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Email your letters ■ Readers are 

invited to send their feedback to

sundayletters@tribunemail.com 

The mail should not exceed 150 words.

Look how the other
parties have widened
their base: Tirelessly
wooing Dalits, OBCs,
women and the
educated middle class 

Harish Khare

A
few days ago, I received a call

from a well-spoken young man

who said he had been given my

number by a common friend. ‘Is

this a good time to call?’ he asked polite-

ly, ‘I need a few minutes of your time’. I

was a little busy so I asked him to send me

an email and I would reply.

To cut a long story short, it turned out

that he was one of young volunteers who

were calling ‘like-minded’ people on

behalf of an outreach programme started

by the Congress. They had set their sights

on all those who supported democracy

and secularism and wanted a video inter-

view. He had attached one as a sample,

featuring his grandparents (parivarvaad

even here, I noticed). Since I don’t pub-

licly support any political party, I politely

declined the offer but it set me thinking

about the strategy the venerable old Con-

gress has adopted to bolt the door after

the horse has bolted. I couldn’t help smil-

ing at their presumption that just because

they have awoken from a Rip Van Winkle-

like slumber, the rest of the country is

exactly where it was when they dozed off,

waiting patiently for their return. 

My memories of the Congress go back

all the way to 1956 — the year of our

country’s first General Election — when

the symbol of the Congress was a cow

and calf. These were the days when

there was virtually no other political

leader that could stand up to the colos-

sus that was Jawaharlal Nehru. I can

clearly recall how the whole town would

pour out to hear Panditji when he held a

public meeting. When he fondly reached

out to ruffle the hair of a child or wave at

a crowd, we liked to believe that he was

ours and ours alone. His oratory is what

we grew up on: I can still recite the

entire text of his last will and testament

or that stirring, ‘Long years ago, we

made a tryst with history…’ speech. 

I think of all of us Indians, who are old

enough to remember the day he died, can

recall clearly where we were when we

heard of his death. I doubt whether any

chulha in the entire country was lit that

evening: I know ours was not. We felt we

had lost a beloved member of our family

and still mourn his loss just as our parents

mourned the assassination of Gandhiji

throughout their lives. The Gandhis and

the Nehrus that we knew then were a

breed apart from the Pretenders who car-

ry their names today. How could I explain

all this to that earnest young man who

sought my support on democracy and

secularism today? I never went away, I

wanted to tell him, so how could I return

to those values that I will always support?

I wish the Congress had been half as loy-

al to them as the rest of us have been.

What also struck me as odd is that they

have been seeking out people of my gen-

eration, when everyone knows our time is

over. It is the 18 year olds they need to win

back and is English the language they

should communicate in. In the strange

echo chamber they have retreated into,

they speak to people like themselves and

preach to the converted. Look how the

other parties have widened their base:

Tirelessly wooing Dalits, OBCs, women

and the educated middle class. That vote

share has slipped out of their hands and is

unlikely to return in the near future.

Even more pathetic is that the fact that

those who have left supporting the Con-

gress because of their disillusionment with

its corruption and hereditary politics are

never going to trust it again, if all it can

offer are the two most debased terms in the

political discourse of today. None of us who

press the NOTA button now can ever get

ourselves to vote on the basis of caste or

creed. But neither will we vote out of habit.

Perhaps the Congress should study the his-

tory of its own and discover that regional

leaders built up the states that voted each

time for known and trusted faces. 

Today, apart from a Captain Amarinder

Singh, no Congress leader is declared a

chief ministerial candidate until the high

command can make up its mind. High

command? When did we ever hear such

terms for a bunch of nincompoops and

sycophants in the old Congress? I can only

shake my head in despair because if this is

how it plans its revival, the Congress will

dissolve faster than a soggy biscuit.

To end on a merrier note, I saw ‘Lipstick

Under My Burqa’ and recommend it not

because it is a great film, but because it

captures so vividly the suffocating lives of

women in our small towns as they are

denied freedom by repressive families

and neighbours. The film is shot in

Bhopal inside a mohalla that is as authen-

tic as you can get. Three of the four

women share a crumbling haveli that is

literally coming apart. That little world

becomes a microcosm of the old world

and its decaying foundations, a perfect

mirror of those young lives that are

trapped within ancient codes of conduct.

Perhaps the Congress should see it to

understand that those who don’t change

with the times will be unable to hold

their flock together.

Opportunist Nitish
Nitish Kumar’s decision to rejoin the

NDA was shocking (Kaffeeklatsch:

‘Nitish missed a stab at sainthood’). He

seemed different, but he’s just another

‘ ayaram, gayaram’ politician. He

missed an opportunity to raise his moral

ascendancy and emerge as Mr Clean

politician. His antics have made him an

opportunist and manipulative leader. 

COLONEL RD SINGH (RETD), AMBALA

II
The writer’s latent anguish springs

from the fact that “secular forces” and

their sympathisers in the print media

had for long visualised Nitish Kumar

as someone who is their best bet in

2019 to take on Narendra Modi, provid-

ed Rahul Gandhi is convinced to make

way for him. Alas! Nitish has brought

that dream crashing down. 

