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EDITORIAL

A
s Vice-President, M. Venkaiah Naidu brings to the

o�ce his long years of experience as Parliament-

ary A�airs Minister, built on an amiable personal-

ity that has won him friends cutting across party di-

vides. His election was no surprise given the numbers in

Parliament, and the contest was something of a non-

starter despite Gopalkrishna Gandhi’s attempt to por-

tray it as an ideological face-o�. That Mr. Naidu did not

give much room for raising the pro�le of the battle for

the o�ce of the Vice-President is re�ective of his tact

and temperament, qualities that will stand him in good

stead in his primary job as the Chairman of the Rajya

Sabha. He can be expected to take on the ceremonial

and diplomatic duties of the Vice-President, which are

akin to those of the President, with minimum fuss. The

Bharatiya Janata Party zeroed in on him for more than

one reason. He is the most prominent face of the BJP in

the south, having previously served as the national

president of the party. Although Karnataka, and not his

home State of Andhra Pradesh, is the �rst and only State

in the south to vote the BJP to power, Mr. Naidu was in

many ways the symbol of the party’s foray into the

south.

Left to himself, Mr. Naidu would probably have

chosen to continue in active politics, and not take on

this constitutional post. He was the BJP’s go-to person

for making allies in the south. He developed a good

equation with K. Chandrasekhar Rao in Telangana, N.

Chandrababu Naidu in Andhra Pradesh and Jayala-

lithaa in Tamil Nadu. By all accounts, Mr. Naidu relished

his political role in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana as

much as his ministerial role at the Centre. But given the

BJP’s new-found majority in the Lok Sabha, and its am-

bitious plan to expand its own base in the south beyond

Karnataka, party president Amit Shah and Prime Minis-

ter Narendra Modi may have felt less need for Mr.

Naidu’s ally-making abilities. But, even if the BJP leader-

ship does not miss him in Andhra Pradesh and Telan-

gana, Mr. Modi will still have a hole to �ll in his Cabinet.

Some of the senior ministers such as Arun Jaitley hold

more than one important portfolio, and losing another

senior hand will surely have an e�ect on the represent-

ativeness and balance of the Council of Ministers.

Already Mr. Modi has lost the services of Manohar Par-

rikar, who moved to Goa as Chief Minister after relin-

quishing his job as Defence Minister. As for Mr. Naidu,

he could well be the BJP’s choice for the next President.

The Shah-Modi team is known for making long-term

plans, and it cannot be ruled out that they made the

choice with an eye on Rashtrapati Bhavan in 2022.

Vice-President Naidu
He has to rely on his tact and temperament 

in his new role as an apolitical elder

I
ndia’s elementary education system may be getting

better at providing access to greater numbers of chil-

dren, but has never really been able to answer the

question, what is the measure of its success? If produ-

cing curious minds that have had exposure to life skills

is the test, the system generally scores poorly, since it

primarily emphasises competition, tests and scores. In

spite of policy improvements, it has to contend with a

signi�cant dropout rate. In 2015, that �gure stood at

about 5% at the primary level and over 17% at the sec-

ondary level, with government schools a�ected more.

So when the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory

Education Act became law in 2010, it appeared to be a

bulwark against the various ills that prevent continued

schooling of all children up to the secondary level. The

guarantee of uninterrupted schooling that the Act

provides under sections 16 and 30(1) is founded on the

no-detention policy until Class 8. This is a protection

that should not be tri�ed with to compensate for the

overall failure to improve the school education system,

beginning with the neglect of teacher education, bad

recruitment policies, and confusion over what the goals

of schooling are. The decision of the Union Cabinet to

scrap the no-detention policy at the elementary level,

and introduce detention of students who fail a desig-

nated test in Class 5 or 6, is fraught with the danger of

going back to a regime of early dropouts. Such a move

can only feed the pool of cheap child labour that has

been the notorious record of the school education sys-

tem, and facilitate the newly liberalised norms of allow-

ing child labour under the guise of family enterprises. 

Building a schooling system that caters to every child

without turning it into a testing factory is a challenge,

but it should actually be easier in an era of robust eco-

nomic growth, when there is a mismatch between the

demand for a skilled adult labour force and what the

system prepares the country’s youth for. Rather than

detain a child early through a stigmatising test, a pro-

gressive system would open avenues for skills training

after the elementary level for those who would prefer

that over academic studies. Such a model has served in-

dustrial nations such as Germany for decades, raising

the standard of living for all, while ensuring economic

productivity. The objective is not to relegate academic

attainments to a second order priority. On the contrary,

the RTE Act has a provision for continuous and compre-

hensive evaluation, which governments have not found

the time to develop scienti�cally. Raising the quality of

classroom teaching, continuous monitoring of teacher

attendance and introduction of free vocational and in-

dustrial skills training for all those with such an aptitude

after elementary schooling should be the priority.

