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Legitimacy of the basic structure
The doctrine may be derived from the abstract. But it exists within the Constitution itself

T

he resignations of the National Statistical Com
mission’s acting Chairperson P.C. Mohanan and
member J.V. Meenakshi appear linked to the
Centre’s refusal to release new data on employment
that were due to be made public in December 2018.
They could also be related to unease about the recently
unveiled backseries data on the economy, which re
corded slower growth during the UPAled government’s
rule, and were released by the NITI Aayog bypassing
convention and the commission’s views. Reports sug
gest that the ﬁndings of the new Periodic Labour Force
Survey, for July 2017December 2018, are not too ﬂatter
ing, with unemployment registering a ﬁvedecade high.
The government has said no such reservations were ex
pressed by Mr. Mohanan or Dr. Meenakshi during NSC
meetings and that the report will be released after
‘quarterly’ data for the survey period is processed. A
key role of the NSC, set up in 2006, is to verify whether
data being put in the public domain are reliable and
adequate. Information has been collected and dissemi
nated by successive governments under laiddown
schedules, earning Indian data greater global trust than
most other emerging market peers, especially China.
On the question of jobcreation for the youth, the
Prime Minister and his Cabinet have been building an
argument that jobs abound, but credible data are mis
sing. The National Sample Survey Organisation’s quin
quennial employment surveys were to be conducted in
201617. The year was switched to 201718 as the new La
bour Force Survey was being prepared to replace it.
Separately, a quarterly survey of select employmentin
tensive sectors initiated by the Labour Bureau after the
2008 global financial crisis, that provided some clarity
on ground realities, was inexplicably junked. Instead,
proxy data from enrolments into social security
schemes for formal sector employees are being touted
as a sign of jobcreation: economists have rightly called
them out as inaccurate. Even then, Arun Jaitley, in his
last year’s Budget speech, cited ‘an independent study’
to claim seven million formal jobs will be created in
201819. The Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy has
pegged job losses in 2018 at 11 million based on its reg
ular employment surveys. The government’s coy ap
proach to jobsrelated data may be due to its disastrous
demonetisation gambit which hurt supply chains and
informal jobs in the economy and whose eﬀects have
lingered. Contrast this with the NSSO surveys of 2009
10 that revealed little good news on household incomes
and jobcreation, thanks to aftereﬀects of the global ﬁ
nancial crisis. The UPA didn’t dither from releasing the
data, took criticism on its chin, explained it was an ex
ceptional situation and commissioned another set of
surveys in 201112 to correct for the timing. The Modi go
vernment should have treaded the same path without
upending India’s statistical integrity.

Suhrith Parthasarathy

I

t has now been more than 45
years since the Supreme Court
ruled in Kesavananda Bharati v.
State of Kerala that Parliament’s
power to amend the Constitution
was not unlimited, that the Consti
tution’s basic structure was infran
gible. But as entrenched as this
doctrine might now be, it remains,
to some, a source of endless anti
pathy. There have already been
grumblings over the rule’s legiti
macy in certain quarters in res
ponse to challenges made to the
recently introduced 103rd Consti
tutional Amendment, which pro
vides for reservations based on
economic criteria in government
jobs and education.

Unwarranted censure
The common criticism is that the
doctrine has no basis in the Consti
tution’s language. The phrase
“basic structure”, it’s argued,
ﬁnds no mention anywhere in the
Constitution.
What’s
more,
beyond its textual illegitimacy, its
detractors also believe the doc
trine accords the judiciary a power
to impose its philosophy over a de
mocratically formed government,
resulting in something akin to
what Union Minister Arun Jaitley
once termed as a “tyranny of the
unelected”.
Unquestionably, some of this
censure is a result of the Supreme
Court’s occasionally muddled in
terpretation of what the Constitu
tion’s basic structure might be. But
to reject the doctrine altogether
because the judiciary sometimes
botches its use is to throw the baby
out with the bathwater. For not on
ly is the basic structure canon le
gally legitimate, in that it is deeply
rooted in the Constitution’s text

The U.S.’s unilateral withdrawal from a nuclear
treaty threatens to kickstart a new arms race

