago”.  While 
agreeing the “existence 
of idols is not in dispute”, 
the additional district 
judge, in a lighter vein, 
said: “The deity survived 
for the last 800 years 
without worship. Let it 
survive like that.”

—Kaushik Deka

N E W  D E L H I

QUTUB MINAR

“The deity 
survived for 
the last 800 

years without 
worship. Let 

it survive 
like that,” the 
district judge 

hearing the 
petition said
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ASADUDDIN 
OWAISI 
M P  a n d  p re s i d e n t , 
A I M I M 

“The 1991 Act is the law but 
lower courts are entertaining 

such pleas when they 
should not have done so.... 
If Gyanvapi, Mathura and 

other issues are allowed to 
fester, then young Muslims 
will become permanently 

disenchanted with the 
constitutional process”

“Whatever is happening 
is with the support of the 

Sangh Parivar and the 
government. How is it that 
a survey commissioner’s 
report is made available 

to a judge without hearing 
the Muslim side? Or that 

the report is leaked to the 
media? It’s being done to 
say this is not a masjid”

—as told to Amarnath K. Menon

“As regards the Mathura 
Idgah, there has been a written 
agreement between Muslims 

and Hindus 54 years ago. 
Now you say it is null and 
void and those Hindus did 

not have the locus standi to 
reach an agreement. How is 
that possible? Now, Khwaja 

Ajmeri’s dargah is being 
questioned”
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This was stated as its very objective in so many words,” 
says Supreme Court advocate Shadan Farasat. “To allow 
a prima facie examination of a site, in a very contentious 
atmosphere, defeats the very purpose of the Act. What 
would remain of it?” Any kind of case can now be reopened, 
he says—even sites where, say, one Hindu sect or sovereign 
made an ingress on the temple of another—and an ava-
lanche of cases could erupt across the map. 

The case prompted a laser-focused examination of the 
Places of Worship Act, and its decree on the status quo 
as on August 15, 1947. Besides the outright challenge by 
Upadhyay, Hindutva lawyers have zeroed in on what they 

were opened for worship, says that’s all the more reason to 
shine the torch into the dark. Gyanvapi is neither a title suit, 
nor a plea to change the nature of the place, he says. “All we 
want is to identify its religious character. Under Article 25, 
no law can take away anyone’s fundamental right to worship.” 
Over the past few weeks, the six cases the Jains have been 
pursuing for over three decades—from Kashi and Mathura 
to the Taj—have been attaining critical mass. And putting 
politics on the usual red-hot skewer. At the other end of the 
map, AIMIM (All-India Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen) chief 
Asaduddin Owaisi said Gyanvapi will endure for all “eternity”. 
A BJP leader tauntingly asked him to “read history again”….

But where history had indeed seen transgressions, should 
that lid be opened? Not to do so was the precise prescription of 
the Places of Worship Act—as the Supreme Court said in 2019, 
“law is not the answer” for historical grievances. Most experts 
feel the blur of petitions crowding the courts are unlawful 
under the Act—senior Supreme Court advocate Sanjay Hegde 

see as points of infirmity in its clauses. One, they say, 
any remains of a destroyed temple—such as the putative 
Shivalingam at Gyanvapi—would count as architectural 
relics. Two, such remains, if proved authentic, would 
naturally predate 1947, and thus form part of the “status 
quo”. The third deploys a British colonial-vintage odd-
ity in Indian law (with medieval European antecedents 
dating to the Crusades)—the idea of a deity as a “juristic 
person” with rights, an abstract entity who can file a suit 
through the good offices of “next friends”. Here, they say 
the Adi Vishweshwara deity’s title rights to the site can-
not be deemed to have been extinguished by the mere 
fact of the temple edifice being broken down.

Even if these arguments were to be accepted, they 
presume a place of worship of one religion supplanted 
that of another: clear enough in some cases, not so in in-
numerable others. Lucknow-based lawyer Hari Shankar 
Jain, on whose 1993 plea the gates of the Ayodhya site 

 

WHAT 
LIES 
BENEATH

AG R A

TA J MAHAL
THE CONTROVERSY
Right-wing groups and 
revisionist dabblers in his-
tory have intermittently 
claimed that the Taj Mahal 
was once a Hindu Shiva 
temple named ‘Tejo Maha-
laya’. The claims are rooted 
in self-styled historian P.N. 
Oak’s book Taj Mahal: The 
True Story (1989), which 
claimed that the original 
structure was most likely 

built by Hindu ruler Jai 
Singh I centuries before the 
Mughals arrived.   

WHO’S BEHIND IT 
Recently, BJP leader Rajn-
e esh Singh filed a petition, 
demanding that a fact-find-
ing panel establish “the real 
history of Taj Mahal”, and 
examine 22 sealed rooms 
for the possible presence 
of Hindu gods’ idols. Bef-
ore him, BJP leaders Kapil 
Mishra (in 2020) and Vinay 
Katiyar (2017) had made 
similar claims. Diya Ku-
mari, BJP MP from Rajsa-
mand and a member of the 
erstwhile royal family of 
Jaipur, has recently claimed 
that the land on which the 
Taj Mahal stands belonged 

to her ancestors. 
 
WHERE IT’S  
HEADED 
On May 12, the Alla-
habad High Court 
dismissed the petition 
filed by Rajneesh Singh. 
“Please enrol yourself in 
MA, then go for NET, JRF 
and if any university 
denies you research on 
such a topic, then come 
to us,” the court told 
the petitioner. When 
he insisted on access to 
“those rooms”, the court 
remarked, “Tomorrow 
will you ask to go to the 
chambers of honour-

able judges?” 
On May 15, The 

Archaeological Sur vey 
of India relea sed pho-
togra phs of maintena-
nce work being 
underta ken in some of 
the undergr o und rooms 
closed to the public. 
Agra ASI chief R.K. Patel 
said the pictures are 
on the ASI website as a 
part of the January 2022 
newsletter. According 
to Professor Moham-
mad Sajjad, professor of 
history at Aligarh Mus-
lim University, “Oak’s 
theory about the Hindu 
temple has no historical 
basis, even courts have 
never agreed on them. 
It’s more of a myth.” 

In 2017, the ASI had 
told an Agra court that 
the Taj was a tomb, not 
a temple. The current 
controversy might die 
down for now, but dubi-
ous claims about the Taj 
keep floating on in the 
internet.
—Prashant Srivastava

“Oak’s 
theory about 

the Hindu 
temple has 

no historical 
basis, it’s more 

of a myth,” 
says M. Sajjad, 

professor of 
history, AMU 
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JUSTICE GOVIND 
MATHUR 
Fo r m e r  C h i e f  J u s t i c e , 
A l l a h a b a d  H i g h  C o u r t

“The Babri Masjid was claimed 
by an agitation but dec lared as 
Ramjanmabhoomi by a court 
judgment. Now, Gyanvapi and 
Mathura mos ques are claimed 
by individuals by fighting the 
cause on legal forums. This is 
a new tactic to use courts to 

create communal atmosphere.  
It is for courts to check it”

“Courts must look into our 
constitutional scheme, his

torical perspective of India as 
a secular democratic republic 
and the objects of the 1991 Act. 

Otherwise, history will not 
spare even the judiciary for not 

performing its constitutional 
and statutory duty when the 

country most needed it”

“In light of the Places of 
Worship Act, 1991, the court 
trying the case in Varanasi 
could not have passed any 

order for survey of the 
mosque premises without  
examining its competence 
to adjudicate the dispute.... 

At this stage, the order 
given for the survey is  

patently illegal”

—as told to Kaushik Deka
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says the Gyanvapi suit should have been dismissed at inception. 
Yet, several courts have accepted such petitions, often giving 
in to the loopholes. Clause 4(3)(a) is a favourite, because any 
structure over 100 years old satisfies the definition of an ‘ancient 
monument’. “That can take any number of old buildings outside 
the purview of the Places of Worship Act,” points out Professor 
Faizan Mustafa, vice-chancellor, NALSAR University of Law.

Most legal experts say such a literal interpretation of 4(3)(a) 
goes against its intended meaning. “Section 3 is a complete bar...
no conversion from Worship A to Worship B. And 4(1) protects 
the ‘religious character’ of a site: so you can’t alter it even to an 
‘areligious’ one—4(3)(a) qualifies this for heritage monuments; 
say, for an old masjid where the footfalls imperil the structure. It’s 
crystal clear that 4(3)(a) cannot override the complete bar under 
Section 3,” says Farasat. Supreme Court advocate Vishwanath 
Chaturvedi, too, feels the archaeology argument is unsustain-
able, because the AMASR Act disallows religious use of heri-
tage sites. Govind Mathur, former Allahabad High Court chief 
justice, says primacy must be given to the objects and intent of 
the Places of Worship Act. “Its purpose—not to allow a repeat of 
the appropriation of the Babri mosque—must be kept in mind,” 
he says. Supreme Court lawyer Aruneshwar Gupta, meanwhile, 
foresees more petitions demanding the revocation of the Places 
of Worship and even the AMASR Act. But attention now is on 
the more sophisticated gambit: how the judicial system seems 
able to bypass an existing law while working within it. Allowing 
an archaeological examination, as Farasat says, can only serve to 
whip up a public mood that cannot be satisfied under the Places 
of Worship Act. Suddenly, what seemed like an impregnable 
constitutional fortress, with the Supreme Court’s seal, appears 
besieged from within and without.

INCONVENIENT TRUTHS
Historians of all hues acknowledge the bald fact that, shorn of 
all context, temple destruction was a fact of life—both in cases 
of rampant Muslim rapine during the Slave Dynasty, and as a 
general mode of doing medieval politics that was in no way ex-
clusively Muslim. A fact many Hindutva voices choose to ignore. 
In the celebrated 12th century Sanskrit text Rajatarangini, 
Kalhana records how his Kayastha administrators advise King 
Sankaravarman of 9th century Kashmir to “plunder temples 
and oppress his subjects in order to extract more money from 
the land”. And two centuries later, of King Harsha, he writes: 
“As he was addicted to extravagant expenditure upon various 
corps of his army, his thoughts...became in time firmly fixed 
upon the spoilation of temples. Then the greedy-minded (king) 
plundered from all temples the wonderful treasures former 
kings had bestowed there. In order to get hold of the statues 
of gods, too, when the treasures had been carried off, he ap-
pointed Udayaraja as ‘prefect for the overthrow of divine im-
ages’ (devotpaatananayaka).” Other examples abound across 

of demolitions and hosting many reconstructions. The historical 
trail—as progressively uncovered by a series of scholars like Diana 
Eck and Madhuri Desai, agreeing to disagree on many points—is 
not as bathed in resplendent Shiva light as the popular story.

“Like any other city, Kashi was always evolving, mutating...
and moving in rhyme with the shifting course of the Ganga. 
The Banaras of today’s exact location, the present landscape of 
ghats instilled in our minds by the Orientalist works of Company 
artists like the Daniells, is a relatively new being. It comes into 
prominence only in the 16th century, during Akbar’s time,” says 
filmmaker-writer Nilosree Biswas, author of Banaras: Of Gods, 
Humans and Stories (2021). Desai, whose magisterial Banaras 
Reconstructed: Architecture and Sacred Space in a Hindu Holy 
City (2017) was based on extensive research of material evidence 
and medieval textual sources, also speaks of “the complex re-
lationship between regenerated sites of Hindu pilgrimage and 
Mughal urbanism...and cosmopolitanism”. Other scholars talk 
of that century of ‘Pax Mughalana’ inaugurating an era of intel-
lectual inquiry marked by astonishing vitality—and Kashi, with 
its esteem for Sanskrit scholarship, came to be a nodal point in 
a buzzing transnational network of knowledge. The Mughals as 
a genuinely creative force for the city, counterbalancing the de-
stroyer trope. Akbar, certainly. Even Aurangzeb, before he razed 
the Vishweshwara temple, issued firmans to protect all temples of 
Kashi and its Brahmins, gave land grants to temples, and secured 
the Jangama Shaivite sect various rights. Call it paradox regained.

T
here’s a lot we don’t know. What we do know, says 
Biswas, is that the older Kashi was “further upriver, 
beyond the Malviya bridge”—now a large ASI-protected 
area. On whose shoulders did history pivot, then? “The 

key figure in the story is Narayana Bhatta, a Maharashtrian 
Brahmin from Nagpur, who lands in Kashi during Akbar’s time. 
Those days, everyone wanted to be in Kashi. It was the New York 
and Harvard of the East,” says Biswas. Bhatta, a leading figure 
in the Brahmin activism that was reshaping the city, wished to 
increase his prestige. And the best way to do it, then as now, was 
to build a temple. He peruses the Puranas and other texts to select 
a new site, carve out a new sacred geography. And he approaches 
the big names of Akbar’s court: Man Singh and Todar Mal. And 
circa 1580, a new temple comes up, built out of funds from Akbar’s 
federal court—it was younger than Connaught Place is now when 
Aurangzeb had it razed, angered by local zamindars liaising with 
the growing Maratha power, Shivaji. “Even the modern cremation 
ghat, Manikarnika, was Bhatta’s conjuration,” says Biswas. A bit 
of eternity was born in the 16th century.

THE UNFOLDING STRATEGY
The present, meanwhile, unfolds on a canvas bristling with a spirit 
of Hindu revivalism. The original ideological godheads, the RSS 
and the BJP, are lurking back though—part caught in a dilemma, 
part adopting a strategic middle ground. They would not mind the 
core Hindutva constituency being kept in a state of elation; at the 
same time, no government wants things to go out of control. There 
is indeed a sophisticated layering to the approach now, percepti-

RICHARD EATON 
H i s t o r i a n , a u t h o r  o f  I n d i a 
i n  t h e  Pe r s i a n a t e  A g e : 
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“It was in the British colonial 
interest to portray their native 
subjects as ‘naturally’ divided 

by religion. The notion that ho-
mogenised and self-aware Mus-

lim and Hindu communities 
were ‘always’ in mutual conflict is 
refuted by evidence dating from 

the Turkish conquest of north In-
dia in the 12th century. Sanskrit 
inscriptions typically identified 
those from beyond the Khyber 
by their linguistic identity (i.e., 

‘Turushka’) and not as Muslims, 
suggesting that they were not seen 
as posing any civilisational break 

with earlier Indian dynasties” 

“Built by Akbar’s general Raja 
Man Singh, the Vishweshwara 

temple was patronised in Aurang-
zeb’s day by the Raja’s descen-

dants, at least one of whom was 
suspected of assisting Aurangzeb’s 
arch-enemy Shivaji escape deten-
tion. In early 1669, the emperor 

ordered that temples in three Mu-
ghal cities be subject to demolition 
owing to reports that Brahmins in 

‘established schools’ were giving  
deviant teachings to both Hin-

dus and Muslims. Of these cities, 
Varanasi was singled out as  

being of special concern”
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—as told to Sunil Menon

“THESE ISSUES ARE 
DECIDED BY  

THE COURT AND THE 
CONSTITUTION AND THE 

BJP IMPLEMENTS IT IN 
LETTER AND SPIRIT”

“We should let the truth 
come out. It’s time we 
put historical facts in 
the right perspective 

before society”

J.P.  NADDA 
P re s i d e n t ,  B J P,  
i n  a  p re s s  c o n fe re n c e

SUNIL AMBEKAR 
P ra c h a r  P ra m u k h ,  
R S S

the map, including the Maratha pindaris who sacked 
Sringeri math in 1791. The erasure of Buddhism from 
the subcontinent, a starkly conspicuous fact, was not 
likely a mere feat of philosophical tarka either: temple 
conversion, non-violent or otherwise, has been a well-
reasoned line of speculation all the way from ancient 
Taxila to medieval Kerala. But those who speak on 
behalf of the ‘Hindu mind’—alive only to stereotypes 
entrenched by two centuries of colonially motivated 
scholarship—articulate a “civilisational hurt” singu-
larly on account of the Islamic encounter. And that hurt 
is being expressed as a dam-burst of revanchist anger.