Transferring the onus of performance in a narrow test-

ing framework to children, many of whom come from

underprivileged backgrounds, can only produce a less

literate citizenry. A more open and liberal approach to

schooling will have good long-term outcomes.

Skill, don’t detain
The Centre should reconsider its decision to

scrap no-detention policy in primary schools 

T
here has been a lot of discus-
sion on universal basic in-
come (UBI) in both developed

and developing countries. The
primary objective is to enable
every citizen to have a certain min-
imum income. The term ‘univer-
sal’ is meant to connote that the
minimum or basic income will be
provided to everyone irrespective
of whatever their current income
is. The adoption of a universal ba-
sic income can impose a burden on
the �sc which is well beyond the
capabilities of most developing
countries, including India. In dis-
cussing the applicability of the
concept of basic income to India,
three questions arise. The first is
whether it should be ‘universal’ or
‘restricted’; the second is what the
level of minimum income is and
how this is to be determined; and
the third is about the �nancing
mechanism for implementing such
a scheme.

Cash versus services
Above all, there is a philosophical
question, whether support to vul-
nerable sections should be in the
form of goods and services or as
cash. Cash gives the discretion to
bene�ciaries to spend it any way
they like. But it is assumed they
would be wise in their discretion.
On the other hand, the provision of
services or goods directly to bene�-
ciaries may be directed to achieve
certain objectives in terms of nutri-
tion or health or education. In the
provision of services, the concern
is about leakages and quality of ser-

vice. Some countries have adopted
a middle path of conditional trans-
fers, which means that transfers in
the form of cash are subject to the
condition that they are spent on
meeting de�ned needs. 

However, as far as India is con-
cerned, we are not starting with a
clean state. There are a whole lot of
services provided by the state, and
it would be impossible to knock
them o� and substitute them with
general income support. We need
to think of income support as a
supplement to services already
provided even though a hard look
at some of the provisions is abso-
lutely essential. Poor quality of ser-
vices from government-run institu-
tions has become a matter of
concern.

‘Universal’ or restricted?
Coming to the concept of the UBI,
it is necessary to �rst decide
whether income supplements
should be ‘universal’ or limited to
certain easily identi�able groups.
Most calculations involving the
provision of income to one and all
are beyond the capabilities of the
present Central government
Budget unless the basic income is
�xed at too low a level. It is ex-
tremely di�cult to cut so-called
implied subsidies or hidden sub-

sidies in order to fund resources, as
some proponents argue. These
supports range from subsidised
bus fares to subsidised power tar-
i�. The attempt must be to think in
terms of reducing the number of
bene�ciaries using easily de�nable
criteria. Elaborate exercises for
identi�cation will defeat the pur-
pose. It is true that a universal
scheme is easy to implement. Feas-
ibility is the critical question.
There is also the consideration of
fairness. But strict targeting will
run into complex problems of
identi�cation.

Minimum increase
The issue whether the scheme
should be universal or restricted
depends on the level of basic in-
come that is proposed to be
provided. If we were to treat the
cut-o� used to de�ne poverty as
the minimum income, then the
total �scal burden would be
enormous. This apart, there is no
consensus regarding what that cut-
o� should be. Our analysis using
di�erent poverty lines shows that
poverty is concentrated around
the poverty line. In fact, more than
60% of the total poor lies between
75% of the poverty line and the
poverty line. Therefore, what is
needed is a supplement to �ll the

poverty gap. One alternative would
be to determine the required in-
come supplement from the Ma-
hatma Gandhi National Rural Em-
ployment Guarantee Scheme
(MGNREGS). The total annual in-
come supplement can be equival-
ent to 100 days of the wages pre-
scribed under the MGNREGS. This
is equivalent to ₹20,000 per year.
This amount can be treated as the
income supplement. 

The next question is who the be-
ne�ciaries should be. Here again, it
is di�cult to cover the entire popu-
lation. Even providing one person
per household with this income
will mean ₹5 lakh crore per annum,
which is 3.3% of GDP. Perhaps what
is feasible is a scheme which limits
the total expenditure to around 1.5
to 2% of GDP, which is between ₹2
lakh crore and ₹3 lakh crore. We
need to evolve a criterion which
can restrict the total cost to this
amount. One way of doing it will be
to limit it to all women above the
age of 45. This is an easily identi�-
able criterion because Aadhaar
cards feature the age of the person.
However, this is only one alternat-
ive. But others may be thought of.
Restricting the bene�ciaries to the
elderly or widows or those with
disabilities may have only a limited
impact. Making available a min-
imum of ₹20,000 per year for al-
most 10 crore people — which
means a total expenditure of ₹2
lakh crore — must make a dent on
poverty since at least half of them
would be for the poor or people a
little above the poverty line. 