T

he Donald Trump administration’s decision to
withdraw from the IntermediateRange Nuclear
Forces (INF) treaty with Russia is a retrograde
step. Signed in 1987 by Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gor
bachev, it barred both countries from deploying land
launched cruise missiles in the 500 to 5,500km range.
However, Russia appears to have been covertly violat
ing it in letter and spirit. The U.S. in 2008 expressed
concern over the Russian Novator 9M729 missile tests
and in 2014 alleged that Moscow was testing a ground
based cruise missile. Yet, the U.S. response cannot be
regarded as purely retaliatory. Both Mr. Trump and his
National Security Adviser John Bolton are on the record
expressing what some consider to be a sense of disre
gard for arms control agreements. Before taking up the
NSA role, Mr. Bolton said in his book that the U.S. “arms
control theology” had been “kept on life support dur
ing the Clinton presidency by devotion and prayer rath
er than hard reality”. Mr. Trump, who scuppered the
nuclear agreement with Iran, has hinted he would re
fuse to abide by a treaty that other parties were disre
garding. There is now a sense of alarm that the New
Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START), which limits
both countries’ arsenal of intercontinental ballistic mis
siles, and will lapse in 2021, might be scrapped next.
At the heart of this worrisome echo of the Cold War
years is the changing balance of power in global nuclear
politics heralded by China’s rise as a regional hegemon;
its growing arsenal poses a threat in the eyes of strate
gists in Washington. In 2018, the U.S. Nuclear Posture
Review noted that Beijing was steaming forward with
the expansion of its cruisemissile arsenal, potentially
neutralising the capability of American warships that
could seek to approach the Chinese coastline during a
standoﬀ. Shifting geopolitics also requires that Euro
pean concerns be factored into strategic discussions on
the INF, particularly because it is Europe that is most
immediately threatened by the Russian stockpile. Ho
wever, going by the surprised reactions from European
oﬃcials, it appears that Mr. Trump may not have con
sulted with European allies before announcing the sus
pension of the treaty. Mr. Trump’s thinking may rest on
the fact that he could now develop groundlaunched
missiles, and perhaps keep Moscow’s aggression in
check through a militaryposture superiority, and also
save the exchequer some cash, for this option is cheap
er than cruise missiles that can be ﬁred from aircraft,
ships, or submarines. Nevertheless, in pulling out of the
INF, Washington is eﬀectively throwing away leverage it
may have had with Russia on an issue of global concern.
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Questions to ponder
In his lecture, Conrad said India
hadn’t yet been confronted with
any
extreme
constitutional
amendment. But jurists, he
warned, ought to be mindful of the
potential consequences inherent
in granting Parliament boundless
power to change the Constitution.
How might we react, he won
dered, if the legislature were to
amend Article 1, for example, by
dividing India into two. “Could a
constitutional amendment,” he
asked, “abolish Article 21,” remov
ing the guarantee of a right to life?
Or could Parliament use its power
“to abolish the Constitution and
reintroduce… the rule of a Moghul
emperor or of the Crown of
England?”
Although it was delivered to a li
mited audience, M.K. Nambyar,
who was to soon lead arguments
in the Supreme Court against the
17th amendment in Golaknath’s
case, was alerted to Conrad’s urg
ings. Devoid of any direct prece
dent from other Commonwealth
nations, where an amendment
had been subject to the rigours of

Interpreting ‘amendment’
The court, in Golaknath, didn’t’
quite feel the need to go this far.
But, ultimately, just four years la
ter, in Kesavananda Bharati, it was
this formulation that shaped Jus
tice H.R. Khanna’s legendary, con
trolling opinion. While the judge
conceded that it wasn’t possible to
subscribe to everything in Con
rad’s arguments, this much, he
said, was true: “Any amending bo
dy organized within the statutory
scheme, howsoever verbally unli
mited its power, cannot by its very
structure change the fundamental
pillars supporting its Constitution
al authority.” Yet, the limitation,
wrote Justice Khanna, wasn’t as
much implicit from a reading of
the Constitution as a whole as it
was evident from the very mean
ing of the word “amendment”. Ac
cording to him, what could
emerge out of an amendment was
only an altered form of the existing
Constitution and not an altogether
new and radical Constitution.
This interpretation, as Sudhir
Krishnaswamy has shown, in
some depth, in his book, Democracy and Constitutionalism in India,
is compelling for at least two rea
sons. First, it represents a careful
reading of the text of Article 368,
and, second, it delivers an attrac
tive understanding of the moral
principles that anchor the Consti
tution. Article 368 grants Parlia
ment the power to amend the Con
stitution, making it clear that on
the exercise of that power “the
Constitution shall stand amend
ed”. Therefore, if what has to re
main after an amendment is “the