Gyanvapi is also a classic case study of how difficult 
it is to frame a dispute in its full historical context. One 
of the core strands of faith here is that the site marks 
the exact spot where Shiva manifested himself in the 
form of a swayambhu jyotirlinga. This links the idea of 
an eternal temple to that of a primordial, unchanging, 
eternal Kashi—what sociologist Deepak Mehta, in the 
context of Ayodhya, called “the link of architectural 
place to mythic time”. This also yields the inference 
that the temple Aibak is said to have demolished in 
1194 stood on the same site: the inaugural point of a 
narrative about a sacred venue withstanding a series 
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THE 

OF
WARS
History

T
he 15th-century dar-
gah of Sufi saint Ka-
maal-ud-din Malawi 
in Dhar in Madhya 
Pradesh, and the 
14th-century mosque 

beside it are at the centre of a century-
long dispute, with Hindus claiming 
the complex as the ‘Bhojshala’ of the 
legendary Raja Bhoj. The dispute 
has been magnified since the 1990s 
alongside communal politics taking 
deeper roots in the Malwa region. 

The term ‘Bhojshala’ f irst ap-

peared in a 1903 paper by superin-
tendent of education K.K. Lele, who 
was also in charge of an archaeol-
ogy office set up by Captain Earnest 
Barnes, the British political agent in 
the Dhar princely state. Lele’s term, 

PRAYERS IN 
CONFLICTAWAY FROM THE 

NATIONAL GLARE, 
IN PLACES AS 
DISTANT AS DHAR, 
SASARAM AND 
CHIKMAGALUR 
AMONG MANY 
OTHERS, FAITHS 
COLLIDE AND 
SEEDS OF HATE 
ARE PLANTED

bly different from the days preceding the Babri 
demolition, where BJP luminaries were the field 
marshals leading from the front. The shades of 
gradation in Hindutva colours help in a division 
of labour now. Party president J.P. Nadda said 
this week that issues like Gyanvapi are “decided 
by the court and the Constitution; the BJP imple-
ments it in letter and spirit”. The top leadership 
has directed that the party speak only of Kashi 
and Mathura, not dilute things with rhetoric on 
more cases. The VHP is extending its support to 
the petitioners. And RSS prachar pramukh Sunil 
Ambekar told india today: “We should let the 
truth come out. It’s time we put historical facts 
in the right perspective before society.” But both 
RSS and VHP leaders say neither they nor their 
affiliates take up legal issues directly.

T
he menu of tactical choices on the 
chessboard doesn’t end there. By cit-
ing the courts and the Constitution, 
the BJP has left the door ajar for an 

amendment to the Places of Worship Act should 
it feel the court battles are not going its way. With 
the 2024 general election not too far on the ho-
rizon, it will be fairly easy to bring a simmer-
ing Mandir Wapsi movement to boil and scald 
any discontent over unemployment and infla-
tion arising from a stalling economy. Of course, 
there’s the small matter of proving the historicity 
of the relic found at Gyanvapi—so far a mere piece 
of videographic evidence, leaked to the media 
before being shown in court or verified by experts 
for authenticity. Is it indeed a historical religious 
relic or just an architectural accessory?

Facts are sacred too. The new revivalism, 
though, speaks of placing faith above all. Not an 
inward-bound faith: it finds its focus in locating an 
enemy, in wiping out all remnants of what it sees 
as ‘oppressive Muslim tyrants’. And it sees them 
everywhere: from an emperor’s monument to a 
dirt-poor shanty. It’s what psychiatrists call the 
scapegoat mechanism—a defensive aggression 
where you respond to life’s crises by “spontane-
ously blaming arbitrarily selected groups or indi-
viduals”—fostered by the illusion that the Hindu is 
an innocent victim of history. For now, the shroud 
of question marks the freelance stormtroopers 
have cast is darkening the air, leaving its soot even 
on the Qutub Minar and the Taj, among India’s 
prized contributions to humanity’s built heritage 
and the history of beauty. There’s another edifice 
in the picture—the Constitution, the document 
that’s also a monument. n

—with Kaushik Deka and  
Anilesh S. Mahajan
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L
ast December, a 
video clip of saffron-
clad participants 
at the annual Datta 
Jayanti celebrations 

in Karnataka’s Chikmagalur town 
circulated on social media, with 
prominent BJP leaders from 
the region averring that “Datta 
Peeta will come to the custody 
of Hindus” and that the shrine 
“is, was and will always be of 
Hindus”. An hour’s drive north 
of the town leads to a ridge atop 
which lies the Sri Guru Dattatreya 
Baba Budan Swamy Dargah, a 
cave shrine where both Hindus 
and Muslims come to worship. 
With the Vishwa Hindu Parishad, 

Bajrang Dal and the BJP organis-
ing rallies to the shrine through 
the 1990s and the early 2000s, it 
has been another Ayodhya in the 
making in the south. 

The root of the dispute goes 
back to the 1960s when the Kar-
nataka government transferred 
the property from its Muzrai 
department (which manages 
Hindu religious institutions) to the 
list of Wakfs. A lawsuit was filed 
before the district judge after the 
Wakf Board took over the shrine 
in 1975, and this court decreed in 
1980 that it was not a Wakf prop-
erty. Dismissing the Wakf Board’s 
appeal, the Supreme Court in 
1991 lauded both the hereditary 

custodian—the Sajjadah Nashin—
and the Hindu plaintiffs for not 
claiming the shrine as belonging 
to one or the other community.   

Over the years, a series of 
court cases followed amid al-
legations of mismanagement of 
the shrine; the demand by Hindu 
groups via a trust called the Sri 
Guru Dattatreya Peeta Devast-
hana Samvardhana Samithi for a 
Hindu priest to officiate over the 
pooja rituals that the Sajjadah 
Nashin was overseeing; and 
petitions by civil society groups 
alarmed by the turn of events. n

—Ajay Sukumaran 

HILLTOP  
BATTLE I

t was never a gurudwara,” 
insists Gangtok advocate 
Jorgay Namka. “It is still a gu-
rudwara,” counters the retired 
Col. Dalvinder S. Grewal. The 

bitter dispute reflected in these opin-
ions can be traced back to 1987 when 
Grewal, then a battery commander, 
sponsored the construction of a small 
‘gurudwara’ on the pristine shores of 
the Gurudongmar lake, 18,000 feet 
above sea level on the Indian fringe of 
the Tibetan Plateau. Grewal and his 
men were motivated by a belief that the 
beautiful lake, its name and local tradi-
tions surrounding it must be associated 
with Guru Nanak. A few years later, 
another Sikh officer posted to the area 
oversaw an expansion of this building, 
and allegedly the destruction of a small 
votive structure known as a Sangphur, 
used for incense and butter lamps. 
Meanwhile, further down the road in 
the Lachen valley, a Sikh JCO helped 
establish what is now the substantial 

Gurudwara Nanak Lama Sahib in the 
town of Chungthang. This, too, was 
seemingly inspired by the plainsmen’s 
conviction that local legends about a 
great ‘Guru Rinpoche’ were proof of 
Guru Nanak’s sojourn in this valley. 

The native Buddhists of Lachen 
may well have been irked by the pro-
liferation of the soldiers’ narratives. 
Particularly when places traditionally 
associated with Guru Rinpoche Pad-
masambhava, the legendary mission-
ary credited with bringing Vajrayana 
Buddhism to the Himalaya and Tibet 
in the 8th century, were linked to 
miracles performed by the 15th century 
founder of Sikhism, Guru Nanak. Even 
the name of Changthang came to be 
frequently interpreted as a corruption 
of ‘Changa sthaan’. Nice place.

While that may sound like a bad 
Punjabi joke, local representative 
Anung Lachenpa, ‘Pipon of the Lachen 
Dzomsa’, was clearly not amused. In a 
statement published in 1987, which is 
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linking the site to the 11th century fig-
ure of Raja Bhoj, was however later dis-
missed as a 'misnomer' in the colonial 
gazetteer of 1908. Nonetheless, the 
Dhar state declared it a protected mon-
ument in 1909 and proscribed prayers 
in it. In 1934, the state placed a board 
outside it that mentioned Bhojshala. 
Namaaz was resumed in 1935 and the 
first Urs observed in 1944. 

In 1952, the Archaeological Survey 
of India (ASI) took over the complex and 
reinstated the ban on prayers. In 1998, 
it gave Muslims permission to pray on 
Fridays and Hindus on Basant Pan-
chami. A modified order of 2003 allow-
ing Hindus to pray there every Tuesday 
was challenged in the Delhi High Court, 
but the petition was rejected. 

The latest round of litigation began 
this year on May 2 with the Hindu Front 
for Justice filing a petition at the Indore 
High Court demanding that only Hin-
dus be allowed to pray in the complex. 
The matter will be heard on June 27. 

“The dewan of Dhar state allowed 
namaaz and dua for one day for the 
ruler’s health in the late 1930s. Since 
then, the Muslim side has been pres-
ent at the Bhojshala,” claims Dipendra 
Sharma, secretary of the Bhoj Shodh 
Sansthaan. The Muslims, who have a 
family serving the dargah for close to 
700 years, counter the claim. As per the 
ASI’s arrangement, Hindus and Mus-
lims pray inside the complex on the 
designated days. In 2016, the last time 
Basant Panchami was on a Friday, both 
sides offered prayers amid heavy police 
presence. n

—Rahul Noronha

The Hindu Front 
for Justice demands 
that only Hindus be 

allowed to pray inside 
the complex

The dispute 
began when the 

property was 
transferred 

from the Muzrai 
department to 
the Wakf list

S I K K I M

GURUDONGMAR
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CREEPING  
TEMPLES

T 
he iconic Charmi-
nar, an imposing 
edifice built to 
mark the founding 
of Hyderabad by 

Muhammad Quli Qutb Shah in 
1591, has withstood the vagaries 
of time. But since the late ’60s, 
below the southeastern minaret, 
a religious structure has been 
taking shape under a canopy. 
Perhaps to keep the peace, the 
police and ASI have mostly been 
noncommittal about the temple.

Answering an RTI query in 
2012,  the ASI stated, “As per the 
AMASR (Ancient Monuments 
and Archaeological Sites and 
Remains) Act, 1958, Rules 1959, 
AMASR Act, 2010 (Amend-
ment & Validation), the con-
struction of the temple adjacent 
to the southeastern minar of the 
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now among the documents presented in 
the legal dispute, the Pipon objected to 
the “construction of a shrine belonging 
to another religion” which destroyed 
“the sanctity of this holy lake” (Gu-
rudongmar) and invoked the Lachen-pa 
tribal community’s desire to “preserve 
our ancient Buddhist tradition”.

Before long, the state’s forest depart-
ment conducted a survey and declared 
the structure at the sacred lake an 
“unauthorised construction”. In 1998, 
the chief secretary recorded his opinion 
that the ‘gurudwara’ was in contraven-
tion of both the Forest Conservation Act 
of 1980 and the Places of Worship Act 
of 1991, prompting the appointment of 
a committee to investigate the growing 
local controversy. By 2001, an appar-
ent resolution was reached, providing 
for the building at Gurudongmar to be 
handed over to the (Buddhist) Lachen 
monastery, which would appoint a 
caretaker monk for the summer months 
when the site was habitable (given 
the extreme elevation) while the army 
would provide “logistical support”.

From this point, however, the 
narratives of the two sides diverge into 
the familiar template of more famous 
‘mandir-masjid’ disputes. The Buddhist 
party claims that persons unknown 
took to installing (non-Buddhist) 
“items” when the Gurudongmar struc-
ture was unattended. The Sikhs accuse 
the locals of having desecrated sacred 
objects by depositing them on the road 
in Chungthang and of denying pilgrims 
access to the holy lake. By 2017, the 
dispute reached the Supreme Court, 
which ordered the customary return to 
a status quo. This was followed by a writ 
petition in the High Court of Sikkim, 
filed by the ‘Sri Guru Singh Sabha’, seek-
ing restoration of what they claim was a 
gurudwara, a plea the respondents, ‘the 
State of Sikkim & Others’ opposed.

Since then, the temperature of this 
high-altitude dispute has continued to 
rise. In 2019, the Sikkim government 
opposed live broadcasting of the court 
proceedings, in the interest of “national 
security”, while Grewal complained of 
“Chinese spies” instigating the Lachen-

pas. In 2020, the then central govern-
ment minister for food processing, 
Harsimrat Kaur Badal, tweeted her plea 
for the protection of what she puzzlingly 
described as the “Historic gurudwara 
Gurudongmar Sahib”. And, as recently 
as February this year, in the run-up to 
assembly elections in Punjab, home 
minister Amit Shah reportedly held a 
meeting with the Jathedar of the Akal 
Takht in Amritsar where “the protec-
tion of Sikh Shrines”, including Gurud-
wara Gurudongmar, was discussed.

Meanwhile, 500 km to the east of 
Gurudongmar, in the town of Mechuka, 
Arunachal Pradesh, representatives of 
the native Memba community, who are 
also Buddhists, have sought the govern-
ment’s assistance to reclaim ‘Pema 
Shelphu’, a sacred cave that they claim 

has been illegally furnished by army 
men with Sikh religious symbols and 
redesignated ‘Taposthan Pemoshubhu.’ 
And in distant Ladakh, at the other 
end of the Himalaya, similar shrines 
are the focus of quieter but persistent 
frictions between local Buddhists and 
Sikh representatives. A sacred rock—
once known by Buddhists as ‘Lama 
Guru’ and now housed in the army-run 
‘Pathar Sahib Gurudwara’—and a tree, 
once revered as ‘Tsug Tor’—sprung 
from the walking stick of a legend-
ary lama—now proclaimed as Guru 
Nanak’s miraculous toothbrush tree by 
the adjoining ‘Gurudwara Datun Sahib’. 
Perhaps all these places—a lake, a cave, 
a rock, a tree—could have been quietly 
worshipped in the name of more than 
one God or Guru. But why philosophise? 
Whether Sikh or Buddhist, they now 
seem destined for the monumenta lism 
of brick and mortar, paint and marble 
that defines our national cult of competi-
tive communalism. n    —Kai Friese

Buddhists complain that 
outsiders installed Sikh 

religious ‘items’ when the 
structure at Gurudongmar  

was unattended

O
n April 6, 2021, Padam 
Panwar, 50, a member 
of the managing comm
ittee of the Purana Shiv 

Mandir in Delhi’s Shahpur Jat area, 
was arrested for allegedly “dislodg
ing” a Sai Baba idol at the temple. 
The idol had been removed, replaced 
by a Ganesha on March 25. A video 
later surfaced purportedly showing 
Panwar pointing to the idol and say
ing: “He was no God, he died in 1918, 
he was a Muslim.” “Mullah hai,” says 
another voice in the background. 