Financing the scheme
The feasibility of raising even ₹2
lakh crore is not easy. Some ana-
lysts have suggested that we can re-
move all exemptions in our tax sys-
tem which would give us enough
money. Apart from the di�culties
in removing all exemptions, tax ex-
perts advocate removing exemp-

tions so that the basic tax rate can
be reduced. Perhaps, out of the ₹2
lakh crore which is needed, ₹1 lakh
crore can come from the phasing
out of some of the expenditures
while the remainder must come
from raising additional revenue.
Perhaps, one can phase out the
MGNREGS, which will realise close
to ₹40,000 crore. The employ-
ment scheme is very akin to the
proposed scheme. Fertilizer sub-
sidies are another item of ex-
penditure which can be elimin-
ated. Perhaps, requesting higher
income groups to forego supple-
mental income will reduce the ex-
penditure, as has been done suc-
cessfully in the case of cooking gas.

To conclude, introducing the
UBI is unrealistic. In fact, the
concept of a basic income must be
turned essentially into a supple-
mental income. Such a scheme will
be feasible provided we restrict the
bene�ciaries to groups which can
be easily identi�ed. This restric-
tion essentially comes from �scal
compulsions. Regarding �nances,
it is not easy to remove all implicit
subsidies. The design for �nancing
the scheme has to be viewed in a
more pragmatic way. Restricting
the �scal burden to 1.5 to 2% of GDP
seems desirable and feasible. Half
of this can come from phasing out
some of the existing expenditures
while the other half can come by
raising fresh revenue. Lastly, the
proposal here refers only to the in-
come supplement that can be
provided by the Central govern-
ment. Similar e�orts can be made
by the respective State govern-
ments, if they so desire.

C. Rangarajan is a former Chairman of
the Economic Advisory Council to the
Prime Minister and a former Governor,
Reserve Bank of India. S. Mahendra Dev is
Director and Vice Chancellor, Indira
Gandhi Institute of Development
Research, Mumbai

C. Rangarajan & 

S. Mahendra Dev
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Let’s talk about a supplemental income
The concept of a basic income must be quali�ed to restrict bene�ciaries to groups that are easily identi�ed

D
omestic workers are among
the most exploited sections
of the Indian workforce. In

the past, domestic work was
closely enmeshed with feudal
structures of labour extraction,
such as begar. Typically, such work
was unpaid, or was paid for at a
nominal rate in kind. It was domin-
ant, elite groups who extracted
such work from predominantly
‘lower’ caste groups or labouring
groups for domestic/household
purposes. The 1931 Census recor-
ded a large pool of labour, i.e. 27
lakh, as domestic workers, or ‘ser-
vants’ as they were then known.
They were then predominantly
male workers. These high numbers
reduced considerably with the
growing intensity of the anti-feudal
struggle and development of occu-
pational diversities in the post-In-
dependence era. The 1971 Census
recorded only 67,000 domestic
workers. However, this trend has
been reversed since the early 1990s
when India’s economic policy
pushed forward with liberalisation.
The 1991 Census recorded 10 lakh
domestic workers. Subsequent Na-
tional Sample Survey O�ce (NSSO)
data of the post-liberalisation

period has mapped a continuous
increase in this �gure. The NSSO
data of 2004-05, for example, has
recorded 47 lakh domestic workers
in India; the majority of whom, i.e.
30 lakh, were women. As of today, a
large number of these workers are
inter-State migrant labourers from
impoverished districts in West
Bengal, Assam and Jharkhand. 

The Noida �ash point
The recent confrontation between
this otherwise docile workforce of
domestic workers and their
wealthy employers in Noida (Uttar
Pradesh) brought to light, yet
again, the widespread exploitation
of domestic workers, and the huge
antagonism between their interests
and those of their employers. The
Noida incident has also revealed
the sickening nexus between the
police, employers, as well as right-
wing politicians who have exten-
ded support to the wealthy resid-
ents. Within hours, an obvious la-
bour issue, and the e�ort of
workers to locate a missing female
domestic worker was projected as a
communal confrontation. 

With the accused employers and
their sympathisers identifying the
protesting workers and the missing
domestic worker as ‘Bangladeshis’,
the social media exploded with
communal diatribe and messages
of hate. Within days, shanty shops
opposite building complex, on
which the slum dwellers were de-
pendent for their daily provisions,
were razed to the ground by the

civic authorities. The police, mean-
while, have focussed their entire in-
vestigation on the ‘riot’ that erup-
ted at the housing society’s gates,
and have arrested some workers.
Their investigation does not take
into account the �rst First Informa-
tion Report lodged in this case,
which is that of the female do-
mestic worker who went missing
on the night prior to the confronta-
tion. 