Constitution”, naturally a change
made under Article 368 cannot
create a new constitution. Such a
construal is also supported by the
literal meaning of the word
“amendment”, which is deﬁned as
“a minor change or addition de
signed to improve a text”. Hence,
for an amendment to be valid, the
constitution that remains standing
after such a change must be the
Constitution of India; it must con
tinue to possess, in its essence,
those features that were founda
tional to it even at its conception.
Now, consider Conrad’s ex
treme example: were an amend
ment to be introduced relinquish
ing control over India to a foreign
power, would it not result in the
creation of a constitution that is no
longer the Constitution of India?
Would not such an amendment
strike at the root of the Constitu
tion’s Preamble, which, in its origi
nal form, established India as a so
vereign democratic republic? On
any reasonable analysis it ought
to, therefore, be clear that the bas
ic structure doctrine is not only
grounded in the Constitution’s text
and history, but that it also per
forms an important democratic
role in ensuring that majoritarian
governments do not destroy the
Constitution’s essential character.
We must remember that consti
tutions are not like ordinary laws.
Interpreting one is always likely to
be an exercise fraught with contro
versy. But such is the nature of our
political design that the court, as
an independent body, is tasked
with the role of acting as the Con
stitution’s ﬁnal interpreter, with a
view to translating, as Justice Rob
ert H. Jackson of the U.S. Supreme
Court once wrote, abstract princi
ples into “concrete constitutional
commands”. It may well be the
case that the basic structure doc
trine is derived from the abstract.
But that scarcely means it doesn’t
exist within the Constitution.
Suhrith Parthasarathy is an advocate
practising at the Madras High Court

Afghanistan at a crossroads
#70929

Any agreement between the Taliban and the U.S. at the expense of the Afghan government and people is doomed to fail

Davood Moradian

Hawkish move

the legislature’s powers. This in
cluded a bar on lawmakers from
amending those provisions of the
Basic Law that concerned the
country’s federal structure, that
made human rights inviolable and
that established constitutional
principles such as the state’s de
mocratic and social order.

A

fghanistan is seeing growing
national, regional and glo
bal attempts to seek a peace
ful settlement to the conﬂict. The
U.S. is desperate to extricate itself
from the war, heightened by an
unpredictable President and an
ambitious negotiator, Zalmay Kha
lilzad. This desperation is matched
by growing fears in Afghanistan
that the Taliban will seek to over
throw the government, as it did in
1994, and that the government,
the political class and the demo
cratic constituency will be be
trayed by a hasty deal between a
desperate U.S. and an overconﬁ
dent Pakistan. Desperation, fear
and hubris may produce a peace
agreement, but such an agree
ment may not bring inclusive and
sustainable peace.

Key questions
Addressing the main drivers of the
conﬂict are the principal tenets of
any sustainable peace settlement.
The causes of the Afghan conﬂict
are religious, ethnic and external
in nature. The conﬂict has been
fought over the identity, legitima
cy and sovereignty of the Afghan
state and society: Should it be a
Pashtundominated entity or a
pluralistic state? Is an Islamist/the
ocratic emirate a true identity of

the nation or a constitutional re
public? Should it be a puppet state
of Pakistan or a sovereign and in
dependent state? Should it be a re
presentative or plutocratic state?
There have been numerous pea
cemaking eﬀorts and agreements
since the beginning of the conﬂict
in 1979. The leftist Najibullah Ah
madzai, the Mujahideenled go
vernment of Burhanuddin Rabba
ni, and the Westerninstalled
governments of Hamid Karzai and
Ashraf Ghani all pursued political
settlements based on the princi
ples of powersharing and demo
cratic governance but failed.
Since its formation in 1994, the
Taliban has remained consistent
in its ambition of total victory and
establishing “a pure Islamic go
vernment”. The Taliban is not pri
marily a nationalistic insurgency
ﬁghting a foreign occupation, but
an ideological movement deter
mined to reestablish a political or
der that is in alignment with Pakis
tan’s geostrategic ambitions. The
presence of international troops is
an obstacle to the Taliban’s goal.
The key questions are (a)
whether the Taliban’s goal of esta
blishing a “pure Islamic govern
ment” is compatible with the prin
ciples of pluralism, powersharing
and electionbased politics; (b)
whether Pakistan will accept a so
vereign, independent Afghanis
tan; (c) whether the potential
peace settlement is to be built
upon the fragile achievements in
the ﬁelds of statebuilding, demo
cratisation, pluralism and connec
tivity; and (d) whether there will
be an eﬀective guarantee and me