Panwar, who’s out on bail, now 
claims the video was fake and as
serts that it is a tradition in the Hindu 

religion to replace idols when they 
become old. Others are not con
vinced. An FIR was registered after 
nine Sai Baba devotees approached 
the police. 

There is another video doing the 
rounds in which Panwar is seen seat
ed next to Yati Narsinghanand Saras
wati, a rabblerousing Hindu priest 
from UP. Saraswati blesses him for 
“breaking and throwing away” the 
idol of the “pakhandi (fraudster) Sai”. 
“If I had my way, jehadis like Sai will 
never be able to enter temples,” he 
is heard saying. In January this year, 
Saraswati, the head of the powerful 
Dasna Devi temple, was arrested 
following his speech at a dharam 
sansad (religious congregation), in 
which he called for Hindus to take up 
arms against Muslims.  

Sai Baba, a spiritual leader, 
was believed to have lived in Shirdi, 

Maharashtra in the 19th century. 
While not much is known about his 
religious origin, the Shri Sai Baba 
Sansthan Trust that runs the temple 
in Shirdi maintains he preached “the 
universal religion of love” uniting 
Hindus and Muslims. However, many 
Hindu spiritual leaders claim that 
worshipping Sai Baba “pollutes the 
flow of sanatan dharma”. In August 
2014, Shankaracharya Swami Swa
roopanand Saraswati of Dwarka 
Peeth even passed a resolution to 
that effect. 

Meanwhile, at the Shahpur Jat 
temple, the Sai Baba idol consecrat
ed in 2009 is still missing. A poster 
of Sai Baba, however, adorns one of 
the walls. Panwar remains a member 
of the temple committee, but no one 
wants to talk about the incident, say
ing it was a needless controversy. n

—Kaushik Deka

N E W  D E L H I

PURANA SHIV 
MANDIR

Charminar is considered by the ASI as 
an unauthorised construction.”

The Bhagyalakshmi temple, as it 
is now called, has evolved over de-
cades. No disputes have been raised, 
though the temple is a mid-to-late 20th 
century development virtually clinging 
to a monument that has lent its name 
to several brands, from cigarettes to 
cement. Is this a result of the city’s 

latent religious and cultural syncre-
tism?  “Perhaps,” says heritage activist 
Mohamed Safiullah, who laments the 
fact that the monument has still not 
got a World Heritage Site tag. “What 
is certain is that all four faces of the 
Charminar are distinctly different in 
design but only the southern face keeps 
altering and changing. We do not take 
care of our protected monuments.”

The absence of such care is conspi-
cuous in the visible encroachments at 
the sprawling tomb of Sher Shah Suri at 
Sasaram in Bihar’s Rohtas district. The 
octagonal mausoleum with arched gate-
ways in the middle of a man-made lake is 
a breathtaking snapshot of history. Right 
on the shore of the lake to its east stands 
the Sarveshwar Mahadev Mandir. 

A makeshift str uc ture in the ’70s, 
it is now a place of worship spread over 
9,500 sq. ft. A mosque, also located on 
the lake’s banks, towards the south of 
the tomb, is another encroachment. 
The 2017 amendment to the AMASR 
Act, which bans any construction in 
prohibited areas (within a 100m radius 
around a protected monument), has 
little resonance in Sasaram. In fact, since 
1977, the ASI has repor ted 16 encroach-
ments, a few of which were dismantled. 
But now it seems resigned to the status 
quo. An e-mail sent on May 28 to Dr 
Goutami Bhattacharya, ASI’s superin-
tending archaeologist for Patna Circle, 
on the status of the encroachments got 
no response. n

—Amarnath K. Menon &  
Jitendra Kumar Singh
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A HUMBLE 
PRESENCE

THE QUIET AND UNASSUMING BHUPENDRA PATEL HAS  
LAUNCHED SEVERAL POPULAR SCHEMES, BUT AS POLLS 

NEAR, HE FACES HEADWINDS ON KEY FRONTS

By KIRAN D. TARE

OTHING GOES UNNOTICED in Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s Gujarat—he 
likes to keep an eagle eye on affairs in his 
home state. On May 23, in an unprec-
edented move, the prime minister’s office 
(PMO) initiated stringent action against 
two senior officials in the Gujarat govern-
ment. In the morning, the CBI (Central 
Bureau of Investigation) arrested flamboy-
ant IAS officer K. Rajesh, joint secretary 
with the general administration depart-
ment, on charges of corruption. Barely had 
the dust settled over the arrest than the 
chief minister’s office, Swarnim Sankul, 
received another order from the PMO in 
the late afternoon. This time, the axe fell 
on Dhrumil Patel, the highly influential 
personal assistant of Chief Minister Bhu-
pendra Patel, for his alleged involvement 
in a cash-for-postings scandal. 

It is perhaps for the first time that such 
senior officers were being publicly hung 

N

out to dry in the state. Dhrumil was the first 
appointment after Bhupendra Patel took over 
as CM on September 12, 2021. A seasoned 
lieutenant of Anandiben Patel , the CM’s men-
tor and the current governor of Uttar Pradesh, 
he had been despatched to Gandhinagar to 
assist the ‘inexperienced’ Patel.

Sources say the PMO was sending a mes-
sage to the state bureaucracy, and perhaps to 
the new CM too. In a subtle manner, Modi 
was also announcing that he has taken over 
the reins in Gujarat six months ahead of the 
assembly election. “Bhupendrabhai’s nature is 
mrudu (soft), but his decisions are makkam 
(firm),” Modi had said in Gandhinagar in 
late April. By May 28, the PM was losing 
his patience and expressing his displeasure 
openly with Patel’s style of functioning. At the 
inauguration of the Matushri K.D.P. Multi-
speciality Hospital at Atkot in Rajkot, Modi 
was seen looking the other way as the CM 
stood with folded hands before him. 

 When Patel was chosen as a repl ace ment 
for Vijay Rupani in September 2021, it was 
seen as a bid to quell the unrest among the 
BJP cadre, say sources, as they felt “neglected 
at the government level”. The first-time MLA 
from Ghatlodia, Ahmedabad, Bhupendra 
Patel, 59, was also seen as the BJP brass’s so-
lution to the strong anti-incumbency building 
up in the state. In an unheard of move, Patel 
also got an entirely new council of ministers, 
all of them—barring Rajendra Trivedi and 
Kanubhai Desai—newbies and with no expe-
rience of running the state. 

Eight months on, the party workers, at 
least, seem mollified. The new CM holds 
an open house for visitors without appoint-
ment twice a week. On May 24, when india 
today visited, Patel’s third-floor office was 
crowded with close to 500 people waiting to 
meet him. There were people from all walks of 
life—common citizens, politicians, business-
men and even aspiring legislators. Most of the 
cases seemed to revolve around requests to 
resolve land disputes. A group from Rajasthan 
wanted the CM’s assistance to run their cow 
shelter in Gujarat. Patel took their memoran-
dums one by one, made some remarks on the 
paper and handed them over to Nimesh Dave, 
his officer on special duty, for further action. 

Bhupendra Patel’s chambers seem to be an 
embodiment of his ideas about the adminis-
tration. There are small statues of spiritual 
guru Dada Bhagwan, Swami Vivekanand and 

FOLLOWING 
THE LEAD
Gujarat CM 
Bhupendra 
Patel with PM 
Modi and home 
minister Amit 
Shah at a co-op 
conclave in 
Gandhinagar, 
May 28

T H E  N A T I O N
G U J A R A T

AP
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Lord Buddha plus a cutout of Sardar 
Vallabhbhai Patel, reflecting the CM’s 
spiritual side and his pride over his 
community, the Patidars. A giant TV 
screen occupies a side of the wall in 
front of the CM’s chair. The balcony 
has a wooden swing and offers a 
spectacular view of the state secre-
tariat. Patel has chosen Mondays and 
Tuesdays for his meet-the-people ses-
sions, possibly so that he can take their 
feedback before the weekly cabinet 
meeting on Wednesday. “Vat paadi 
des tamaara (I will get you weight at 
home),” he tells the people. He believes 
the visitors would get respect in their 
villages or towns if they are seen to 
have access to the CM. 

 
Slow pace, focused areas 
The soft-spoken Bhupendra Patel is 
the first Gujarat CM to prefer trousers 
and shirts over the traditional kurta-
pyjma. He is also known to be cir-
cumspect about bold administrative 
decisions. “What is the hurry? I am 
here to play a Test, not a T-20, match,” 
he apparently told a group of real es-
tate developers at a meeting last year. 
What he has done is travel widely in 
the state to get to know the people out-
side Ahmedabad. The CM’s office rolls 
out the figures—Patel has travelled 
61,000 km, interacted with 22,000 
people and attended 300 government/ 
private meetings in the first 200 days 
of his tenure. He also claims credit for 
transparency in transfers and postings 
of government staff (the Dhrumil Pa-
tel scandal notwithstanding). Indeed, 
on May 28, 1,051 state employees were 
transferred within their districts. “It 
was the first time that such large-scale 
transfers took place in 24 hours, and 
through the online method,” states a 
note issued by the CM’s office. 

On his trips, the CM has also made 
unannounced stops at public construc-
tion sites for inspections; his visit to 
the Rajkot-Ahmedabad highway site 
in January had made news. Critics, 
though, say his trips are more about 

visiting religious places than work-
related. They might have a case here. 
An ardent follower of Dada Bhagwan, 
Bhupendra Patel maintains that his 
chair is nothing but a blessing from 
his guru. “He speaks little,” says a BJP 
leader from Ahmedabad, “and when 
you ask him about his political ambi-
tions, he points towards the statue of 
Dada Bhagwan. The guru, it seems, 
will show the path.” 

As elections near, Patel has 
ensured that the state budget has 
adequate provisions for three key 
constituencies—farmers, tribals and 
women—in line with the BJP’s poll 
strategy. Even at an early May chin-
tan baithak (brainstorming sitting), 
Union home minister Amit Shah 
was heard exhorting BJP workers to 
focus on these three sections as they 
were crucial if the party was to retain 
power after December. 

 No one can accuse Patel of not 
following orders from New Delhi. A 
Gujarat Natural Farming Develop-
ment Board, in accordance with 
Modi’s thrust on organic farming, 
has been constituted, the compensa-
tion to farmers whose land has been 
acquired for erecting power trans-
mission towers has been doubled to 
15 per cent (above the market rate); 
the state also bears 10 per cent of the 
cost (up to Rs 1,500) if a farmer wants 
to buy a smartphone. There is also a 
Rs 1,046 crore provision to complete 
electrification of their farmlands. 

As for the tribals, financial 
assistance for students from the 
community pursuing a Ph.D. has 
been increased from Rs 25,000 to Rs 
1 lakh. Plans are also under way to 
erect 500 new mobile towers in tribal 
areas for better connectivity. Around 
16,500 tribal families have been 
awarded land rights under the For-
est Rights Act. The state has also 
increased the budget for women’s 
empowerment programmes by 
42 per cent—178 government 
programmes focus solely on this. 

But Patel’s biggest success so far has 
been the ‘Suposhit Mata, Swasth Bal 
Yojana’, for which Rs 850 crore has 
been set aside. Under the scheme, 1 kg 
toor dal, 2 kg chana dal and one litre 
edible oil is provided free every month 
for 1,000 days to pregnant women 
and lactating mothers.  

The Dalit, tribal challenge
For CM Patel, winning the hearts of 
the 15 per cent scheduled tribe (ST) 
and six per cent scheduled caste (SC) 
population will be the biggest chal-
lenge. Out of the 182 seats in the as-
sembly, 26 are reserved for STs and 13 
for SCs. In 2017, the BJP had won 21 
of these 39 seats (13 ST and eight SC), 
with the Congress taking 15 (Indepen-

dents had won three seats). An India 
Today-My Axis exit poll survey said 
that 48 per cent of the STs and 32 per 
cent SCs had voted for the BJP in 2017.

The situation has changed since 
then. The tribals are vehemently op-
posed to the Union government’s plan 
to interlink three rivers—Par, Tapi and 
Narmada, calling it a plan to displace 
them from their native lands. Union 
finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman 
had announced the project, aimed at 
increasing irrigation facilities in Gu-
jarat and Maharashtra, in her budget 
speech this year. On March 30, the 
state government had to request the 
Union government to put the project 

on hold following the protests.
On the political front, the BJP fac-

es a tough challenge from the Bharati-
ya Tribal Party (BTP), a regional force 
in the tribal areas. The BTP is likely to 
join hands with the Aam Aadmi Party 
(AAP) in the coming election. BTP 
president Mahesh Vasava, the MLA 
from Dedipada in Narmada district, 
has been running a vociferous cam-
paign against the BJP government. 
He had called on AAP chief and Delhi 
CM Arvind Kejriwal in the national 
capital in March. Vasava alleges the 
BJP is trying to portray all the tribals 
as Maoists. He also objects to being 
called vanvasis (forest residents). “We 
don’t just live there, we are the owners 
of the forest,” he argues. 

Talks of an alliance between the 
BTP and AAP are still at the primary 
level though. State AAP convenor 
Gopal Italia says, “It is a big political 
decision for both parties, so we cannot 
rush matters.” But former BJP legisla-
tor Bharat Pandya brushes aside the 
possibility of a dent in the BJP’s tribal 
votes. “Our government is working 
for their betterment, the tribals have 
full faith in PM Modi,” he says. At the 
same time, the party is not taking any 
chances—a host of interactions and 
rallies have been scheduled for PM 
Modi in the tribal areas. 

It hasn’t helped that the Bhupen-
dra Patel regime has been called out 
for its ‘anti-tribal’ stand. The CM, who 
also holds the home portfolio, has 
come in for some fiery criticism from 
even the RSS affiliate organisation, 
the Samajik Samrasta Manch (SSM), 
for shielding Yogeshdan Gadhvi, a folk 
singer accused of bad-mouthing the 
SC community. A popular face on TV, 
Gadhvi allegedly used derogatory lan-
guage to describe the SC community 
at a party function and in the presence 
of state BJP president C.R. Patil on 
May 14. An offence under the SC and 
ST (Prevention of Atrocities) Act was 
filed against Gadhvi, but he has not 
been arrested yet. CM Patel apparently 

T H E  N A T I O N G U J A R A THITS AND MISSES
MODI STAMP 
Gujarat CM Bhupendra Patel 
too has reaped the fruits of four 
schemes PM Narendra Modi 
launched when he headed the 
state between 2002 and 2014 

 Seva Setu 
The digital platform has been the big-
gest hit,offering 99 per cent of basic 
services, like change in name, adding 
beneficiaries to schemes etc. 