KASTINDER JOHAR, PALAMPUR

III
Nitish Kumar’s power politics has taught

us the great Indian U-turn trick. Though

it is not new and special, Mayawati also

made such U-turns in the past. To

Nitish’s credit, he does score over the rest

in probity, particularly against RJD chief

Lalu Prasad, who failed to strike a

‘smart’ deal with the BJP. If the Congress

had acted like a referee, not just a specta-

tor between Nitish and Lalu, the great

alliance would have been saved. He

might have been projected as an alterna-

tive to BJP’s Modi. But a new Nitish

seems to have opted for chief minister-

ship, a bird in hand, rather prime minis-

tership, the bird in the bushes.

LAL SINGH VIA EMAIL

Dismal political arena
Mocking Bird: ‘The philosophical jour-

ney of a chief minister’ paints a dismal

scenario of the political arena. Depend-

ing on how to retain power, the con-

science of our representatives oscil-

lates between ‘antaratma ki awaz’

and writ of the party. Nitish Kumar 

has exhibited the prowess of manoeu-

vring his skills to halt Lalu Prasad’s

endeavour to create a family 

enterprise. He has declared that his

action to ally with BJP is a step towards

fighting corruption. 

SUBHASH VAID, NEW DELHI

II
Strangely, the conscience of power

hungry Nitish Kumar went on sale in

just 12 hours. But, why single him out?

Surely, the writer knows it well that a

politician’s caste, gender, creed, party,

(fake) propounded ideology et al are

hollow backdrops. Antaratma is the

cheapest commodity to buy and sellers

are many in politics. It is the voters who

inflict self-injuries by putting them on

a high pedestal.  

MAJ GEN SPS NARANG (RETD), DEHRADUN

Life of dignity
Her crime is that she is a girl

(Indepth: ‘What is her crime?). It is

tragic that in our society a girl’s birth

is considered a bad omen. It is

shameful that girls are ill-treated and

reprimanded at their parents’ home

before marriage and after marriage at

their in-laws’. We should respect our

daughters and encourage them to

live with dignity.  

RAJ KUMAR KAPOOR, ROOPNAGAR

II
Despite an improvement in gender

ratio, the parents’ preference for sons

over daughters is still prevalent in soci-

ety. Haryana is getting a bad name due

to this social stigma. Initiatives such as

“Beti Padhao, Beti Bachao” are praise-

worthy. The need of the hour is to

change parents’ mindset.

RAVI SHARMA, JAMMU

Cherished spot
Feeling nostalgic, sad, elevated, being

at home, agitated and irritated is beau-

tiful yet unique aspect of one’s inner

self (Take my word: ‘A Premise For The

Promenade’). Significantly, no matter

wherever you go across the globe the

place where you spend your foundation

years of life always remains adorable.

SHALLEY SHARMA, GURDASPUR

Yesterday, an election

was held to decide the

new occupant of 6

Maulana Azad Road in New

Delhi. This house is the desig-

nated residence for the Vice-

President of India. The great

scholar, freedom fighter, and

educationist, Maulana

Abul Kalam Azad lived at this address

from 1947 till his death in 1958. Till

then, the street was called King

Edward Road. After the Maulana’s

departure, it came to be known as

Maulana Azad Road. 

Hamid Ansari has lived in this

modest but elegant residence for

the longest time — 10 years. That

is not surprising because he is

only the second person in our his-

tory to have served two terms as

Vice-President. The first one, Dr

Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan, lived

a part of his tenures at York Road

(now Moti Lal Nehru Road).

6 Maulana Azad has had an

interesting procession of occu-

pants, and each one of them prob-

ably left an imprint on it. Curi-

ously, there was a mosque in the

premises, and then a temple

got added. But perhaps the

most significant addition that

got made was during the stay of

KR Narayanan.

Soon after that horrible day,

December 6, 1992, when our very con-

stitutional order came under severe

assault, Vice-President Narayanan

bought two paintings, both of the

Mahatma. The paintings show the

Mahatma in a pensive mood, and each

lends a certain spiritual charm to the

surroundings. One of the paintings that

Narayanan bought hangs in the Chair-

man’s office in the Parliament House,

and the other adorns the wall above the

mantle-piece in the drawing room at 6,

Maulana Road. None of Narayanan’s

successors felt the need to tinker with

the arrangement. It would be interesting

to know if Hamid Ansari’s successor has

different thoughts and ideas and

whether the Mahatma retains his place

at the Vice-President’s residence.  

For 10 years, Hamid Ansari made a mod-

el and dignified resident at 6, Maulana

Azad Road. His presence in the second

highest constitutional office of the land

showcased the best of Indian plurality and

diversity. But these last three years, he

was seen as an incongruity. This incon-

gruity got symbolised by his choice of

sherwani as the formal dress.