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Detained in the U.S.
It is unfortunate that some
students and their agents
are spoiling the name of
India by resorting to fraud
and unethical means in
getting U.S. student visas
(Page 1, “U.S. visa fraud:
India demands release of
students”, February 3). A
student visa to the U.S. is
much coveted as it opens
the door to quality
education and, possibly, a
wellpaying job. This has
led unscrupulous
individuals, sometimes in
collusion with institutions,
to defraud the system. It is
necessary for parents and
students to be vigilant and
not give room to acts that

D.B.N. Murthy,
Bengaluru

The CBI gets a Director
The controversy over the
selection of the new CBI
Director is a continuation of
the cold war that refuses to
dissipate over the posting of
a Director to head the
premier investigating
agency as well as the
intransigent stand of the
government, which is bent
upon having its own way
irrespective of the
consequences of not having
an independent institution.
Bengaluru

chanism for ensuring the sustaina
bility of any peace agreement.
The role of the U.S.
In March 1979, the U.S. began co
vertly supporting the Mujahideen
via and with Pakistan through ‘Op
eration Cyclone’; it has remained a
party to the conﬂict ever since.
However, the U.S.’s Afghan policy
has been driven by instinct rather
than deliberation. Its current
peace eﬀorts are mainly driven by
Washington’s selﬁsh instincts and
everchanging moods rather than
the realities on the ground, partic
ularly the role of the Afghan go
vernment and people. U.S. Presi
dent Donald Trump follows his
predecessors in changing the goal
posts from conditionsbased en
gagement to cater to the U.S.’s
domestic impulses and/or emerg
ing geopolitical attractions.
Neither the current military en
vironment nor the political struc
ture is conducive for a sustained
peace process. Unlike the Afghan
and the coalition forces, the Tali
ban is not militarily and politically
exhausted and/or desperate. The
leadership of the Taliban and their
Pakistani enablers have more sta

mina, resources and reasons to be
hopeful of total victory. Their con
ﬁdence has been reinforced by the
Trump administration’s ‘all bark
no bite’ approach in dealing with
Pakistan.
The Afghan presidential elec
tion, in which 17 candidates from
diﬀerent political backgrounds
have registered to compete, is
scheduled to take place in July.
The speedy talk between the U.S.
and the Taliban has created a pa
rallel process in competition with
the planned presidential election.
Many in Kabul rightly fear that the
U.S. may sacriﬁce Afghanistan’s
nascent democracy and sovereign
ty to attain its objectives.
Any agreement between the Ta
liban and the U.S. at the expense of
the two principal stakeholders —
the Afghan government and the
people — is doomed to fail. The Af
ghanistan of 2019 is fundamental
ly diﬀerent from the Afghanistan
of the 1990s. Despite many short
comings, the state of Afghanistan
enjoys signiﬁcant capacity and leg
itimacy and is endowed with a for
midable and growing national se
curity force. On the other hand,
both Pakistan and the Taliban re
main despised and distrusted by
an overwhelming majority. In
2018, the Asia Foundation’s an
nual Afghanistan survey and the
nationwide survey conducted by
the Afghan Institute for Strategic
Studies found that over 90% of the
population do not support the Ta
liban’s cause.
In the words of the Taliban, Af
ghanistan is “the school of jihad”
for jihadists around the world.

Therefore, any arrangement with
the Taliban would have direct im
plications for other violent Isla
mist groups. Separating the Tali
ban from wider global Islamist
movements is the product of West
ern political duplicity and intellec
tual naivety.
A trilateral agreement involving
Pakistan, the U.S., and the Tali
ban’s Quetta Shura will not be ac
ceptable to other stakeholders in
Afghanistan and the region. Inclu
sivity, realism, sustainability and
Afghan ownership should drive
the eﬀorts for the peace settle
ment. For this to succeed, India
should join other likeminded and
concerned stakeholders to ensure
that Afghanistan moves forward
rather than be forced to return to
the dark age of the 1990s.
The people of Afghanistan want
a peaceful, pluralistic and prosper
ous country. The Taliban can have
a role and a place in building and
living in such a polity, similar to
other Afghan citizens or political
groups. A peaceful and prosper
ous Afghanistan, a peaceful and
developed region, and the defeat
of the ideology of violent Islamist
groups are all interlinked.
But the people of Afghanistan
should not be forced to choose
between an imposed peace or in
dependence and a constitutional
order. An imposed peace will
achieve brief victory for one party,
but cause longterm suﬀering and
will eventually break down.
Davood Moradian is Director General,
Afghan Institute for Strategic Studies,
Kabul
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bring disrepute to the
country and the system.