 Garib Kalyan Mela 
Provides financial assistance to needy 
and poor people; has benefited 14.7 
million people with disbursal of Rs 
26,600 crore in 12 years  

 Van Bandhu Kalyan Yojana 
Aimed at doubling the income of tribal 
families. Under the scheme, 1.1 million 
acres of farmland in tribal areas has 
been irrigated 

 Tap water scheme 
The ambitious project is near comple-
tion with 90 per cent of the population 
having access to tapped drinking wa-
ter. The target of 100 per cent is likely 
to be completed by September 
 
PATEL FORMULA 
The big schemes launched 
since the CM took over  
in September 2021 

 Mehsul Mela (revenue fair) 
Since February, a revenue fair has 
been held in each district once a 
month to deliver services on the 
spot. So far, 5,000 people have 
benefited from the scheme 

 Niramay Gujarat 
The scheme includes free 
screening for non-communica-
ble diseases for people above 
30. Since Nov. 2021, 1 million 
people have been screened 

 Suposhit Mata Swasth 
Bal Yojana 
From FY 2022-23, every expectant/ 
new mother will get free rations for 
1,000 days; some 1.7 million women 
could benefit from the scheme

 New universities 
This year, permission has been gran-
ted for 11 private universities, taking 
their number to 63. This is a big chunk 
in the total 93 universities in the state 
 
NEW LOW 
The CM has been facing flak for 
neglecting the underprivileged 

sections of society 

 Atrocities against SCs 
Gujarat has been reporting an average 
five cases a month. The government 
has failed to punish the culprits 

 Hiding Covid death nos. 
The state’s claim that Gujarat had only 
10,164 Covid deaths as of January 17, 
was belied by its own affidavit before 
the SC that stated it had received 
102,230 Covid death claims and ap-
proved 87,085 of them 

 Paper leak cases 
Almost every recruitment drive has 
been marred by exam paper leaks in 
the past four months

 Bad boys 
At least three ministers—Arvind 
Raiyani, Jitu Vaghani and Gajendrasinh 
Parmar—have brought a bad name 
to the government in the past three 
months through their controversial  
behaviour and remarks

FOR CM BHUPENDRA 
PATEL, WINNING THE 

HEARTS OF THE 
ALIENATED 15% ST 

AND 6% SC 
POPULATION WILL BE 
THE BIG CHALLENGE

 TUSHAR TANKARIA
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junked a letter by SSM secretary Vijay 
Jhala demanding stern action against 
Gadhvi. This has created tension 
between the RSS outfit and the state 
government. “There were some 1,250 
cases of atrocities against SCs regis
tered in Gujarat (except Saurashtra) 
in the past year. This is worrisome,” 
says Jhala. 

The RSS and the Patel govern
ment have been on a collision course 
over the handling of such cases. In 
November 2021, RSS Gujarat prant 
sanghchalak Bharat Patel had to 
publicly condemn the attack on an 
SC family of six in Kutch for enter
ing a temple and put pressure on the 
government before it announced a 
compensation of Rs 21 lakh for the 
victims. Ten people were finally arr
ested in the incident. In April, the 
RSS and the state government faced 
off again after Jignesh Mevani, the 
livewire Dalit leader and Independent 
MLA from Badgam, was arrested in 
Banaskantha by the Assam police for 
an alleged derogatory social media 
post on PM Modi. The RSS believes 
the “unnecessary” action made 
Mevani a hero and gave him more 
ammunition against the government. 
“We had started cornering Mevani 
in a planned manner,” says an RSS 
functionary, “but his arrest created a 
sympathy wave for him. He has now 
revived his antiHindutva agenda.” 

It has proved true, since his 
release on bail on April 29, the fire
brand leader has been hyperactive in 
north and central Gujarat, address
ing rallies and meeting people. The 
response has been overwhelming and 
has BJP supporters worried. Mevani 
says he will continue his fight against 
the oppression of the underprivileged. 
“As a person, Bhupendra Patel is a 
gentleman, but his government has 
failed us completely,” Mevani told 
india today. He highlights the infa
mous incident in Una where Dalits 
were flogged in 2017. “No chargesheet 
has been filed in the case even after 
five years,” he says.

Political games 
When it comes to political manoeu
vring, CM Patel takes a back seat to 
the aggressive state BJP president Pa
til. The latter has planned a massive 
‘boothlevel’ campaign between June 
12 and 14, where the 12,000 state 
officebearers will visit every ward 
and interact with workers and voters. 
Frontal organisations like the wom
en’s wing and the SC/ ST, OBC and 
youth wings have to meet 300 party 
workers from every caste. Prominent 
BJP leaders have been asked to adopt 
one of the 48,312 children on the 
state’s malnourished list for a year. 
They will be responsible for the chil
dren’s diet and health. Meanwhile, the 
party poached the face of the Patidar 
reservation protests, Hardik Patel, 
from the Con gress on June 2. His 
entry should boost the BJP’s ties with 
the community.

In 2017, the Congress campaign 
had a tagline, ‘Vikas gando che 
(Development has gone berserk)’. In 
a counter, the BJP had come up with 
‘Hun chhu vikas, hun chhu Gujarat 
(I am development, I am Gujarat)’. A 
senior BJP leader says the campaign 
this time will focus on six points—
Modi, karyakarta (worker), vikas, 
jan vishvaas (public trust), vyavast-
ha (system) and vatavaran (work 
culture). “That will be enough for us 
to win the election,” he feels.

Bhupendra Patel had pointed out 
in March that Gujarat’s fiscal deficit 
has not touched 2 per cent postCovid 
despite the Centre allowing a leeway 
of up to 4.5 per cent. “That is because 
of good governance,” he had claimed 
at the time. The CM had also outlined 
his top priorities—taking care of the 
last man in the queue as well as reduc
ing the carbon footprint. When asked 
about Modi, Patel smiled. “We have to 
take forward the good work initiated 
by him...there is only one Narendra 
Modi and no one can match him in 
the entire world,” he had said. That 
about sums up the CM’s position on a 
lot many things in the state. n

T H E  N A T I O N G U J A R A T

Pankaj Joshi 
Additional chief 
secretary 
The 1989-batch 
IAS officer helms 
the chief minister’s 
office. Energy, pet-

rochemicals and infrastructure have 
been the forte of the ex-IITian

Avantika Singh 
Principal secy 
Known as the CM’s 
eyes and ears, the 
2003-batch IAS 
officer is considered 
to be one of the most 
influential bureau-

crats in Gujarat. Had an impressive 
run as Ahmedabad collector

M.D. Modia 
OSD, CM’s office 
The 2006-batch IAS 
officer was collector 
of Bharuch before 
being elevated to the 
CM’s office as one of 

the two OSDs. A trusted official, he 
looks after the CM’s engagements 

K. Kailasnathan 
Chief principal 
secretary 
Retired in 2017 but 
was reappointed 
as chief principal 
secretary. An expert 

in water management, and a veteran 
analyst of state affairs

Nimesh Dave 
OSD 
As deputy commis-
sioner in Ahmedabad 
Municipal Corpora-
tion, the 2012-batch 
IAS officer has been 

a witness to CM Patel’s rise. Dave has 
been a trusted confidant since then

THE KITCHEN 
CABINET

The team of bureaucrats the 
first-time MLA and CM has 
been largely dependent on
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ITIGATION MEASURES TO COMBAT climate 
change are a continuing and growing chal-
lenge. That is the poignant reminder from the 
latest and sixth instalment of an assessment 
report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC). The report warns that 
global warming is set to reach 1.5°C above 
pre-industrial levels in the next two decades 
and only the most drastic cuts in carbon emis-
sions will help prevent an ecological disaster. 
It states that ‘climate-resilient development’ 
is already a challenge and will be even more 
difficult if global warming exceeds 1.5°C. 

The report shows Greenhouse Gas (GHG) 
emissions continue to rise, while plans to ad-
dress climate change are not ambitious enough 
to limit warming to the 1.5°C threshold. Worse 
impacts are in store if GHG emissions are not 
halved in this decade and adaptation is not 

scaled up immediately. UN Secretary-General 
AntÓnio Guterres calls the report “an atlas of 
human suffering and a damning indictment 
of failed climate leadership”. 

The report cautions that the window of 
opportunity for climate action is rapidly clos-
ing. The science is unequivocal: delayed action 
risks triggering impacts of climate change 
so catastrophic that the world will become 
unrecognisable. In their report, scientists 
from 65 countries find that the world should 
peak GHG emissions in the next three years to 
preserve prospects of meeting the 2015 Paris 
Agreement’s target to limit global warming, 
among other temperature thresholds, to 1.5°C. 
In effect, with every fraction of a degree of 
global warming, climate change impacts will 
only intensify.

The other major challenge is to remove car-

bon dioxide (CO2) from the atmosphere. 
The IPCC found that all pathways that 
limit warming to 1.5°C depend on car-
bon removal. This can include both 
natural solutions, such as sequestering 
and storing carbon in trees and soil, as 
well as technologies that pull CO2 out of 
the atmosphere. Consequently, on the 
to-do list is a suite of actions that points 
to a long and arduous journey.

ENSURE DEEPER 
COMMITMENT
Annual public and 
private finance for cli-
mate change mitiga-

tion and adaptation rose by up to 60 
per cent from 2013 to 2020. However, 
these gains have slowed in recent years. 

While there are some signs of progress, 
global efforts to mitigate climate change 
remain inadequate. National climate 
commitments are not ambitious enough 
to close the gap between GHG emis-
sions and the targets set for 2030, and 
for CO2 emissions to reach ‘net zero’, as 
targeted, by 2050-55.

Considering GHG emissions have 
risen across all major systems, since 
they were last assessed, only an all-
round concerted effort by governments, 
civil society and the private sector can 
lead to adoption of alternatives that pay 
for themselves or are inexpensive. The 
next few years offer a narrow window 

How to 
Save the 
World

CHANGING COURSE WILL NEED IMMEDIATE EFFORTS TO 
SLASH EMISSIONS, CONSERVE ECOSYSTEMS, AND  

DRAMATICALLY INCREASE FINANCE FOR ADAPTATION

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change’s latest report warns that 
stemming the slide towards ecological 
catastrophe would require far more 
ambitious action than has been seen so far 

By Amarnath K. Menon

FREAK WEATHER 
Heavy rains in May 
triggered mudslides in 
Dima Hasao, Assam

ENVIRONMENT    |    CLIM ATE CHANGE

AP

M

Climate Change-Jun13.indd   54-55 02-06-2022   08:44:58 AM



56    INDIA TODAY    J U N E 1 3 ,  202 2

to realise a sustainable future for all. 
Changing course will need immediate 
and concerted efforts to slash emissions, 
conserve ecosystems, and dramatically 
increase finance for adaptation and to 
address loss and damage.

CURB USE OF 
FOSSIL FUELS
Some impacts of cli-
mate change are al-
ready too severe to 

adapt to. Addressing losses and dam-
ages is the immediate challenge. At 
best, some countries are committed to 
ensuring that the increased fossil fuel 
use during the current energy crisis 
doesn’t lead to building infrastructure 
that locks in carbon burn in the long 
term. Dismantling existing coal-fired 
power plants, apart from abandoning 

proposed plants, has to gather pace. 
IPCC has discovered that finance for 
fossil fuels still outstrips funding for 
climate action.

Apart from retiring existing fossil 
fuel infrastructure and cancelling new 
projects, there is a dire need to retro-
fit the remaining fossil fuel-powered 
plants with carbon capture and storage 
technologies, and switch away from car-
bon-intensive fuels. Phasing out public 
finance for fossil fuels and adopting 
strong regulations that mandate low-
carbon transitions can also help.

FIND CHEAPER 
RENEWABLES
Scaling up clean energy 
by tapping renewables 
like solar and wind 

energy is relatively slow but steady. All 

electricity generation must become low-
carbon by 2050, while total generation 
must grow to allow the electrification of 
end-uses like HVAC (heating, ventilation 
and air-conditioning), transportation 
and industrial machinery. The future is 
in relying on grids predominantly pow-
ered by renewables and storage, comple-
mented by a mix of nuclear and a small 
amount of fossil fuels.

Alternative energy carriers such as 
hydrogen and ammonia will substitute 
fossil fuels where electrification will be 
difficult such as in industry and heavy 
transport. Cost remains a constraint. 
The good news is that per unit costs of 
low-carbon technologies such as pho-
tovoltaics have dropped by as much as 
85 per cent over the last decade. Incen-
tivising green buildings is another way 
to promote cost-effective solutions.  

IPCC HAS FOUND THAT  
FINANCE FOR FOSSIL FUELS 

STILL OUTSTRIPS FUNDING  
FOR CLIMATE ACTION  

THE HEAT IS ON 
This May was the hottest 

in Delhi since 2018 
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Innovative financing mechanisms that 
enable governments to share risks with 
private entities can also go a long way 
in mobilising private sector finance. 
And expanding public climate finance, 
particularly in low-income countries, 
can deliver significant returns at rela-
tively low costs.

STRENGTHEN 
FOOD SECURITY
The IPCC estimates 
that in the next de-
cade alone, climate 

change will drive 132 million more 
people into extreme poverty. Global 
warming will jeopardise food security, 
exacerbate malnutrition, and increase 
the incidence of heat-related mortal-
ity, heart disease and mental health 

challenges. Species and ecosystems 
will face dramatic changes as well, 
such as mangroves failing to coun-
teract rise in sea level, decline in sea 
ice-dependent species and large-scale 
tree deaths.

Conservation of flora and fauna is 
imperative. An ecosystem-based ad-
aptation is inevitable. This approach 
encompasses a wide range of strategies, 
from the protection, restoration and 
sustainable management of ecosys-
tems to more sustainable agricultural 
practices such as integrating trees into 
farms, increasing crop diversity and 
planting trees in pastures. Ecosystem-
based adaptation minimises climate 
risks, including droughts, extreme 
heat, floods and fires, while also deliv-
ering co-benefits for biodiversity, liveli-
hoods, health, food security and carbon 
sequestration.

RECONFIGURE 
SOCIAL 
PROGRAMMES

The report breaks new 
ground on the feasibil-

ity, effectiveness and potential of cli-
mate adaptation measures to deliver co-
benefits like improved health outcomes 
or poverty reduction. Cash transfers, 
public works programmes and social 
safety nets to include adaptation can 
lower the vulnerability of urban and 
rural communities to a wide range of 
climate risks. Equally vital is improv-
ing access to infrastructure and basic 
services, such as clean water, sanitation 
and healthcare. Providing these services 
improves the climate resilience of vul-
nerable communities.