More than the choice of attire, Hamid

sahib was the odd man out. After all, he is

a man of ideas, a man who values and

reads books, feels at home in the company

of the educated. He is familiar with the his-

tory of our region and beyond; and, more

importantly, he has a sense of history.

A Vice-President has just about no

power. But that does not prevent an

incumbent from speaking out on

issues of national and international

importance. Hamid Ansari made his

erudite presence felt often. He spoke

out against the creeping culture of

intolerance and intimidation.

Hamid Ansari’s gentle, dignified

presence at the pulpit must have

been an eyesore to the new congre-

gation of the closed minds. Now,

with a new occupant at 6 Maulana

Azad Road, the ruling establish-

ment will have one less irritant to

deal with.  

I
T is almost a cliché for our lead-

ers to extol the virtues of “dia-

logue” even when they continue

to talk down to others, that is, when

they are not shouting at their adver-

saries. Much of our public discourse has

become a dialogue of the deaf. I say my

piece, you say your piece and we put the

onus on the other person to try to under-

stand me. Neither of us wants to listen and

appreciate the other’s point of view. We

are happy with our prejudices and con-

tented with our sense of superior wisdom.

We accuse the others of intolerance and,

worse, of bigotry.

Try listening. That is Arun Maira’s

mantra in this very, very readable book,

Listening for Well-Being — Conversations

with People Not Like Us. Arun Maira is not

a “things-to-do” guru and this is not the

kind of books that are displayed promi-

nently at airport bookstores. He is a seri-

ous student of public policy and for five

years, between 2009 and 2014, he was a

member of the Planning Commission.

In a brief foreword to this book, the Dalai

Lama notes that along with contemplating

and meditating, listening is one of the

three “wisdom tools.” This means listen-

ing “without preconceived notion and with

respect and full attention” to what others

say. Another Buddhist sage, Thich Nhat

Hanh, has exhorted us: “To know how to

love someone, we have to understand

them. To understand, we need to listen.” 

The book is a rather thoughtful reflection

on inadequacies we have injected in our

collective affairs, especially with the arrival

of social media. The new tools of social

media only help us reinforce our prejudices

and passions and we end up creating more

and more ugliness around us. 

Our failure to listen — rather our refusal

to listen to those who are not like us — is

producing great social disharmony,

endangering our security. Our politics, our

media, and our national discourse end up

creating noxious bitterness.

Arun Maira ends the book with a simple

reminder that we all like to pose ourselves

a question: “What sort of a world are we

leaving behind for our grandchildren?”

This question has become a cliché. Yet, the

question remains urgent and relevant.

Therefore, while we do listen to our own

aspirations, “we must also listen to the

aspirations of people not like us for the

better world they want to leave for their

grandchildren.” Well put.

J
UST when we thought that everybody

was succumbing to a creeping mad-

ness, there emerges evidence of sanity.

The evidence has a name: Additional

Sessions Judge Sidharth Sharma. It

appears that Judge Sidharth Sharma had

before him the case of Kashmiri ‘sepa-

ratist’ leader Shabir Shah, who has been

arrested by the Enforcement Directorate

for possessing undisclosed foreign funds.

The Enforcement Directorate’s

lawyer challengingly asked Mr Shah to

chant Bharat Mata Ki Jai in order to

prove his innocence and his patriotism.

Judge Sidharth Sharma correctly and

promptly intervened and ticked off the

lawyer that the courtroom was not a

“television studio.” 

Judge Sidharth Sharma’s rebuke for

the ED was not at all out of place; indeed,

it was way overdue. It is bad enough that

our political leaders use the courts to set-

tle scores with their rivals, it a double

tragedy that some lawyers have come to

believe that a “cause” takes precedence

over the law and etiquettes and protocols

of the courtroom. “Patriotism” and

“nationalism” are the two latest “causes”

which excite a section of lawyers who

take it upon themselves to pronounce a

person guilty or innocent. This unfortu-

nate trend, in fact, was first noticed in

Srinagar where a very vociferous bar

association has virtually rendered the

courts of law defunct. 

Our nation faces many grave challenges

but none of these challenges would be

defused by resorting to extra-legal tactics

or reducing our judicial process to a “kan-

garoo court.” 

I
am impressed with the tagline in the

Haryana Government’s publicity cam-

paign on the completion of its 1,000

days in office. There is a rather clever play

on words in the Chief Minister’s name to

produce the ‘raj manohar’ slogan. This is

very creative ad work. 

In the process, it need be noted that

Manohar Lal, perhaps, becomes the first

major BJP functionary in the Age of Modi

to be allowed a spot of self-glorification.

So far, this trick has been reserved for the

Prime Minister. 

The chief minister is too self-effacing to

be suspected of wanting to promote a per-

sonality cult and let us

hope that the commis-

sars in Delhi do not take a

different view.

Till then, let me raise my cup

of coffee to Manohar Lal’s

creative team. Join me. 

kaffeeklatsch@tribuneindia.com
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At 6 Maulana Azad Road….

Congress must look within 
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