V. Padmanabhan,
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Delay in releasing key employment data has
undermined the credibility of data oﬃcialdom

judicial review, Nambyar thought
the German experience carried
with it a set of important lessons.
Were Parliament’s powers consi
dered inﬁnite, he argued, the par
liamentary executive can be re
moved, fundamental rights can be
abrogated, and, in eﬀect, what is a
sovereign democratic republic can
be converted into a totalitarian re
gime.
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Standard deviations

and history, but it also possesses
substantial moral value, in that it
strengthens democracy by limit
ing the power of a majoritarian go
vernment to undermine the Con
stitution’s central ideals.
Ever since the Constitution was
ﬁrst amended in 1951, the true ex
tent of Parliament’s power to
amend the document has been
acutely contested. But the dangers
inherent in granting untram
melled power to the legislature
were perhaps best brought out in a
lecture delivered by a German pro
fessor, Dietrich Conrad. His talk
“Implied Limitations of the
Amending Power”, delivered in
February 1965 to the law depart
ment of the Banaras Hindu Univer
sity, came at an especially fraught
time. Only months earlier Parlia
ment had introduced the conten
tious 17th Constitutional Amend
ment. Through this, among other
things, a number of land reform le
gislations had been placed into the
Constitution’s Ninth Schedule.
This meant that those laws, even
when discriminatory, were immu
nised from challenge.
But it wasn’t the merit of the
amendment that troubled Conrad.
He was concerned with the sug
gestion that Parliament’s power to
alter the Constitution was plenary.
Inﬂuenced by the theoretical scho
larship of the jurist Carl Schmitt,
Conrad believed that even if a le
gislature were bestowed with the
widest of powers to amend the
Constitution, its authority was al
ways subject to a set of inherent
constraints. Parliament, he con
tended, was, after all, a creature of
the Constitution. It could not, the
refore, make changes that had the
eﬀect of overthrowing or obliterat
ing the Constitution itself.
As A.G. Noorani has pointed
out, Conrad was aﬀected by his
own country’s history. In Germa
ny, the virulent end brought to the
Weimar Republic by Nazism had
meant that when the country
adopted its Basic Law in 1949, it
quite explicitly placed checks on

■ The dissent by Congress
leader Mallikarjun Kharge is
not surprising as he, just like
his leader and Congress
president Rahul Gandhi, will
always be dissenting,
attacking and accusing the
government on everything
that it does. When the Chief
Justice of India was also one
of the committee members
who cleared the name of the
new appointee, Mr. Kharge’s
dissent has no value.

V.S. Ganeshan,
Bengaluru

Guide to leadership
One of the essential qualities
that our leaders should have
is the ability of succession
planning (‘ColumnWidth’

https://t.me/Banking4Exams

page, “What qualities should
we expect from our
leaders?”, February 3).
In most of our political
parties, the assumed and
presumed next lines of
leadership are family
members of leaders. In
certain cases, it is a case of
“After me, the deluge”.
Leaders in all spheres should
have the acumen, foresight
and selﬂess courage to
encourage and develop the
best among their followers to
take up their mantle when
the situation warrants this.
For this to happen, we must
have leaders with
unimpeachable integrity,
rectitude and patriotism.
Unfortunately, India has seen

leaders equating themselves
with the country.
C.G. Kuriakose,
Kothamangalam, Kerala

Herbal formulation
The report on the siddha
drug, Nilavembu kudineer,
showing antiviral activity and
immunomodulation was
interesting (‘Science &
Technology’ page,
“Nilavembu kudineer kills
dengue virus, protects from
chikungunya”, February 3).
If anything, it reinforces a
fact of singular importance
in medical research — the
urgent concerns of clinical
care and the ‘trial and error’
experiences that these
concerns beget that have

been the source of several
great medical discoveries.
Ancient medical texts can
serve as a rich repertoire of
such researchable, if not
employable, clinical
experiences. The Nobel
winning discovery of the
antimalarial drug,
artemisinin, had as its source
a 2,000 yearold clinical
experience documented in a
treatise of traditional
Chinese medicine. It is
heartening to see that our
researchers too are working
on indigenous drugs to verify
and establish their eﬃcacy.
Dr. G.L. Krishna,
Bengaluru
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Imagining alternative futures

FROM THE READERS’ EDITOR

Right versus privilege
In 2015, the UGC, citing a fund
crunch, resolved to scrap the non
NET fellowship altogether. After stu
dent protests across universities
(hashtagged on social media as ‘Oc
cupy UGC’), articulated how re
search fellowships were not state
doles but instead sought to incentiv
ise knowledge creation, the govern
ment was forced to retract the move.
But soon after, the release of similar
nonNET fellowships for Scheduled
Castes/Scheduled Tribes and minori
ty students — namely, the Rajiv Gand
hi National Fellowship and Maulana
Azad National Fellowship — came to
be stalled, pending a new set of gui
delines that severely curtailed
eligibility.