Emerging evidence suggests that 

coupling nature-based solutions with 
engineered options like flood control 
channels may help reduce water-re-
lated and coastal risks. Access to bet-
ter technologies, such as more resil-
ient crop varieties, improved livestock 
breeding, or solar and wind power, can 
also help strengthen climate resilience.

PROMOTE 
CARBON 
CREDITS

The carbon credit 
market is poised for 

accelerated growth, especially with the 
commitment made at the 2021 United 
Nations Climate Change Conference 
(COP26) in Glasgow to achieve ‘net zero’ 
emissions by 2070. The carbon credit 
trade could help generate funds for 
green energy projects. Between 2020 
and 2070, India alone would need an 

estimated $10.1 trillion investment in 
the power, hydrogen and mobility sec-
tors. It is now the largest exporter of 
carbon credits. 

One challenge, however, is that car-
bon pricing remains a mere footnote in 
international climate negotiations. Cur-
rently, there is no single market for car-
bon credits. Besides sovereign markets, 
there is also the voluntary market. Pri-
vate companies prefer the latter, where 
prices vary from as low as 10 cents to 
$80. Article 6 of the Paris Agreement 
provides a framework for international 
cooperation on emission reductions. 
One of COP26’s major achievements 
was the finalisation of the Paris Rule-
book—a set of decisions detailing the 
implementation of the agreement. This 
is expected to unlock the potential of 
international emissions trading and 
contribute to the exponentially grow-
ing market of voluntary carbon credits, 
whose value topped $1 billion in 2021.

McKinsey estimates that demand 
for carbon credits could rise by a factor 
of 15 or more by 2030 and by a factor of 
up to 100 by 2050. Given the demand 
for carbon credits that could ensue from 
global efforts to reduce GHG emissions, 
the world will need a large, transparent, 
verifiable and environmentally robust 
voluntary carbon market. The market 
today is fragmented and complex.

India has the potential to be one 
of the largest carbon credit markets 
globally, as the government pushes for 
a uniform carbon trading market. The 
appetite for carbon credits will evolve 
over the next couple of years, as global 
demand and pressure for ‘net zero’ in-
dustries grow. The growth of carbon 
credit trade depends on the forma-
tion of requisite market systems and 
a National Carbon Registry to meet 
a country’s commitments under the 
Nationally Determined Contribution.

Clearly, the COP27 summit to be 
held in Egypt in November is a crucial 
opportunity for governments to make 
progress on all fronts, and for developed 
countries to demonstrate their solidari-
ty with vulnerable nations where 3.6 bil-
lion people live. Everyone involved must 
step up. It is the only way forward. n

INDIA HAS THE POTENTIAL TO BE ONE OF THE LARGEST 
CARBON CREDIT MARKETS GLOBALLY WITH THE 
GROWING GLOBAL DEMAND FOR ‘NET ZERO’ INDUSTRIES
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R E V V E D  U P  T H E  T E C H  J O B S  M A R K E T  A N D  T E C H I E S  F O U N D 
T H E M S E LV E S  B E S E T  W I T H  M U LT I P L E  O F F E R S  A N D  FA N TA S T I C 
C O M P E N S AT I O N .  H O W  L O N G  W I L L  T H E  B O O M  L A S T ?

By AJAY SUKUMARAN

 A TECHIE’S  
 MARKET 

K_
K.R. GURU PRASAD IS RIDING 
a crest these days. The 36-year-old 
Bengaluru-based tech professional is 
currently in the process of switching 
jobs and has two offers in hand. “If 
you are good,” he says, “you are get-
ting a lot of offers. Especially in the 
last 15 days of your notice period. It’s 
like a bidding process.”

Indeed, it has never been a bet-
ter time for software engineers. Or a 
more harrowing one for tech compa-
nies. A manager at the Bengaluru-
based global capability centre (GCC) 
of an American IT firm says he has 

lost about 75 hands—at all levels—in 
the past five months despite the high 
pay packages. Jobs in the information 
technology sector in India are experi-
encing a boom cycle they haven’t seen 
in a while. Tech companies are outdo-
ing each other for lateral hires. It’s as 
Kamal Karanth, co-founder of the 
specialist staffing firm Xpheno, puts 
it, “clearly a candidate’s market”. 

India’s $227 billion (Rs 17 lakh 
crore) IT and IT-enabled services 
sector currently has a workforce of 
about 4.5 million. Tata Consultancy 
Services (TCS), the largest company, 
boasts a staff strength of 590,000, 
followed by Infosys with 310,000, 
Wipro at 240,000 and HCL 
Technologies 208,000.

This trend of companies in hot 
pursuit of talent, precipitating the cur-
rent churn in the sector, seems to be 
an aberration, points out Siva Prasad 
Nanduri, vice president, IT Staffing at 
TeamLease. “This is purely because of 
the tech stack changing and the gap 

in demand versus supply.” It is also at 
variance with the overall jobs scenario 
in the country. The unemployment 
rate grew from 7.6 per cent in March 
to 7.8 per cent in April, according 
to the Centre for Monitoring India 
Economy. This is only marginally bet-
ter than the April 2021 numbers when 
unemployment was 7.97 per cent. 
However, the widening demand-sup-
ply gap, changing talent requirements 
for new emerging technologies and 
reopening of the sector post the pan-
demic are the reasons being cited for 
the present flux in the IT sector. The 
higher demand for professio nals has 
led to pay scales in the sector rising by 
15-20 per cent overall, and by 30-40 
per cent for specific skills, say experts. 

The uptick in demand during the 
pandemic forced companies to poach 
employees from each other. Attrition 
levels among the top Indian IT ser-
vices companies last fiscal were 17-28 
per cent, more than double the previ-
ous year’s levels of 7-12 per cent. TCS 

second year of Covid, companies 
did restart these things, but were 
still being conservative,” he says. 
Meanwhile, demand rose sharply as 
businesses struggled to shift online 
during the lockdowns, fast forward-
ing a tectonic shift in technology that 
would normally have taken several 
years, says Bhatia. Suddenly, not 
just in India but across the world, 
the availability of techies with spe-
cialised digital skills lagged behind 
demand in domains such as cloud 
computing, artificial intelligence and 
machine learning, big data analytics 
and cyber security. “There is a supply 
side constraint and people are willing 
to throw top dollar to get talent,” says 
Bhatia. “So, if you are an IT major 
working with a global customer, you 
much rather have a slightly more 
expensive employee than not have the 
employee and lose that customer.”

That’s not unusual in the tech sec-
tor—lateral hiring has always been 
cyclical, with pay offers depending on 
the flavour of the moment. However, 
as employees emerge from two weary 
Covid years, the ongoing churn is 
more pronounced than before. Such 
cycles have happened in the past, says 
Karanth. “But not to this extent.” 

As a result, software engineers 
adept at cloud technologies such as 
AWS or Azure or programming lan-
guages such as Python, R and Julia are 
commanding big hikes while switch-
ing jobs, on an already high salary 
base. For instance, full-stack develop-
ers with 4-7 years of experience and 
a salary bracket of Rs 15-32 lakh per 
annum currently expect increases of 
70 per cent and upwards (see box). 
Full stack-developers typically work 
on software applications end-to-end 
but exceptional talent in this category 
is usually scarce. Hence, companies 
split these software development roles 
into front-end, which entails design-
ing the user interface of websites or 
apps, and back-end, which involves 
writing code for the server where 
these apps are hosted or the data-
bases the apps are built on. Basically, 

had an attrition rate of 17.4 per cent 
in FY22, Infosys 27.7 per cent, Wipro 
23.8 percent and HCL Technologies 
21.9 per cent. Talent scouts now need 
to chase more prospective tech profes-
sionals with offers than before for a 
few of them to materialise. “We never 
had 50 per cent kind of offer-dropouts 
in the past,” says Xpheno’s Karanth. 
“Today, if you want 100 people join-
ing, you should have made offers to at 
least 200 people, depending on the 
segment,” he says.

 
{DEMAND VERSUS SUPPLY}
What the tech industry is going 
through, says Lohit Bhatia, president 
of the Indian Staffing Federation, 
is the outcome of several factors 
coalescing, perhaps for the first 
time. When the pandemic set in, in 
2020, job security became a fore-
most concern, and voluntary attri-
tion remained low. Most companies, 
including tech ones, forwent bonuses 
and curtailed variable pay. “In the 
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there has been a shift towards using 
open-source coding that powers a lot 
of the innovation in technology these 
days—as against proprietary software 
where the source codes are protected. 
Hence, coders with skills to develop 
apps using these are in great demand. 
And money is not a consideration. As 
the GCC manager of the US IT firm 
reveals, his negotiations with a pro-
spective hire for a fullstack developer 
position went from Rs 30 lakh per 
annum to Rs 36 lakh before the can-
didate landed a Rs 44 lakh p.a. offer 
from another MNC. 

T_
eamLease’s Nanduri 
predicts that the 
trend will be short-
lived. Fifty per cent of 
the skills that compa-

nies are hiring for these days are digi-
tal. “Because of the high demand, the 
salaries are currently higher. But over 
a period of 1-2 quarters, it will settle 
down, because a lot of organisations 
are also building a talent pipeline 
through freshers,” he says. 

Karanth of Xpheno points out 
how the start-up ecosystem, which 
was flush with funds last year, was 
also chasing the same talent pool, as 
were the increasing number of GCCs. 
Typically, start-ups pay the high-
est salaries—or offer employee stock 
options—to software developers. It 
may not last long as concerns of lay-
offs have emerged at start-ups. 

{ONBOARDING FRESHERS} 
Reiterating that the imperatives 
of a rapid digital transformation 
during the pandemic accelerated 
the demand for IT talent, Girish 
Nandimath, global head of talent 
acquisition at TCS, observes, “This 
has seen a churn of IT talent across 
the industry, especially in the junior 
bracket.” TCS says it stepped up the 
hiring of fresh graduates and train-
ing them on digital skills along with 
focused hiring of experienced profes-
sionals. The company’s net addition 
of 103,000 employees in the previ-
ous fiscal was an all-time high. He 
also says the attrition rate is falling. 
“While the attrition rates for FY22 
were high, we are seeing the numbers 
moderating quarter on quarter.” 

Prof Debabrata Das, direc-
tor of the International Institute 
of Information Technology in 
Bengaluru, says the trend is a natu-
ral outcome of the demand-supply 
dynamic in the job market. Salaries 
of freshers recruited from his insti-
tute this year were on an average 20 
per cent higher over the last year. A 
time when demand exceeds supply 
is a good one for freshers, says Das. 
His advice to freshers is to focus on 
domain fundamentals and concepts 
because areas change. “For exam-
ple, cloud computing is hot today. 
Tomorrow, it could be networking 
protocols. And security the day after. 
If your fundamentals are strong, you 

will switch from one job to another 
easily,” he says. Nandimath says 
employees at TCS clocked 60.3 mil-
lion learning hours last financial year 
to acquire digital competencies. 

Taking a long-term view, Bhatia 
of Indian Staffing Fed e r a tion says the 
supply gap will ease out. The sector 
will be adding headcount at a much 
faster pace than before. “The scale of 
things changes and that investment 
will take a few years,” says Bhatia, 
who predicts a three-year time-frame 
for the current cycle of supply con-
straint to turn. Besides, having suc-
cessfully navigated the pandemic 
exigency of remote working, IT com-
panies, he feels, will sooner or later 
start spreading their employee cen-
tres from just Bengaluru, Hyderabad, 
Chennai, Delhi NCR or Mumbai to 
Tier-2 and Tier-3 towns. 

For the moment, though, techies 
are calling the shots when it comes 
to jobs and pay packets. During the 
pandemic, many companies saved 
on real estate costs and therefore 
didn’t hesitate to pay more for tal-
ent required on an immediate basis. 
However, this cycle will eventually 
push up their fixed costs. Given the 
global concerns of high inflation, 
industry watchers reckon that the 
current spike in attrition won’t pro-
long. Wages, experts wager, will defi-
nitely mellow down in the upcoming 
quarters. Techies, meanwhile, are 
making the most of it. n

TOP SKILLS IN DEMAND  
EXPERIENCE  

RANGE IN DEMAND

AVERAGE SALARY 
RANGE IN OFFER  

(Rs lakh per annum) 

HIKE EXPECTED  
BY CANDIDATE  

(last year)  

HIKE EXPECTED  
BY CANDIDATE  
(current year) 

Fullstack engineers 4-7 years 15-32 25-35% 70-120% 

Data engineers/data 
analytics 3-6 years 11-26 15-20% 50-80% 

Front-end engineers 4-7 years 15-32 35-40% 60-100% 

SRE/DevOps engineer 5-8 years 17-40 10-15% 50-70% 

Data Scientists 5-8 years 15-35 15-20% 50-80% 

Back-end engineers 4-7 years 15-30 35-40% 50-80% 
Source: Xpheno
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disease seemed extremely mild. “People 
are now majorly recovering at home 
through telemedicine,” says Dr Sushila 
Kataria, internal medicine specialist at 
Medanta - The Medicity in Gurgaon. It 
has bred a certain callousness towards 
the virus. “People are tending to forget 
that the elderly, or those with low im-
munity, are still at high risk. If one has 
symptoms, they must test, isolate and 

get treated.” 
Medical experts unanimously cau-

tion not to let our collective guard down 
in the belief that official figures are low 
or the disease is mild. “Every virus, like 
every other living organism, wants to 
survive,” says Dr Rakesh Mishra, direc-
tor of the Bengaluru-based Tata Insti-
tute for Genetics and Society. “There is 
no indication that the current lot of sub-

variants is unusual, or will cause 
surges. But it does show that Covid 
is trying to survive. And there could 
still be an entirely new variant that 
could cause another surge.” 

NO MORE GREEK LETTERS
A record 11 million Covid genomes 
have been uploaded on the GISAID 
platform since January 2020, com-
pared to only 1.6 million variants of 
the influenza virus EpiFlu uploaded 
since May 2008. It does not tell us 
Covid is mutating faster than most 
viruses or whether researchers are 
simply uploading more data for it. 
A majority of Covid’s mutations 
are mundane and are constantly 
ousted by newer, fitter variants. 
This will be till a variant emerges 
that is more superior in infecting 
humans, so much so that it replaces 
all other variants, infecting even 
those who have been afflicted with 
previous variants. Every such vari-
ant, however, may not be assigned a 
Greek letter of its own. 