The incident, yet again, exposes
the crisis nurtured by the Indian
state’s unwillingness to ratify the
International Labour Organisa-
tion’s Convention 189 on Decent
Work for Domestic Workers, and
thereby, to modify landmark la-
bour laws so as to bring domestic
work under the purview of state
regulation. Importantly, the unwill-
ingness of the state to regulate this
work relation means that it is com-
plicit in keeping intact the private
power of regulation enjoyed by the
employer. In turn, the private
nature of regulation has allowed
the employer to exercise quasi-ma-

gisterial powers over the domestic
worker in India. Such authoritarian
power of the employer in the work
relation bears close resemblance to
penal work regimes of the early co-
lonial period in which employers
prede�ned the terms of contract
and penalised attempts by the
worker to leave or renegotiate the
contract. Typically, workers’ at-
tempts to renegotiate their terms of
work or to leave such employment
are outbid by verbal, and often,
physical assaults by employers. If
these measures don’t work then
many employers simply proceed to
debar the a�ected workers from
entering the building complex for
work at other apartments. Do-
mestic workers then take on an al-
most absolute risk of unemploy-
ment or criminalisation when they
try to obtain their dues. 

Seeds of overexploitation 
Typically, the employer-domin-
ated, domestic work industry is
characterised by low, stagnant
wage rates. Wages are particularly
low for Bengali and Adivasi work-
ers. Many women slaving away at
such low wage rates are sub-
sequently compelled to seek em-
ployment in more than one house,
and to make their teenage daugh-
ters pick up similar work. Irregular
payment of wages by employers,
extraction of more work than
agreed upon at the start of employ-
ment, and the practice of arbitrar-
ily reducing wages are rampant
problems that breed overexploita-

tion of domestic workers. 
The near absolute authority of

the employer, stemming from the
lack of state regulation of domestic
service, reduces the domestic
worker to nothing short of servility.
This is not the average employer–
employee relationship where an
employee has certain tangible
rights, and thus, cannot be easily
reduced to abject servitude. In
sharp contrast, the very nature of
the intense manual work per-
formed, the persistent surveil-
lance, and the quasi-magisterial au-
thority of the employer means that
the domestic worker functions like
servile labour. It is, after all, not un-
common to �nd the average do-
mestic worker tiptoeing around the
apartment so as to least get in the
way of employers, and being re-
duced to a submissive, docile exist-
ence. Such vulnerability and over-
exploitation cannot be ignored any
further, especially with the con-
tinuous growth in the number of
impoverished women and children
entering the domestic services in-
dustry in the post-liberalisation
era. The lack of redressal ma-
chinery for workers in this rapidly
developing industry is compelling
desperate workers to resort to viol-
ent forms of agitation, and in such a
scenario we may witness the recur-
rence of Noida-like incidents in the
future. 

Maya John, an assistant professor at Jesus
and Mary College, Delhi, is associated
with the Domestic Workers’ Union

Private power, public apathy
Modify landmark labour laws to bring domestic work under the purview of state regulation

maya john
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Triumph and challenge
Venkaiah Naidu’s election as
the Vice-President of India
is a re�ection of the
greatness of our democracy
where an ordinary person
can rise to the top by dint of
hard work and capability
(“Venkaiah sweeps V-P polls
with 516 votes”, August 6).
It will now be a challenge for
the victor to emerge as a
non-partisan and fair
Chairman of the Upper
House. The challenge is
daunting because of his
image as a devout follower
of the Prime Minister and a
committed BJP leader. The
Opposition will be
demanding and Mr. Naidu
will need his reputation of
pleasing people and making
friends. This together with
the needs of the job and
support from the Prime
Minister may help him in his
new role.
Y.G. Chouksey,

Pune

Plight of men
Jayanthi Natarajan has
rightly called the anti-dowry
law toothless especially in

the context of its changing
format with judicial caveats
every now and then
(“Punishing the victims”,
August 5). But what she has
perhaps failed to take note
of in her defence of women
is that the law passed in 1961
has, over the years, been
used to induce chaos in
many a household. A
section most a�ected here
are non-resident Indians
and their immediate
relatives. There is certainly
a need to introduce checks
and balances. 
The writer seems to have
ignored statistical data on
the misuse of the provision.
In the case of NRI grooms,
there are many instances of
the boy’s family caving into
the demand for heavy
monetary settlements for
fear of being held back by
the police, facing prolonged
court proceedings and also,
most importantly,
jeopardising their overseas
jobs. A solution to all this is
counselling before and after
marriage and creating
greater awareness of the
disastrous results of dowry

demands. This should be
treated as a social evil rather
than as a crime to be dealt
with by police and
courts.Family welfare
committees to look into
dowry harassment and help
the police avoid taking
hasty actions are a must;
this was also a judicial
prescription. Victim-hood is
not gender bound.
Syed Qamar Hasan,

New Delhi

■ I wish the writer
recognised that in the
application of Section 498A
of the Indian Penal Code,
men and their families too
have been humiliated and
harassed. The law certainly
needs amendment. No
judiciary would in any way
like to dilute the powers of
the Act, but I think the
provision of district family
welfare courts and their
studied recommendations
before any police action is
taken is the only answer in
the Indian context. Such
courts should be overseen
by responsible and widely
accepted personalities and

psychiatrists. Cases which
go to the police directly
almost certainly result in a
broken home. 
Mohan Singh,