*

The caricaturing of scientiﬁc inquiry
at the recent Indian Science Con
gress (ISC) is only symptomatic of the
larger ideological thrust through
which institutions of higher educa
tion in India are now sought to be go
verned. Further, the choice of venue
for the ISC this year — a private un
iversity in Punjab — highlights the
boost that investors of private capital
in higher education receive even as
funding cutbacks at public universi
ties have threatened the closure of
167 centres for women’s studies and
35 centres for studies in social exclu
sion. That a proposed Jio Institute
was granted the ‘Institute of Emi
nence’ status much before it could
even open is a grim reminder of state
support now being unambiguously
willed upon the private model.
It is the same political imperative
that is directing publicfunded insti
tutions towards ‘graded autonomy’ —
duly recognised as a covert entry
point for privatisation. The threat to
autonomy is writ large in the recent
moves to scrap the University Grants
Commission (UGC) as a funding body
for higher education, in keeping with
the World Trade Organisation’s man
date that views education as a trada
ble commodity, not as a right that ev
ery citizen can demand of the state.
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Debaditya Bhattacharya
& Rina Ramdev

The Ministry of Human Resource
Development’s All India Survey on
Higher Education (AISHE) Report
201718 notes that the Gross Enrol
ment Ratio across institutions of
higher education has risen to 25.8%
from 19.4% in 201011. The GER is an
index of the proportion of citizens
between 18 and 23 years — in every
sample size of 100 — who have struc
turally secured entry into tertiary
education, while exit ﬁgures (drop
outs) are left unaccounted for.
The inﬂationary tendencies of
AISHE ﬁgures notwithstanding, the
report points out that the GER is
21.8% for SCs and 15.9% for STs “as
compared to the national GER”. Ho
wever, deeper scrutiny shows that
though the standard formula for cal
culating GER must take the popula
tion census in the relevant age group
as the base sample size, the GER for
DalitAdivasis is produced by altering
the methodology.
Instead of taking the Census total
as base ﬁgure, it is the fractional en
rolment count that is used to pro
duce ﬁctions of inﬂated SC/ST GER.
When population data (Table 38 of
the report) is read in consonance
with enrolment data (Table 14), the
arithmetic shows a GER of 3.72% for
Dalits and 1.35% for Adivasis. But in
an identical age sample of 100 stu
dents, a minimum of 17 are from Dalit
backgrounds and nearly nine from
Adivasi communities. In actual
terms, therefore, less than four out of
17 SC students and one out of every
nine ST students appear to have en
trylevel access to higher education.
The GER for minority students from
nonHindu backgrounds is a meagre
1.87% (against the oﬃcial 7.2%). Ana
lysed against Census 2011 data, less

than two out of every 20 minority
students move to tertiary education.
Ironically, the enrolment ratio for
Hindu upper castes is 8.47%, imply
ing that more than eight out of every
10 caste Hindus access higher educa
tion. The government’s recent elec
toral gimmick of enabling 10% reser
vation in educational institutions for
“economically weaker” uppercaste
sections only performs a complete
inversion of aﬃrmative action poli
cies, especially when documented
data point to an entrenched legacy of
castebased discrimination.
The withdrawal of nonNET fel
lowships for the socially marginal
ised (accompanied by reservations
for dominant caste groups) is in
formed by a policy transition from a
publicfunded model of inclusive
economic planning to a private user
pay principle. It follows from the re
form measures proposed by the Am
baniBirla Report on higher educa
tion (2000), and subsequently
vindicated by the National Know
ledge Commission’s emphasis on
“needblind admissions” in higher
education. The assumption behind a
nearcomplete withdrawal of re
search funding begins by linking the
quest for higher knowledge with an
illusion of proportionately higher
employment opportunities. But the
reality is that with unemployment
rates soaring to a 45year high, the
government’s disinvestment from
the higher education sector can only
end up creating a highly skilled, low
ly paid, indebted workforce.
The AISHE report contains traces
of more statistical falsiﬁcation — ad
justing “growth” in the number of
teaching positions by changing the
base year for comparison (to 201011