Typically, any variant attract-
ing enough attention is submitted 
to a bioinformatics system called 
Pango, which then compares the 
data to hundreds of other samples, 
to ascertain whether the variant is 
a new brand of the Covid fam-
ily tree or simply a sub-brand of 
an older one. For example, BA.1, 
BA.2, BA.3, BA.4 and BA.5 are the 
first five branches of the Omicron 
ancestor. BA.2.12.1 is the 12th 
lineage to branch off from BA.2, 
and then the first named branch 
on the 12th brand. Essentially, 
these sub-variants are fresh avatars 
but their mutations are still not 
different enough to qualify them 
as new brands and desrving of a 
separate Greek letter. Only when a 
variant escapes the immune system 
much more effectively than others 
or causes more severe disease or 
is much more transmissible does 
the WHO brand it as a ‘variant of 
concern’ and award it a Greek letter. 
So far, only five variants of Covid 
have met this criteria—Alpha, Beta, 

India had approximately 17,000 
act ive cases of Covid-19 on May 31. 
This fig ure is not a dramatic surge 
from mid-January, when a brand new 
variant—the BA.2 (assigned the Greek 
letter Omicron)—came to India. First 
spotted in South Africa on November 
24, 2021, Omicron remains in the 
spotlight as it expands its family to in-
clude some notable sub-variants that 
are fuelling surges in across countries. 

Omicron subvariant BA.2.12.1, for 
instance, now accounts for 26 per cent 
of the Covid genomes in the US, while 
BA.4 and BA.5 are spreading rapidly 
in South Africa, where they have been 
found in more than 90 per cent of the 
genomes sequenced. The BA.2 and 
its sub-varia nts, which mutated from 
the original Omicron (B.1.1.529), also 
caused massive surges in Hong Kong, 
mainland China and South Korea, 
where stringent lockdowns of yore 
had left the majority unexposed to 
Covid. Unlike previous variants such 
as Delta, Alpha or Beta, Omicron’s 
sub-variants have made more news 
than the original itself. This has led 
many to fear that Covid is bec oming 
‘cleverer’ in its mutations and that a 
massive new wave is just around the 
corner in India. Experts won’t confirm 
it but advise caution nevertheless.

A variety of Omicron sub-variants and hybrid variants 
are floating around the world. Is the virus mutating to 
become deadlier? And should India be worried?

By Sonali Acharjee

WAR OF THE VARIANTS
HE A LTH   |    COVID -19

I

A GUIDE TO 
THE GROWING 
OMICRON FAMILY

 BA.1 was the ORIGINAL 
VARIANT. Almost one new 
sub-lineage of it is being 
designated every day

 BA.1, BA.2, BA.3, BA.4, 
ba.5 were the FIRST 5 
DESCENDANTS OF THE 
ORIGINAL Omicron ances-
tor. Each has bred further 
lineages with new mutations 

 All subvariants are differ-
ent but when they belong to a 
larger grouping (like Omi-
cron), they aren’t assigned 
Greek letters

 BA.2 is the DOMINANT 
STRAIN WORLDWIDE 
and has around 21 sub-
lineages

 BA.2.12.1, BA.4 and BA.5 
are the 3 SUB-LINEAGES 
RESEARCHERS ARE 
CONCERNED ABOUT 
GLOBALLY. The first 
started a new wave in the US; 
the other two caused South 
Africa’s fifth wave

 All three contain the L452 
MUTATION, which allows 
the virus to infect both nasal 
and lung tissues, leading to 
more severe disease

 BA.1 had a threefold 
greater reproduction number 
compared to Delta. BA.2, 
which replaced BA.1 was 
30% more transmissible, and 
BA.2.12.1 IS 25% MORE 
TRANSMISSIBLE

 Omicron also has a num-
ber of RECOMBINANT 
VARIANTS, or when two 
sub-variants combine in a 
host. These have so far not 
behaved differently from the 
parent variant

 Experts are closely moni-
toring the XD VARIANT IN 
FRANCE AND XF IN THE 
UK, which are a product of 
Delta and BA.1 combining. 
They could contain mutations 
that make them more severe 
as well as more transmissible 

“We do not have the surges other 
parts of the world have, but these 
waves are a grim reminder that the 
virus is around. It could mutate in 
a different part of the world or in 
India itself, and return as a brand 
new variant. We don’t know this for 
sure, but the possibility remains. So, 
we shouldn’t discard the culture of 
being careful,” says Priya Abraham, 

director of the National Institute of 
Virology (NIV) in Pune. 

Many had suspected that India 
was in the grip of a new wave at the 
beginning of May. Positivity rates in 
Delhi, Haryana and Maharashtra 
were above 10 per cent at the time, 
double the 5 per cent recommended 
by the World Health Organization 
(WHO). However, in most cases, the 
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Maskless crowd at the 

Bankey Bihari temple in 
Vrindavan, June 1
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Gamma, Delta and, now, Omicron. But 
whether they get a Greek letter or not, 
the Omicron family has been creating 
waves. “Its subvariants have been caus-
ing surges in other countries, so one 
gets to hear of them more,” says infec-
tious disease expert Dr Kirti Sabnis.

Some argue that Omicron’s sub-
variants deserve individual Greek 
letters. Sub-variants such as BA.4 and 
BA.2.12.1 can overcome immunity 
bestowed by other Omicron sub-vari-
ants. This will also help the general 
public understand and heed pandemic 
control measures. However, the WHO 
has said these sub-variants aren’t dif-
ferent enough in their mutations to be 
dubbed entirely new variants. Delta, 
too, had its share of sub-variants. The 
one that found most mention was 
AY.4.2, a.ka. Delta Plus. However, 
while just one variant of the Delta fam-
ily triggered a single surge in the world, 
different variants of Omicron are caus-
ing different surges in countries. 

MUTANT THREAT
A similar contest took place when 
Covid first arrived, with various varia-
nts fuelling surges in different parts of 
the world. India was afflicted with the 
original strain from Wuhan. However, 
South Africa had Beta and Brazil 
Gamma triggering their first waves. 
Omicron’s sub-branches now seem to 
be doing the same. More than 100 sub-
variants have been found till date, each 
trying its best to overpower the other 
by mutating and succeed in replication.

BA.2 has become the most power-
ful Omicron variant, dominating 
worldwide with 21 sub-variants of 
its own. It gained this status due to 
the wealth of mutations within and 
external to its spike protein. The BA.2 
genome contains 53 amino acid muta-
tions, 29 of which are in the spike, far 
greater than mutations in previous 
variants. These mutations allow it 
to be more contagious, and evade 
antibodies in humans from previous 
infections and/ or vaccines. However, 
BA.2 now seems to have a new chal-
lenger. In the US, BA.2.12.1 seems 

to be taking over from BA.2 like the 
latter did from BA.1. A recent analysis 
by the Centers of Disease Control 
and Prevention in the US suggests 
that BA.2.12.1 accounts for at least 19 
per cent of the new cases while BA.2 
lineages overall make up 90 per cent 
of the cases. The country has also had 

a BA.1-triggered wave earlier.
If the first Omicron variant was 

three times more effective in reproduc-
ing than Delta, then BA.2 is 30 per 
cent more replicative than the first and 
BA.2.12.1 25 per cent more than its 
parent. The sub-variants are also try-
ing to infect host cells beyond the nasal 
tissue. BA.2.12.1, BA.4 and BA.5 have 
an L452 mutation, which is of particu-
lar concern to experts, as this allows 
the virus to infect the nasal and lung 
tissues, unlike the original Omicron 
that impacted only the nasal tract. 

Interestingly, Omicron has also 
sparked a number of hybrid or recom-
binant variants that are a mix of two 
sub-variants. The cross between BA.1 
and BA.2 has produced XE, XG, XH, 
XJ, XK, XL, XN, XP, XQ and XR. 
Omicron and Delta have formed the 

recombinants XD and XF. While these 
have been spotted across the world, 
they aren’t drastically different from 
the parent variant in the case of the 
Omicron recombinant. But the Delta-
Omicron hybrid contains structural 
proteins from Delta and experts in 
France and the UK where these two 

have been found are monitoring them 
closely. “We don’t know which variant 
will have enough new mutations to 
become an entirely new variant. Even 
Omicron’s sub-variants have the po-
tential to harm high-risk groups—the 
elderly, those with co-morbidities, and 
those unvaccinated,” says Dr Farah In-
gale, internal medicine specialist at the 
Fortis hospital in Vashi, Navi Mumbai.

SHOULD INDIA WORRY? 
Currently, both natural and vaccine-
acquired immunity offer some protec-
tion against severe disease and death, 
feeding the perception of Omicron 
being mild in India. The experience 
in Hong Kong, though, was different. 
With the arrival of BA.2.2, it recorded 
1.1 million infections and over 8,000 
deaths compared to 12,631 confirmed 

cases and 213 deaths reported in the 
first two years of the pandemic. A pre-
print paper on MedrXIV published in 
March 2022 found that those without 
vaccination and prior exposure faced 
as much risk of fatality with this vari-
ant as that in the past. Perhaps it is not 
the virus then that is milder but human 
immunity that is getting stronger. 

It may not always be enough, tho-
ugh. Already BA.2.12.1, which comes 
with heightened immune escape mu-
tations compared to BA.2, has caused 
a wave in the US where daily cases are 
exceeding 100,000 again. Experts had 
predicted that antibodies from BA.2 
might deter the new sub-variant but it 
doesn’t seem so. 

India’s last major outbreak was led 
by BA.2. According to the latest data, 
the BA.2 sub-lineage remains domi-

nant, accounting for 63.5 per cent of 
all genetic sequences until early May 
2022, followed by BA.2.10 (14 per cent) 
and BA.2.38 (8-9 per cent). The last 
variant found so far in Uttar Pradesh, 
Delhi, Gujarat, Telangana, Haryana 
and Rajasthan comes with a K417T 
mutation, which is known to make it 
even easier for the virus to spread. 

TESTING TROUBLE
Another problem is that we may not 
know the true spread of Covid in India 
due to a number of people opting for 
home tests. Unlike RT-PCR, it is purely 
up to individuals to declare the results 
of a home test. There is also a higher 
chance of false negatives if home tests 
are taken incorrectly. One can’t be sure, 
therefore, whether the spike in cases 
earlier this month in some states was 
just a couple of thousands as reported 
or in tens of thousands. In January, 
200,000 people took antigen tests at 
home and reported them to ICMR (the 
Indian Council of Medical Research), 
compared to just 3,000 in all of 2021. 
The number of RT-PCR tests is on the 
decline, with only 278,267 tests on 
May 29, compared to 1.4 million on 
January 23. “Home tests have reduced 
the demand for RT-PCRs. Many 
countries also don’t insist on a negative 
report but ask for a vaccine certificate 
instead,” says Dr Harsh Mahajan, 
founder and chief radiologist at Maha-
jan Imaging in Delhi. 

What this means is that India may 
be missing its true positivity rate. In 
Maharashtra, chemists kept records of 
purchasers of home test kits, but other 
states have not been as pro-active. 
“The number of people testing positive 
is important data to ascertain spread 
and new variants in the country,” says 
Srinath Reddy, chairman of the Public 
Health Foundation of India in Delhi. 

Experts feel that vaccines alone 
will help reduce the impact of a new 
variant. “We need to develop vaccines 
with more long-term immunity,” says 
Dr Reddy. Till such time, boosters are 
critical. You never know when the new 
variant will strike. If it hasn’t already. n

DR PRIYA ABRAHAM 
Director, NIV, Pune

WE DON’T HAVE 
THE SURGES 

FOUND IN OTHER 
COUNTRIES, BUT 
IT’S A REMINDER 
THAT THE VIRUS 

IS STILL AROUND. 
IT CAN MUTATE 

ELESEWHERE, OR 
IN INDIA. WE CAN’T 

DISCARD BEING 
CAREFUL

DR KIRTI SABNIS 
Infectious disease consultant, Fortis, Vashi

OMICRON’S SUB-VARIANTS HAVE 
BEEN CAUSING SURGES IN OTHER 
COUNTRIES, SO ONE GETS TO  
HEAR OF THEM MORE

DR RAKESH MISHRA 
Director, TIGR, Bengaluru

THERE’S NOINDICATION THAT THE 
CURRENT LOT OF SUB-VARIANTS 
IS UNUSUAL OR WILL CAUSE 
SUR GES. BUT IT SHOWS COVID’S 
TRYING TO SURVIVE. THERE COULD 
STILL BE A NEW VARIANT

HE A LTH   |    COVID -19

SWAB STORY 
People line up for COVID-19 

tests in Shanghai, May 31
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CTOR, RJ AND AUDIO 
writer-producer Mantra 
Mugdh heard Sholay before 
he saw Ramesh Sippy’s 1975 
classic. That cassette helped 
him conjure his own version 
of Ramgarh and how Jai and 
Veeru took on Gabbar Singh. 
In Indore, where he grew up, 

Hawa Mahal on Vividh Bharati, The Twilight Zone 
tapes that a friend had sent from the US and BBC ra-
dio dramas filled his days. “It is blind man’s TV,” says 
Mugdh, 39, of his fondness for radio. “It helps you 
create your own pictures in the mind.” After two de-
cades in radio, most of them with Fever FM, Mugdh 
ventured into creating original programming. Much 
before Audible and Spotify entered India and Pocket 
FM came up in 2018, he was already uploading audio 
shows on YouTube and Soundcloud.

Under the banner MnM Talkies, Mugdh and his 
co-founder, Shimona Mathur, have come up with 
some of the most popular fiction titles. They include 
the detective series Bhaskar Bose, the longest-run-
ning Hindi show on Spotify; Virus 2062, an adapta-
tion of a popular Chilean podcast with Richa Chadha 
and Ali Fazal; and the recently released Batman: Ek 
Chakravyuh (both on Spotify). Helming a team of 
15-20 people, he currently has eight audio produc-
tions in the running. 

PLAYINGIT BY

Run out of things to watch? Tune in to some 

audio drama, a welcome addition 

to audiences’ entertainment choices

BY SUHANI SINGH

A

AUDIO            STREAMING 

Mugdh has seen the audio industry come of 
age since he launched MnM in 2016. Getting 
actors on board is no longer the huge ask it once 
used to be. “A lot of my friends would earlier tell 
me, ‘What even is an audio drama, man? Make 
an OTT series’,” he says. “Now, it’s ‘How about 
casting us?’”

SOUND PRINCIPLE
Having worked with a range of actors, from 
Amitabh Bachchan (Kaali Awaazein) to Richa 
Chadha, Mugdh will tell you that voice acting 
is not easier said than done. “The moment an 
actor, regardless of experience, steps in front of 
the microphone,” he says, “they suddenly find 
themsel ves deprived of all tools—their body, eyes, 
demeanour and approach. A lot of polished actors 
and veterans come [into the studio] and stumble 
for the first few minutes. You have to calm them 
down, ask them to close their eyes and imagine 
themselves.”

Actor Vijay Varma is all too familiar with how 
“daunting” voice acting can be as he dicovered 
while doing his gig recently, playing the lead role 
of Dream a.k.a. Morpheus in Audible India’s ad-
aptation of Neil Gaiman’s popular Sandman com-
ics. “I was a nervous wreck and under-confident,” 
says Varma. “There’s nobody else in the room. 
You are not seeing yourself, you are not seeing 
anything, in fact, and you are bereft of the other 
senses. You are left with just one skill, speech, 
and you have to paint an entire picture with it. 
It’s your job to be creative with it.” It would take 
Varma hours to find his rhythm and arrive at “a 
place where I was like, I can do more”. 