Amritsar

■ One wonders whether the
writer is aware of the
ground reality of how a
well-intended enactment
can end up in men being
harassed. In several cases,
aged parents-in-law are
implicated to belittle or cow
down the husband. In the
encouragement of
registering false complaints,
family systems have been
a�ected severely. The laws
should be re-examined so
that there is no harassment
by arrest prior to or pending
investigation. 
Valampuri Mosay,

Vallioor, Tirunelveli, Tamil Nadu

Canal with a past
The ‘Ground Zero’ article,
“Long live the canal”
(August 5), was an excellent
account of how the
legendary waterway has
fallen into disuse. It was
enlightening to know that

there is now a project to try
to revive it. Between 1970
and 2000, my students
from Sri Venkateswara
University and I undertook
research on various aspects
of wetland ecology on a
stretch of the canal from
Pulicat to Govundlapalem.
We used to travel by boat,
observing mangroves and
salt pans besides collecting
�ddler crabs for research. A
common sight then was
�shermen harvesting
shrimp with their bare
hands. 
R. Ramamurthi,

Tirupati

■ Buckingham Canal stands
out as an example of British
vision, engineering skills
and discipline which could
not be emulated by us. It is
tragic that we have been
unable to save the canal

from encroachments of
various kinds and gross
pollution. The canal has
immense potential to
promote tourism and trade. 
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,

Hyderabad

■ The article was a
wonderful read for many
old-timers and brought back
nostalgic memories of their
childhood when they used
to watch boats of di�erent
sizes and shapes along the
canal. The project to revive
the canal will be a green
move. Stringent steps must
be taken to put an end to
open defecation, using the
canal as a site to dump trash
and even as a receptacle for
sewerage.
G.M. Rama Rao,

Visakhapatnam
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W
hen Portuguese explorers
first rounded the Cape of
Good Hope and arrived in

the subcontinent in the late 15th cen-
tury, Europeans had little direct know-
ledge of India. The maritime passage
opened new opportunities for the ex-
change of goods as well as ideas. As
Professor Sanjay Subrahmanyam,
who teaches at the University of Cali-
fornia, says in his preface to Europe’s
India: Words, People, Empires (1500-
1800), “... the Europeans gradually
were transformed, albeit in fits and
starts, from marginal coastal players
to substantial territorial conquerors.”
Traders were joined by ambassadors,
missionaries, soldiers, and scholars
from Portugal, England, France and
other countries, all hoping to learn
about India for reasons as varied as
their particular nationalities and pro-
fessions. Prof. Subrahmanyam tracks
Europeans’ changing ideas of India
over the entire early modern period.
An excerpt:

We can say that beginning in the
sixteenth century, the process of rep-
resenting what India was in Europe
became linked in a variety of ways to
collecting objects and written materi-
als on that part of the world. Further-
more, the objects that were collected
were sometimes of sufficient cultural
density and complexity that they had
to be interpreted and translated in
the sense that a sheaf of cinnamon or
a sack of pepper might not (although
other, lesser known “drugs and
simples” sometimes required a form
of translation for a European audi-
ence). The entire process can be seen
as a multiple unfolding of different
dimensions of a knowledge complex.
It is also important to underline the
fact that the participants in the pro-
cess were many and varied; if some
of them were Asian traders, intellec-
tuals, and courtiers who spoke to the
Portuguese and gave them know-
ledge, they also included a whole
gamut of social and professional cat-
egories within Portuguese colonial
society itself: missionaries, trading
representatives of the Portuguese
Crown (who were called feitores or
“factors”), physicians, mariners in
search of sailing directions, military

specialists, and others including
painters and printers.

Two specific examples from the
mid-sixteenth century can give us a
sense of the diversity of such actors
and their projects. One of these was
the “New Christian” or converted
Jewish physician Garcia da Orta, who
was born in Portugal into a family of
Jews of Spanish origin around 1501,
and who came to India around 1534
after having studied medicine in vari-
ous universities in Spain. Orta’s activ-
ities as a trader and physician even-
tually took him out of Goa into the
Deccan, and he also appears to have
held a property in the islands around
what eventually became the territory
of Bombay. He certainly knew Arabic
quite well before arriving in Asia, and
he added to this some knowledge of
Persian, probably while working at
the Muslim courts of the Deccan,
which welcomed “Frankish” (that is
to say, Portuguese) physicians as
well. This distilled theoretical and
practical knowledge was eventually
put by him into an extremely import-
ant work entitled Coloquios dos
simples e drogas e coisas medicinais
da India (Colloquies on the Simples,
Drugs and Medicinal Products of In-
dia), which was printed in Goa in
1563, a few years before Orta died.
Though he was eventually de-
nounced posthumously to the In-
quisition for having secretly been a
practicing Jew, this work remained a
major reference on Indian plants and
other medicinal products.