from 201314). As the report shows
(Table 51), there is a sharp annual de
cline in the number of teachers em
ployed since 201516. In the past
three years, teaching strength in
higher education institutions has fal
len from 15.19 lakh to 12.85 lakh, with
most of the losses reﬂected against
reserved permanent posts. The
move to a 13point roster in appoint
ments will only aggravate these loss
es, till teaching becomes an exclu
sively upper caste profession.
Alarmingly, through this period of re
duction in teaching jobs, 104 new un
iversities have been instituted, 66 of
which are “privately managed”. It is
no surprise that many of the bright
est minds from the best public insti
tutions are now lapped up by elite
private universities “equipped with
worldclass infrastructure”.
A pushback
It is clear that a nationalist crusade is
only mortgaging public education
systems to transnational capital. This
is also articulated in the “impa
tience” that Amartya Sen spoke
about in the context of the recent
ISC, an impatience that is fomenting
student unrest in campuses. It is the
same impatience — in the form of an
ger at being sidelined by iniquitous
government policies that are sup
planting the vision and promise of
the public university — which is fuell
ing the studentled ‘Young India Ad
hikar March’ (to be held on February
7). In the last year or so, one has seen
collective rights assertions in the
form of wellpublicised rallies by
farmers, the marginalised and wo
men — all signs of the anger of diﬀe
rent constituencies reeling under the
policies of an indiﬀerent govern
ment. The ‘Young India Adhikar
March’ is a representation of over 40
youth organisations demanding,
among other things, an end to fee
hikes, gender discriminatory laws, a
syllabus free of “saﬀron” taints,
alongside the guarantee of employ
ment and academic, intellectual free
doms of teaching and learning.
If the ‘publicness’ of public educa
tion must come to occupy our idea of
the ‘nation’, it is time we march with
our youth and demand the right to
imagine alternative futures.
#70929

Debaditya Bhattacharya teaches at Kazi
Nazrul University, West Bengal. Rina
Ramdev teaches at Sri Venkateswara College,
Delhi University

We need a validation
of good reporting
People suspect claims of policy success that are not
backed by ﬁeld reports

A.S. Panneerselvan

A news ombudsman is in a bind when his
criticism of journalism is proved right. While
there is an element of personal satisfaction,
there is also the pain of witnessing profes
sional shortcomings. In my column,
“Discussing an editorial” (Dec. 3,
2018), I had expressed my reserva
tions about the editorial “Number
theory” (Nov. 30), which I felt had
granted the beneﬁt of doubt on the
contentious GDP back series data
to the government without subject
ing the numbers to close scrutiny.
REUTERS

Why the Young India Adhikar March calls for greater civic solidarity

The practice of data torture
When two members of the National Statisti
cal Commission resigned recently after dis
agreement with the government on certain
issues, including the release of a labour re
port by the National Sample Survey Oﬃce for
201718, readers pointed out that the issue of
data torture had been addressed in this co
lumn. One reader even sent a short se
quence from the British sitcom, Yes Minister,
to show how data are deliberately sup
pressed by the government. In the sequence,
the Prime Minister (PM) asks his oﬃcer:
“Suppose the report is cautious?”
Sir Humphrey: Well, in that case we don’t
publish it.
PM: You mean we suppress it?
Sir Humphrey: No, we simply don’t pu
blish it.
PM: What’s the diﬀerence?
Sir Humphrey: Oh, big diﬀerence! Sup
pression is the instrument of totalitarian dic
tatorships. We don’t do that in a free
country.
The role of journalism is to cut through
the rhetorical clutter and help the reader un
derstand the truth. Reports and opinion
pieces are together expected to help us un
derstand reality. Reporting is the bedrock of
journalism, while opinion pieces provide a
certain gravitas to the profession. Opinion
pieces immediately resonate with readers,
who either agree or disagree with the piece.
The opinion pieces that remain in a reader’s
memory are those that are also validated by
solid reporting. If the ﬁndings of a reporter