It’s this challenge and the realisation that 
there’s plenty room to hone your craft that is see-
ing actors like Varma seek out recording studios 
such as Sound & Vision India. In the United 
Kingdom, Dirk Maggs, one of the most celebrat-
ed and feted directors in radio, has Benedict 
Cumberbatch, James McAvoy, Brian Cox and 
John Lithgow working for him. With many of 
them exposed to BBC’s radio dramas, they don’t 
think of audio as a lesser medium. For Sandman 
Part 3, Maggs hints at a leading Indian actor 
joining the fray. He says there are only perks for 
actors lending their voice. “There’s a no make-up, 
no sitting in the trailer [vanity van], you just do 
the part from A-Z and have fun in the [record-
ing] studio.” Actors are simply left to themselves 
in a soundproof studio. Also, unlike a feature 
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Mantra Mugdh, who produces audio 

content under the banner MnM Talkies
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film or web series, audio projects 
take lesser time.

Amit Sadh, who had two different 
voices for Bruce Wayne and Batman, 
equates it to being like a “kid in Dis-
neyworld”. Some enjoy it so much that 
they can’t get enough of it. Like Kub-
bra Sait, who has worked with Mugdh 
on two projects—Mine & Yours and 
Aakhri Sawaal—and recently played 
Death in the Hindi version of Sand-
man. “It’s so quiet, all you are hearing 
is your own voice or the cues of the 
other person in the ears,” she says. “I 
love that there are no sensory jerks 
in the middle of the process. You say 
something and you instinctively know 
that it didn’t land.” Sait credits her 
passion for the “spoken word” for her 
seamless fit in the audio universe. “It 
allows you to be a storyteller with voice 
modulation because you are drawing 
people into your universe,” she adds. 
“The beauty of audio is that you are 
not only listening, you are closing your 
eyes and recreating the whole thing. 
What you are seeing is yours and yours 
alone. You can’t see anything, yet you 
can see everything. It just depends 
how good your imagination is or how 
good you want it to be.”

A LOCKDOWN LISTEN
OTT wasn’t the only platform people 
turned to in the pandemic. As audio 
companies discovered, there was an 
audience for their wares too. “The 
pandemic allowed people to explore 
more, which aided the growth in the 
consumption of audio content,” says 
Shailesh Sawlani, vice-president and 
country general manager, Audible 
India. “There was also an increase in 
‘escapist fiction’ during the pan-
demic.” Audio content went from a 
“nascent stage” to one with “potential 
to grow”, says Unni Nambudripad, 
head, original podcasts and content 
development lead, Spotify.

Sensing the opportunity, audio 
streaming platforms started putti-
ng their money on it, if the two big 
April releases are anything to go by. 

Audible India’s The Sandman: Act 
I in Hindi had Tabu, Varma, Manoj 
Bajpayee, Adarsh Gourav, Tillotama 
Shome and Neeraj Kabi besides 
Varma and Sait. Spotify hosted a big 
promotional for Batman: Ek Chakra-
vyuh in Mumbai.

Content slates are going up too 
with shows in more languages, and 
a whole world of producers, direc-
tors, writers, sound designers, audio 
engineers and voice artistes is at 
work to meet the growing appetite 
for audio content. MnM Talkies spe-

cialises in the business, as do OfSpin 
Media and Audiomatic. Creators of 
video content are now foraying into 
audio territory as well, with Balaji 
Telefilms, The Viral Fever and Dice 
Media coming out with Darmiyaan, 
Permanent Roommates and Pitching 
Pyaar, respectively, all of which are 
available on Audible. 

HOW TO TELL 
A GOOD STORY
Sound acting is nothing new—even a 
parent reading out a story to a baby 
is doing so. “Your imagination takes 
flight,” says Maggs. “Pictures emerge.” 
Before video killed the radio star, it 
was the only means of information 
and entertainment. Sometimes the 
line got blurred, as it did with Orson 
Welles’s War of the Worlds broadcast 
of 1938, when some of its listeners ac-
tually thought that Earth was under 
attack by Martians.

Effective storytelling will have to 
do all the talking if audio fiction has to 
succeed. At MnM Talkies, Mugdh and 
Mathur are using “3D binaural sound” 
for a more immersive experience that 
allows you to ‘hear’ the knock on the 
door or a pin drop. Mugdh foresees a 
day when “drama and cinema schools 
will have writing workshops for audio 
fiction writing”. Cinema is written 
with visual references, says Mugdh. 
“An audio screenplay always needs to 
give out a dialogue reference to where 
you are and what you do. It is majorly 
based on conversations; they make for 
great audio plays.” 

For Batman, Mugdh and his team 
of writers ensured they didn’t just 
translate the English script into Hindi 
but also tweaked it to appeal to the 
sensibilities of the Hindi-speaking 
audience, be it changing the Rid-
dler’s riddles or replacing Biblical and 
American cultural references with 
Indian ones. The adaptation does not 
stop there, the Hindi content then 
has to be taken to other languages. 
Bhaskar Bose, for instance, currently 
available in Bengali, is awaiting a 
Tamil and Telugu release. Nambudri-
pad recalls how when Bhaskar Bose 
went on a four-month hiatus, Mugdh 
and he were bombarded with mes-
sages from listeners asking when new 
episodes would be out. “The ecosystem 
is thriving,” he says. “There will always 
be situations when you won’t be able to 
watch something and still want to be 
entertained.” Keep your ears open. n

 THE ECOSYSTEM 
IS THRIVING. 

THERE’LL ALWAYS BE 
SITUATIONS WHEN 
YOU CAN’T WATCH 
SOMETHING AND 

STILL WANT TO BE 
ENTERTAINED 

UNNI NAMBUDRIPAD 
Head, Original Podcasts & 

Content Development Lead, 
Spotify
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LEISURE

Released last week, Anubhav Sinha’s action thriller, 
Anek, sees Ayushmann Khurrana play an undercover 
officer on a mission in the Northeast. (The state is un-
specified.) During the course of two and a half hours, he 
begins to question the political strategy of his masters, 
the Indian government. Anek comes at a time when au-
diences seem to prefer larger-than-life heroes, men with 
much machismo. Three of the biggest pan-India hits of 

the past six months—Pushpa, RRR and KGF: Chapter 
2—all seem to prove this assumption. Khurrana, though, 
has made a career out of playing heroes who are fallible, 
insecure and oftentimes not very likeable. The actor, for 
his part, isn’t too fazed by the current box office trend. He 
tells us, “Mass cinema will never go out of fashion. Every 
genre has to survive. People do not want reality every 
single time. They want to escape from it also.”

Looking at the film choices he has made over his 
dec ade-long career, it seems clear that Khurrana has 
arrived at a formula that ensures both survival and suc-

cess in a highly competitive Hindi film 
industry. While he will sometimes play 
to the gallery with a film like Dream Girl 
(2019), he will often stick to what he calls 
his “staple genre”, the social comedy—
Shubh Mangal Savdhan (2017), Shubh 
Mangal Zyada Savdhan (2020), Bad-
haai Ho (2018), Bala (2019) and Chan-
digarh Kare Aashiqui (2021). Anek is 
Khurrana’s attempt at doing “cinema for 
change”. He says, “If you have a certain 
voice as a director or an actor, it should 
reflect through your art. If you want to 
say something, say it through your art.”

Having started off with street theatre 
in his Chandigarh college, Khurrana is 
today more watchful than zealous. He 
says, “You will fall flat on your face if you 
have to comment on every single issue 
that you have next to no idea about.” 
Though he is “very non-confrontational 
as a person”, he adds he is “confronta-
tional” as an artist. “There’s a dichotomy 
there,” he says. “I don’t want to be making 
news with controversy.” By collaborating 
with Anubhav Sinha—director of sev-
eral hard-hitting films like Mulk (2018), 
Article 15 (2019) and Thappad (2020)—
Khurrana gets handed an opportunity 
to showcase his “confrontational” side. 
He says, “Anek is an intelligent film. The 
narrative is complex. It deals with the 
deep politics of the Northeast, so it can-
not be your typical potboiler. I get the 
courage to do a film like this only after 
doing films like Dream Girl and Bala. I 
have to strike that balance.”

It is clear that Anek will not be one of 
Khurrana’s highest grossers. That mile-
stone will for now still belong to Dream 
Girl, an all-out entertainer which had 
grossed Rs 139 crore nationwide. Unlike 
Article 15, the last Sinha-Khurrana col-
laboration, Anek can be seen struggling 
hard to keep audiences invested in its 
cause and its characters. In his attempt to 
incorporate the many issues that plague 
the Northeast—insurgency, drug addic-
tion, neglect from the mainland, racial 
abuse—Sinha bites more than he can 
chew. The film crumbles under the weight 
of questions like ‘who is an Indian?’ What 
we get is a convoluted drama with a lot of 

R
conversation and little action. It’s 
unlikely that Anek will come even 
close to making the Rs 65 crore the 
conscientious and compelling Ar-
ticle 15, their last collaboration, did.

For Khurrana, though, the pro-
cess is the prize. He is proud that 
his fellow protagonist in the film, 
Andrea Kevichusa, an actress from 
Nagaland, was given not only a sig-
nificant arc by Sinha, but also suf-
ficient screen time. “It is historic [in 
Hindi cinema],” he says. “In fact, 
70 per cent of the cast is from the 
region. Anubhav has helped pass on 
the mic to Northeasterners to talk 
about their struggle.”

Regardless of its fate, Anek 
demonstrates Khurrana’s eager-
ness to walk a road less taken. At 
times, this leads him to an ideal 
destination—like it did with Sriram 
Raghavan’s dark comedy Andhad-
hun (2018)—but sometimes the ex-
perimentation doesn’t have the de-
sired effect, as is the case with Anek. 
One cannot, however, hold against 
Khurrana, the star, his desire to be 
different from his peers. “When I do 
niche films, I make sure my remu-
neration is such that it has to be a 
successful venture,” he says. “I’d also 
love to do more commercial films 
because the masses enjoy what is 
easy to relate to and consume.” His 
directors’ wish-list offers a glimpse 
of his varied taste—there’s Rohit 
Shetty there, Zoya Akhtar and also 
independent filmmaker Neeraj 
Ghaywan (Masaan, 2015).

In his pursuit of the novel, 
Khurrana is also looking toward 
streaming. He wants a part that 
might compare to that of ‘The Pro-
fessor’ in Money Heist (2017-2021). 
So, have any offers come his way? 
“I read 10 scripts a day but most 
are trash,” he smiles. “In a year, you 
find two good scripts. It’s a tedious 
exercise.” But he isn’t complaining. 
He knows how rewarding even that 
one script can become. n

—Suhani Singh

Did you enjoy revisiting 
the world of Aashram 
the third time around?
I enjoy every step of film-

making from writing to shooting and 
post-production. I never analyse the 
subject or evaluate how I feel about it 
because then I’ll get stuck in my head. 
Everything about Aashram has been 
fun. The third chapter brings growth—
the baba (played by Bobby Deol) grows 
in stature. His size, his ashram, his 
people, his greed, his megalomania—all 
of it will grow till, eventually, he falls. 
 
Q. Last year when you were shoot-
ing the third season in Bhopal, you 
were attacked by members of the 
Bajrang Dal. Did you find yourself 
self-censoring after that incident? 
Not at all. When this happened, we 
were close to completing the shoot, 
so there was no question of chang-
ing anything. I have always found my 
stories in real life; and the moment 
you pick something that’s in the pub-
lic domain, you can expect people to 
have opposing views. As long as you 
aren’t hurting anyone personally, you 
just tell your story and move on. That 
day, when these 50-60 people came 
with their sticks and stones, I was only 
concerned that there shouldn’t be any 
violence because I had a crew of over 
300 people. Once they left, we carried 
on with our work.

Q. Your love for Madhya Pradesh, 
and specially Bhopal, is well 
known. Did this experience sour 
that fondness? 
Immediately after the incident, the local 
administration, the police and civil soci-
ety turned up where we were shooting 
to show their support. We shot there 
for a few more weeks and it was all 
peaceful.

Q. You are going to be directing 
a series on the life of the late P.V. 
Narasimha Rao. What about his life 
intrigued you?
This is a period in India’s political histo-
ry that fascinates me. Most of my films 
are based around the time of the open 
market economy and Mandal com-
mission, so when the proposal came 
to me, I couldn’t let go. This is a story 
about a man whom no one considers a 
hero. Even his own party dumped him. 
He changed India in many, many ways. 
His story excites and fascinates me. 

Q. A few years ago, you had talked 
about dabbling in painting and 
wanting to learn to play the piano. 
How is that going?
I have a half-finished canvas in my bed-
room, but I haven’t been very regular 
with the piano lessons I started dur-
ing lockdown. I have hope, though, of 
doing all of these things and more. n

—with Karishma Upadhyay 

Q
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REEL REAL
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Over the years, authors such 
as Jhumpa Lahiri, Chitra 
Banerjee and Anita Desai, 
among many others, have 
brought the Indian diasporic 
experience to the forefront. 
Women plucked from the 
heart of India and placed 
in an unfamiliar Ameri-
can city, men travelling to 
another country to study 
or work, brown children 
growing up alongside white 
classmates—these are often 
some of the characters dia-
sporic fiction is littered with. 
Nostalgia and longing are 
the lifeblood of the genre. 
Some have done it well, 
while others have followed 
a tired pattern—detailed 
descriptions of samosas and 
aromatic lamb curries, of 
romantic loves left behind, 

the other hand, has escaped 
the conservative surround-
ings of home, moving to LA 
to become a music composer. 
He is, however, unable to 
utter to his family the three 
words he wants to say most: 
“I am gay.” Just like Renu, 
Akash too has been unable 
to let go of his first and only 
love, Parth.

Patel’s writing tends to 
be repetitive, his metaphors 
unimaginative—at one point 
he mentions the steam ris-
ing from a cup of tea twice 
within 100 words. Patel 
makes use of flashbacks to 
unfurl past traumas that 
have made Renu and Akash 
who they are, but though he 
gives both characters equal 
space in the book, it’s Renu 
who is far more complex and 
compelling. She has made a 
place for herself in a country 

of meddlesome ‘uncles’ and 
‘aunties’.

 Neel Patel’s Tell Me 
How to Be falls somewhere 
in the middle. It has some 
of the cliched tropes, but 
its protagonists set it apart 
ever so slightly. The story is 
told from the point of view 
of two characters—Renu 
and her son Akash. Renu is 
sharp-tongued, seemingly 
closed-minded and mostly 
unlikeable, while Akash is a 
pitiable, closeted man who 
grew up in the shadow of his 
perfect elder brother Bijal 
and is now battling alcohol-
ism. Both mother and son 
live with heavy secrets. They 
both crave absolution.