A more complicated relationship
with Asian knowledge traditions can
be seen in the case of his contempor-
ary, the aristocrat Dom Joao de
Castro (1500-1548), who was not
merely an accomplished military

commander and navigator, but was
also interested in pursuing theoret-
ical investigations regarding such
subjects as cartography and ter-
restrial magnetism. Castro was also a
good draftsman, and a number of his
maps, sketches, and rutters (mar-
iner’s handbooks, or roteiros) have
survived. It is possible that they too
built in part on the local knowledge
that he gained while navigating the
Indian Ocean in ships where the
crews were made up in a large pro-
portion by Indians and other Asians,
though this is less evident than in the
case of Orta. At any rate, the influ-
ence of the work of men like Castro
was passed on to the great map-
makers of Portuguese Asia, like the
somewhat shadowy figure of Fernao
Vaz Dourado (d. 1580), who pro-
duced a set of spectacular represent-
ations of the lands of Asia in his At-
las, which became the basis for later
printed maps in the Netherlands.
These representations were import-
ant for turning the page definitively
on the Ptolemaic vision of that part
of the world. Though these maps of
India depended, for example, on
knowledge based largely on coastal
navigation (so that most of the place
names were located on the coast,

rather than in the interior), they pro-
duced an approximate vision of the
regions of India with which the Por-
tuguese had the most dealings from
west to east, Sind, Gujarat, the
Konkan, Kanara, Malabar, the Coro-
mandel coast, Orissa and Bengal.
They would also serve as the basis
for the knowledge of the first Dutch
and English merchants who arrived
in those regions at the turn of the
seventeenth century.

Of course, Portuguese curiosity
extended much beyond such “secu-
lar” subjects as medicine, botany,
navigation, and cartography. They
were also anxious to know as much
as they could about the “religions”
that were practiced in India, for
which they often used the word
“law” (lei), as was common in
Europe at the time. The Portuguese
who arrived in Asia in the first half of
the sixteenth century certainly had
some notions regarding Islam or the
“law of Muhammad” as they called
it, though these were often quite
crude. They had to rediscover the
difference between Sunnis and Shi’is
in the course of their dealings in the
Deccan and the Persian Gulf, but this
eventually became an abiding trope
in their representation of political al-
liances in the Indian Ocean. They
saw one network, a Sunni one, that
was oriented toward Istanbul and the
Ottoman Empire, and another, a pre-
dominantly Shi’ite one, that drew in-
spiration from the newly emergent
Safavid dynasty in Iran. So far as we
can discern, no Portuguese intellec-
tual of the time seems to have gone
to great lengths to collect copies of
the Qur’an, or other more obscure
texts from any Muslim tradition.
However, by the end of the sixteenth
century, some European visitors to
Asia — such as the Vecchietti brothers
from Florence, Giovan Battista and
Gerolamo — became interested in
Judeo-Persian materials as well as
Persian translations of the Gospel.
The materials collected by them are
among the earliest Indian (or Indo-
Persian) manuscripts to appear in
European collections, and which still
survive.

It was the other religious beliefs
and practices in India and (South
Asia, more generally speaking) that
posed a far greater conceptual prob-
lem so far as the Portuguese were
concerned. The people to whom
these pertained were classified by
the Portuguese as “gentiles” (gen-
tios), and they included what we
today might call Hindus, Buddhists,
and Jains.

Europe’s complicated relationship with Asian knowledge traditions in the early modern period

Changing ideas of India

Sanjay Subrahmanyam

■ Europe’s India:
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DATA POINT

The number of registered foreign missionaries residing in In-
dia has been gradually falling since the adoption of what is
called the new missionary policy in 1954. During the last eight
years it has come down from 4,802 as on June 1, 1959 to 3,915
on January 1, 1967. In 1953, when a controversy arose regard-
ing the activities of some missionaries, the Government of In-
dia reviewed the whole question in detail, considering the
political and security aspects. Under the policy then framed,
missionaries coming for the first time to the country were to
be admitted only if they possessed outstanding qualifications
or special experience in their line and only if no suitable Indi-
ans were available for appointment. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO AUGUST 7, 1967 

Gradual fall in number of foreign missionaries
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FROM ARCHIVES

The strike of the employees of the G.I.P. Railway Workshops
[in Bombay] is still on [on August 6], the men remaining ob-
durate. As usual the strikers assembled opposite the work-
shops this morning anxiously awaiting a reply to the telegrams
they sent to H.E. the Governor and Home Board. Before there
was time to get answers a large number formed themselves
into a procession and tried to come to the city to ask for alms,
but they were prevented by the police and their attempt at
demonstration failed. Later on towards the noon Mr. Ginwalla,
their solicitor, arrived and he informed the men that he had
not received a reply from Home Board and he advised the men
that in the meantime they should resume work. The men
would not listen to Mr. Ginwalla and disappeared.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO AUGUST 7, 1917 

The Railway strike. 

In Primo Levi’s The
Drowned and the Saved,
the epigraph is from
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s
The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner: “Since then, at
an uncertain hour, /That
agony returns,/ And till
my ghastly tale is told/
This heart within me
burns.” Shortly after com-
pleting the book, Levi,
who chronicled the hor-
rors of Auschwitz in eight
books, committed suicide,
with some arguing that he
“killed himself because he
was tormented by guilt —
guilt that he had survived
Auschwitz while others,
better than he, had gone
to the wall.” 

Though his was a
drastic end, one wonders
whether enough has been
written on the Partition,
one of the most traumatic
events in our history that
killed at least a million
people and displaced mil-
lions more. In fiction,
there are books such as
Khushwant Singh’s Train

to Pakistan, Attia Hosain’s
Sunlight on a Broken
Column, Salman Rushdie’s
Midnight’s Children and
Amitav Ghosh’s The
Shadow Lines, to name a
handful, but surely there
are more stories to tell
around the tragedy and
the path to reconciliation.
How much do we know
about the Bengal Parti-
tion, for instance, which
led to riots and an unpre-
cedented exodus from
then East Pakistan (now
Bangladesh) into West
Bengal? In 1994, Alok
Bhalla edited three
volumes of Stories About
the Partition of India, as he
wondered why even
though Partition was a de-
cisive moment in our so-
cial and political life, it
had yet to become a cent-
ral part of our nationalist
discourse. He gathered
stories from far and wide,
by those who had been
“appalled witnesses to an
age of genocide”, includ-
ing those by writers like
Saadat Hasan Manto (Toba
Tek Singh), Kamleshwar

(How Many Pakistans?),
Narendranath Mitra (The
Four-Poster Bed), Ismat
Chughtai (Roots), and
Samaresh Basu (Adab). 

If one were to consider
non-fiction, a superb re-
cent addition is Yasmin
Khan’s The Great Partition:
The Making of India and
Pakistan, which argues
that leaders of both coun-
tries were largely oblivi-
ous to “what Partition
would entail in practice
and how it would affect
the populace.” Underscor-
ing the catastrophic hu-
man cost, she explains
how the recklessness with
which it was completed
has left a damaging legacy.
Also counting the losses
and examining how ordin-
ary human beings
wreaked such vengeance
on the other is Nisid
Hajari’s Midnight’s Furies. 

With the wounds of
1947 still fresh, the “para-
noia and hatred” keeping
communities apart, don’t
we need more lessons
from the past to inform
our present?

Partition and after
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SHELF HELP 

Have we written enough on the traumatic events?

Sudipta Datta

Socialist Jeremy Corbyn campaigned
aggressively against austerity meas-
ures before the parliamentary elec-
tions in the U.K. His surprising per-
formance mirrored that of social
democrat Bernie Sanders, who
nearly won the Democratic primaries

in the U.S. presidential elections despite being an independent
Senator. Today, Mr. Sanders is recognised as the most popular
politician in a country that has a hugely unpopular President.

Mr. Corbyn’s position in the Labour party has now
strengthened. Since the elections, the Labour party has been
raising issues that were long ignored in the three decades of
the “neoliberal consensus” in the U.K.: wages of public sector
employees and nationalisation of key under-performing sec-
tors. This has caused much discom�ture to Britain’s right-wing
cognoscenti, the Tories, and the Labour’s own Blairites who
consider Mr. Corbyn and Old Labour as an anachronism.

In this milieu, Mr. Corbyn’s critics have now latched on to a
new bugbear: his past support for the Bolivarian socialists in
Venezuela. Labour’s anti-austerity push is being likened to the
policies of the rulers of Venezuela ever since the Chavistas
came to power in 1999. For years, Venezuela sought to use re-
ceipts from petroleum extraction as a means of expansive wel-
fare without adequately reforming the oil bureaucracy. This
strategy yielded tremendous support for the Bolivarians till
the mid-2010s when the global fall in oil prices resulted in a
crisis for the economy. President Nicolas Maduro’s handling of
the decline of support for his party in the face of the lingering
economic meltdown since 2012 has been catastrophic. The re-
cent holding of Constituent Assembly elections, which were
boycotted by the opposition, has had even leftist supporters of
the Bolivarian project opposing such manoeuvres.

In a way, the subsiding of the “pink tide” in Latin America
has coincided with Mr. Corbyn and Mr. Sanders’ rise. But can
these be simply seen as cut from the same cloth? The answer is
only partially “yes”. The “socialist” projects in Venezuela,
Bolivia and Ecuador were focussed on reorienting the govern-
ments’ approach towards redistribution and recognition of
the rights of long marginalised groups. In Venezuela, the gov-
ernment was only partially successful in reversing the hold
over the economy by oligarchs; it failed in diversifying the
country’s economy beyond the extraction sector.

The U.S. and U.K. economies are vastly di�erent. Mr. Corbyn
and Mr. Sanders have articulated the need for social demo-
cratic policies that favour a reorientation of the state towards
the bene�t of many rather than a few — policies that are not
radical. In fact, the economic boom post-World War II was
made possible due to moderate state intervention leading to
high levels of investment and employment in the developed
economies. It is disingenuous to expect outcomes similar to
what transpired in Venezuela to occur in Britain and the U.S. as
well, if governments pursued expansive �scal policies.