Renu, an Indian, grew up 
in Tanzania. She studied in 
London and came to the US 
after marriage, leaving  
behind her first love, Ka-
reem, a Muslim man. Patel 
traces the root of her anger 
and bitterness towards 
her husband and the life 
he has given her, which, to 
an outsider, would seem 
picture perfect. Akash, on 

that either outright rejects 
Indians or exoticises them. 
She knows not to engage 
too much with the young 
American woman asking 
her opinion on a brand of 
frozen malai kofta in the  
supermarket, and how 
to smile and give a vague 
answer to her book club 
members when asked for 
“her perspective”. Impor-
tantly, she knows how to 
bite back the words always 
forming in her mouth—
“white bitch!”. But mostly, it 
is her relationship with her 
husband, whose death has 
brought on feelings of great 
grief and guilt that finally 
draw a reader in.

Tell Me… is a perfectly 
average novel about the 
Indian experience in the US, 
of racism, bullying, homo-
phobia. But at the heart of it, 
Tell Me… is a family drama. 
It’s about finding your 
way back to your mother, 
brother, father, proving that 
despite everything, blood is 
thicker than water. n

—Zinnia Ray Chaudhuri
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Annie Zaidi’s lyricism is sometimes at odds with 
the harsh urban realities she hopes to portray

The Lives of Others

HOW DOES ONE WRITE 
ABOUT AN INDIAN metropo-
lis? The classic Mumbai novel 
is supposed to be as unwieldy, 
chaotic and verbose as the city 
itself; art mirrors reality. In City 
of Incident, Annie Zaidi gives 
us a slim quiet counter-novel 
that is the very opposite: A 
sense of macabre colours the 
12 interlocking stories about 
as many characters, which in-
clude a beggar, a balloon seller, 
a snake charmer and a trinket 
seller, “the invisible people on 
the peripheries of our vision”. 

Zaidi tries to pierce the in-
ner lives of “a great city’s most 
powerless inhabitants” but, 
ironically, ends up erasing them 
physically, emotionally and 
literally—all the characters in 
this book are nameless. Writing 
about the Other in India carries 
the risk of the English-speaking 
author imposing her own mis-
placed empathy and guilt, not 
to mention romanticised ob-
servation, on the Other. Unlike 
England, the working class or 
the tramp does not write back 
here. Unlike Joseph Mitchell in 
Up in the Old Hotel—about the 
lost souls of New York—Zaidi 
doesn’t seem to have had a 
conversation with any of these 
‘types’; she relies on her imagi-
nation, newspaper clippings 
and impersonal sightings. 

How does she know that 
the salesgirl aspires to eat 
avocados? Maybe she hates 
avocados and prefers batata 
vada. Does a beggar wonder 
that he will not even “become a 
statistic”? No wonder, the best 
story is about the building so-
ciety security guard, someone 
the author has perhaps known 
from close quarters. The same 
is true of the passages describ-
ing the experiences of travelling 
as a woman in the Mumbai local. 

There is generalisation 

here: Is there anything like a 
“heavy northeastern accent”? 
There are odd phrases: Is 
uncooked chawal called “raw 
rice”? Poverty porn too: “A 
dust-covered baby, its naked 
bottom pressed against the 
man’s belly” and “his matted 
brown hair and bony ankles”. 
The author’s affinity for fluffy 
lyricism is at odds with the 
harshness of the reality she 
seeks to portray: “White light 
bouncing of metal. Moonlight 
glinting on railway tracks”; 
“motes of dust in a shaft of 
light”. Zaidi also has a flair for 
the unilluminating metaphor: 
“chewing her morsel of time 
like her mother chewed tobac-
co”; “trains snuffled down its 
length like the fat-flecked blood 
in her mother’s arteries”; and 
“The words had dropped from 
his lips like pigeon shit on lamp 
posts”. There are sentences 
of overwrought abstraction: 
“The city’s fingers unfurl and 
let loose a stream of bags” and 
“they too have been let loose 
at this spot by the unseeing 
fingers of time”.

This “novel in twelve parts” 
comes across as a slickly-pro-
duced album, whose songs are 
unable to overcome preten-
tious stylisation. n

—Palash Krishna  
Mehrotra

 CHRONICLES OF THE 
LOST DAUGHTERS 
by Debarati Mukho-
padhyay; translated by 
Arunava Sinha 
HARPERCOLLINS 
`399; 336 pages 

 HUNGRY HUMANS 
by Karichan Kunju; 
translated by Sudha  
G. Tilak 
PENGUIN VIKING 
`599; 270  
pages 
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NEEL PATEL’S DEBUT NOVEL HAS ALL THE NOSTALGIA OF DIASPORIC FICTION 
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On the Same Page
Alongside the Booker-winning Tomb of Sand, here are other new translations you should shop for

 HYMNS IN BLOOD 
by Nanak Singh; 
translated by  
Navdeep Suri 
HARPER PERENNIAL 
`499; 239  
pages  

About to be sold into slavery,  
Bhubonomi only has reason to curse 
her fate, but destiny has other plans 
for her. Rabindranath Tagore and  
Wajid Ali Shah are also characters in 
the novel (originally Narach in Bengali). 

First published as Khoon de Sohile (1948) 
in Punjabi, this novel tells the story of how 
Baba Bhana and his family are forced to 
leave Chakri, their village near Rawalpin-
di. Made perilous by communal violence, 
their journey is one of quiet resilience.

Returning to his hometown after four 
decades, Ganesan has much to come to 
terms with—leprosy, his sexual identity,  
his disavowal of Brahmanical morality. 
This translation of Pasitha Manidam (1978) 
is as groundbreaking as its Tamil original.         
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This exhibition is readily 
digestible, containing just 
50 works. But they are skil-
fully selected—by Roobina 
Karode of KNMA (Kiran 
Nadar Museum of Art)—to 
represent each successive 
phase of the artistic career of 
Sayed Haider Raza, and so 
offering a mini retrospective. 
Some of these phases appear 
superficially to mark drastic 
changes in approach. But the 
selection also brings out the 
recurring preoccupations 
that serve as connecting 
threads, making the whole 

look seamless. 
In the 1940s, fresh out of 

art school in Nagpur, having 
moved to Bombay, Raza was 
an urban landscape painter, 
working mostly in gouache 
or watercolour on paper. The 
handling is loose but adept, 
so that forms seem rapidly 
but accurately drawn. The 
colouring is vibrant, almost 
Fauvist in works like ‘Bombay 
from Malabar Hill’ (1948). 
Following his introduction 
to Paris in 1950, he adds oils 
to his range of media, and 
the cityscapes become more 
geometric. Natural and fluid 
forms like trees and lawns are 
stripped away, often leav-
ing parts of the page blank, 
so that he can focus on the 
complex and angular forms of 
architecture. What seems to 
interest him here is three-
dimensional structure. It 

may surprise us, then, that 
at this time his more rural 
subjects—like his early, 
bright, impressionistic 
Kashmiri landscapes—veer 
towards abstraction. The 
effect of landscape is still 
strong, but the forms begin 
to dissipate, and some-
times we need a title, like 

‘La Plage’ (1961), to tell us 
where we are. The connec-
tion, perhaps, is a concern 
not so much to show land-
scape as to make something 
new out of it—sometimes 
a mathematical model and 
sometimes an abstract 
pattern. 

He continued for a 
while to switch between 
figurative and abstract, 
between French and Indian 
themes, between canvas 
and paper, and between 
large and small scales. The 
next apparent big break 
came aro und 1980, when he 
began to respond to minia-
ture painting. His response 
was not to its scale, nor—
despite his eclectic sense of 
the sacred—to its subject 
matter, but to its palette and 
its structure. He took the co-
lours of Rajput painting, es-
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pecially its vivid reds and ochre, and 
its segmented composition, and used 
them to invent a new style of abstract 
landscape painting, well represented 
here by ‘La Terre’ (1979), ‘Rajasthan’ 
(1983) and the famously expensive 
large canvas ‘Saurashtra’ (1983).

Before the end of the ’80s, he had 
encountered the bindu, which was 
to become his major inspiration for 
the rest of his life, driving his career’s 
last and longest phase, spanning 
two and a half decades. We see the 
experimental beginnings of it here 
with ‘Gestation’ (1988) and its ma-
ture development in ‘Surya Namas-
kar’ (1993). Raza’s engagement with 
Tantra opens up whole new realms 
of resonance. There is scope, at 
least, for a profundity that we do not 
expect from a joyful landscape, along 
with the risk of leaving the uniniti-
ated viewer bewildered.

What holds it together is the con-
nection with his earlier work. The 
colourful geometry is back, centre-
stage. So too is the free handling. For 
despite the intricate and carefully 
structured pattern, his is not the 
ruled line of a Mondrian; it is more 
like the living line of a woven textile. 
The vast triptych which closes the 
exhibition, ‘Bindu-Naad’ (1995) 
depicts the vibrations of the bindu on 
a monumental scale. For some, this 
work will sound the reverberations of 
Om. Those who cannot share in that 
quest may think of it rather in terms 
of landscape: as Raza’s Giverny 
moment. These are ripples on the 
surface of his pond, distracting us 
from what lurks beneath. n

— Giles Tillotson
(Traversing Space: Here and Beyond, 

an exhibition by KNMA, continues 
at Bikaner House until June 30)

t  s e e m s i ro n i c t h a t 
when modern, urban 
Indians hear the word 
‘Tantra’, they first think 

of flower power and sex, of Allen 
Ginsberg, the Beatles, Jimmi Hendrix 
and Sting. The primness with which 
most Indians treat Tantra is  based 
more on these superficial associa-
tions than on what it is—a system 
of observances through which the 
nature of the divine and its  mani-
festation in human reality are ex-
plored. Unsurprisingly, the study of 
Tantra has grown in the West—an 
Instagram search for terms like 
‘Shivashakti’, ‘Mahavidyas’ and 
‘kundalini’ is proof of this—but in In-
dia, there is almost no discourse that 
gives Tantra recognition, 
either as a spiritual or an 
artistic practice.

On v iew at DAG, 
Delhi, until June 27, 
Tantra on the Edge: 
I n s p i r a t i o n s  a n d 
E x p e r i m e n t s  i n 
Twentieth-Century 
Indian Art is as appeal-
ing as it is important. With 
works by 16 artists—S.H. Raza, 
Satish Gujral, Manu Parekh, Shobha 
Broota, G.R. Santosh, Biren De et al—
the exhibition reveals how they and 
their art had a connection to Tan-
tra philosophy, its abstract, sacred 
symbols, its colours, its gods and 
goddesses. Even if it weren’t for the 
yantras (tantric designs and objects) 

that DAG displays, Tantra’s influence 
seems obvious in the works you 
see—in Prabhakar Barwe’s exquisite 
sarees made for the Weavers Guild, 
Parekh’s wild sculptures made from 
found objects, and Gujral’s granite 
and ceramic mandalas and sculp-
ture that use the mantra ‘Hrim’. 

The sheer exuberance and vivid 
colours seem enough to draw you in, 
but the stories of how these artists 
came to study and incorporate Tan-
tra in their work are, at times, more 
fascinating. Born into a Kashmiri 
Muslim family, G.R. Santosh changed 
his name—‘Ghulam Rasool’—when he 
married his childhood sweetheart, 
Santosh. After going on an Ama-
rnath yatra in 1964, he soon turned 

to Tantric art and Kashmir 
Shaivism. Known as ‘the fa-

ther of neo-tantrism’, he 
went on to create iconic 
modern Tantric paint-
ings, many of which 
were later exhibited 

internationally.
Jyoti Bhatt, on the 

other hand, approached 
Tantra with a sense of hu-

mour. While in the US, he was once 
commissioned to create 100 prints 
with a spiritual intent. Rejecting the 
offer, he went on to create Tantra-
inspired artworks that resembled 
pop-art of the day. With tongue firm-
ly in cheek, he labelled one painting, 
‘I am a Pseudo-Tantric’.

Since none of the featured artists 
ever made explicit their interest in 
Tantra, it became hard to join these 
dots of influence. You start to see a 
pattern only when you see all their 
artworks displayed together. Tantra 
on the Edge took over 12 years to put 
together. When viewed in conjunc-
tion with curator Madhu Khanna’s 
incredible catalogue, it shows how 
quietly pervasive the idea of ‘Tantra’ 
was—regardless of where the art-
ist was based, in Europe or India, in 
Banaras or Delhi. n

—Ritika Kochhar

By collecting the works of 16 artists, 
a Delhi exhibition is helping viewers 
join the dots of a tantric pattern  

Brush With 
Tantra

I

Artistic Journey (from left) 
‘Bahori Kadal’, ‘Italian Village’, Raza 
at his Gorbio studio, (below right) 
‘Sansarii’, (opposite) ‘Germination’

Tantric Touch  
(clockwise from top) 
‘Khotiyar Mata’ by 
Jyoti Bhatt, Untitled 
by G.R. Santosh, 
‘The Moment’ by 
Biren De
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THE PAST 
COMES FIRST
Last week, Geetanjali Shree’s novel Tomb of Sand 
(Ret-Samadhi in the original Hindi; translated 
into English by Daisy Rockwell) became the first 

Hindi novel to win the International Booker Prize. 
We caught up with the 64-year-old Delhi-based 

writer shortly after the announcement. 
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Q A

Q. You’ve written books in both Hindi and 
English. Was this bilingual output always part 
of the plan or was it just circumstance? Did 
you ever feel the temptation to translate your 
own Hindi work into English? 
My creative writing is exclusively in Hindi. However, 
my doctoral dissertation–subsequently published as 
Between Two Worlds: An Intellectual Biography of 
Premchand—and periodic discursive writings have 
been in English. Rather than translate my work in 
English, I’d rather write something new in Hindi.

Q. Tomb of Sand shows us how the distant 
past continues to shape one’s daily life, even 
after 50-60 years. How does one cultivate a 
healthy, functional relationship with history?
That past in Tomb of Sand goes back much longer 
than mere 50-60 years. That said, the past, in gen-
eral, functions within and upon us in a variety of ways. 
Of these ways, we’re often not even conscious. How-
ever, to the extent we realise the importance of forg-
ing a healthy relationship with the past, our concern 
must be to understand what—good and bad, noble and 
mean—happened in the past so as to further the good 
and the noble, and spurn the bad and the mean.

Q. To a European or an American or even an 
Indian reader unfamiliar with Hindi litera-
ture, what books-in-translation would you 
recommend as a ‘starter kit’?
One may begin with modern classics, such as 
Godan, Tamas, Raag Darbari, Adha Gaon, Maila 
Aanchal, Dil-o-Danish and Zindaginama. 

Q. What are you working on right now, and 
after this victory can we expect more Eng-
lish translations of your previous works 
(especially your short stories) soon?
A word like ‘victory’ has no place here. I have 
completed a novel. I wish to steal away at the 
earliest and prepare its press copy, not speculate 
about future translations.

—with Aditya Mani JhaP
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