At worst, the Venezuelan crisis is indicative of the weak-
nesses in the project for “21st century socialism”, which did
not address economic and bureaucratic issues from the past.

In defence of Corbyn
Anti-austerity projects espoused by
Corbyn and Sanders are viable models
without structural weaknesses

SRINIVASAN RAMANI
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One of my primary concerns has been the
impact of technology on the essential ele-
ments of journalism: truth, accuracy, and
verification. From algorithm to filter
bubbles, from viral content on social media
to photoshopped images, from an overload
of fake information that comes from paid
trolls to diabolic selective leaks — where the
context is obfuscated and unrelated sen-
tences from official documents are pulled
out to create a wrong impression — the chal-
lenges confronting journalists have grown in
exponential proportion. However, not all
dystopian stories are based on facts.

A nightmare that appeared to be true 
There was a shiver down my spine on August
1, 2017, when the Metroplus section of this
newspaper carried an item filed by a news
agency, “Facebook’s AI chatbots talk in their
own language, get shut down”. It appeared
as if all our nightmares about the dark side of
Artificial Intelligence had indeed come true.
The story claimed that while attempting to
improve the conversational skills of their
chatbots, researchers at the Facebook AI Re-
search Lab realised that the bots had aban-
doned English in favour of a language they
had developed. It further said that they were
apparently using advanced machine learning
to their advantage and were engaging in “ne-
gotiations”, and this abandonment of Eng-
lish in favour of unscripted communication
led Facebook researchers to shut down the
bots. The Metroplus team thought it de-
served publication because the story came
in the wake of the public sparring between
Tesla’s Elon Musk and Facebook’s Mark
Zuckerberg. It appears that not just the Met-
roplus team, but several mainstream media
outlets fell for the story that was flawed in its
fundamental assumption.

The editors of the main section of this
newspaper decided not to take this story.
Therein lie some of the crucial journalistic
tools to ensure that no space is provided for
scaremongering. They began by combing
the copy. They wanted to know the primary
source, the experts who have been cited or
interviewed, and the nature of the technical
development that looked spine-chilling.

First, it was not an original report of the
news agency but a report of a report that ap-

peared on a New York-based website called
Tech Times. Second, its reading of the devel-
opment that “the AI did not start shutting
down computers worldwide or something of
the sort, but it stopped using English and
started using a language that it created” led
to a curiosity to know what was that new lan-
guage before publishing the story. The Hindu
editors also wondered why no one was inter-
viewed for a story of this magnitude. These
reasons were enough for them to reject the
story despite its dystopian seductive charm. 

Their decision to spike the story was vin-
dicated within 12 hours. Some technology re-
porters started publishing the real story. A
BBC report, “The ‘creepy Facebook AI’ story
that captivated the media”, helped us under-
stand the inherent flaws of the first story by
providing the recent history of tech giants’
experiments with AI. For the sake of those
who read the ‘creepy story’, here are the de-
velopments summarised in a paragraph.

Last June, Facebook announced its AI re-
search for its chatbots, where it wanted them
to have text-based conversation with hu-
mans and other bots. According to BBC, that
was “an effort to understand how linguistics
played a role in the way such discussions
played out for negotiating parties, and cru-
cially the bots were programmed to experi-
ment with language in order to see how that
affected their dominance in the discussion.” 

Tom McKay, for his article for Gizmodo,
spoke to researchers who were involved in
FAIR (Facebook AI Research). What emerges
from his interviews is that “Facebook did in-
deed shut down the conversation, but not
because they were panicked they had un-
tethered a potential Skynet.” The error of not
incentivising the chatbots to communicate
according to human comprehensible rules of
the English language led to a situation where
the bots began chatting back and forth in a
derived shorthand. This may be a bit eerie,
but to call it a new language is a stretch.

From E.M. Forster’s The Machine Stops to
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale,
dystopian novels have helped us understand
authoritarianism. But reports of dystopia in
journalism often seem to be a false alarm.

readerseditor@thehindu.co.in

A blight that did not 
really happen
The mistake of carrying a story on Facebook’s AI chatbots 

A.S. PANNEERSELVAN 
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Capital
adequacy ratio
Finance

A financial metric used to
gauge the ability of a bank
to withstand losses
without affecting its
lenders and depositors.
While there is a variety of
capital adequacy ratios, it
can be calculated simply
by dividing the capital of a
bank by its assets. In case
of heavy losses, the bank’s
capital takes the first hit
before the funds of lenders
are affected. As banks are
institutions that are run
mainly through borrow-
ings, even minor losses
can completely wash out
its capital. So the capital
adequacy ratio, the most
popular measure to rank
bank strength, is closely
monitored by both lenders
and regulators.
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CONCEPTUAL

In numbers: How waste is
usurping Ganga

http://bit.ly/innosganga
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