contradict the opinion writer, as a journalist
I tend to trust the reporter rather than the
expert.
German sociologist Max Weber contex
tualised the role of journalism in relation to
academic scholarship. He wrote: “Not eve
ryone realizes that to write a really good
piece of journalism is at least as demanding
intellectually as the achievement of any
scholar. This is particularly true when we re
collect that it has to be written on the spot, to
order, and that it must create an immediate
eﬀect, even though it is produced under
completely diﬀerent conditions
from that of scholarly research.
It is generally overlooked that a
journalist’s actual responsibility
is far greater than the scholar’s.”
While many recognise the act of
veriﬁcation as the central func
tion of journalism, very few re
cognise journalism’s role of
bearing witness to events. It remains the
voice of the people.
Reports and opinions
All the rhetoric to justify demonetisation and
the multiple revisions of oﬃcial numbers to
generate a positive narrative for the govern
ment failed to work because ﬁeld reports did
not validate the claims of the centres of pow
er. Let’s look at an important reporting sec
tion, Ground Zero. Two months before de
monetisation, on September 17, 2016, The
Hindu carried a ﬁeld report, “The bane of a
bumper crop”, which documented how the
farmers in Maharashtra’s onion belt were
getting an unprecedented low price for their
produce. A week after demonetisation, a
long report, “The warp and woof of demone
tisation”, documented the crisis in the gar
ment industry in Tiruppur. In 2017, there
was another report, “Maximum support,
maximum price”, which attempted to make
sense of agricultural marketing operations.
The gap between reportage and opinion
writers is worrying. In Liberty and the News,
Walter Lippmann wrote: “It does not matter
that the news is not susceptible of mathemat
ical statement. In fact, just because news is
complex and slippery, good reporting re
quires the exercise of the highest scientiﬁc
virtues.” If claims of policy success are not
backed by ﬁeld reports, people suspect the
claims. No amount of data suppression can
help build trust with the government’s
pronouncement.
readerseditor@thehindu.co.in

CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC
CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC

CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC
CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC

SINGLE FILE

FROM

Smartphone tourism

FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 4, 1969

Lakhs pay homage to Annadurai

Tourism apps have nearly destroyed
the joy of discovering places through
word of mouth and local lore

Several lakhs of griefstricken men and women from all over
the State today [February 3] made a pilgrimage to the Govern
ment Estate to pay their last respects to Mr. C.N. Annadurai. It
was a vast surging humanity jampacking all the approach
roads to the Government Estate, demonstrating the fact that
the charismatic leader of the South held sway over the hearts
of millions of people. Never before had such a mammoth
crowd been seen paying homage to a departed leader. In fact,
the onrush of people towards the Rajaji Hall in Government
Estate where Mr. Annadurai’s body lay in state, was so great
that repeated attempts to hold them and organise them into
orderly queues failed. Mr. Annadurai’s body was brought to
the Rajaji Hall by about 7 a.m. when thousands of people had
already collected to have a glimpse of their “Anna”.

Samir Nazareth

GETTY IMAGES/ ISTOCK PHOTO

It is peak tourist season in Goa
and, according to reports, the
footfalls have considerably re
duced compared to last year.
While many reasons are being
cited for this, what is interesting
is the change in attitude among
tourists over the years. While of
tentimes the conﬁdent strut that
a tourist acquires in Goa could
be due to an excess of the Goan party spirit, a more cavalier
approach has now become the hallmark of not just Goan but
Indian tourism. Rather than approach tourist destinations
with sensitivity and contemplation, there is now a sense of
bravado, a reckless thirst for adventure, and a mercenary
undertone in interactions with locals.
This could be partly due to the rise of information tech
nology, particularly online maps and other applications
made available through smartphones that provide tourists a
sense of conﬁdence and purpose in unfamiliar places. Bra
vado and conﬁdence come from knowing that you cannot
get lost easily, that all your eating and drinking options are
available on the palm of your hand, that even if something
were to happen, help can be summoned immediately.
Smartphones and apps have become the bane of Goa. It is
commonplace, for instance, to spot motorcycleborne tou
rists staring intently at their phones or taking selﬁes while
meandering across public roads, unmindful of the risk to
their lives and others’ lives. The uploading of such photos,
ﬁltered or unﬁltered, on social media also means that few
places remain untouched by crowds.
Online apps have made local knowledge and folklore dis
pensable. Today’s sense of adventure comes from following
online recommendations of unknown people — even if those
suggestions only reinforce stereotypes. What place then for
the wonder of serendipitous discovery on tourist trails?
Online maps and tourism advisory portals also increase
visitors’ Fear of Missing Out. Every potential location to visit
is anointed with a certain number of stars, which creates a
selffulﬁlling prophesy for the place and seems to bestow
bragging rights for having been there and done that. Do pe
ople even truly enjoy these visits any more?
Easy access to online information makes tourists pre
sumptuous, gives them the false sense of knowing the place,
or, worse still, becoming locals. It also makes tourism inva
sive and the tourist akin to a predator or parasitic species.
Online information such as tourism apps has nearly killed
the inherent value and worth of wordofmouth stories and
local lore and brought clichés to the fore. While ignorance
may not any longer be bliss, the Goan experience makes it
hard to argue that knowledge is power, at least the kind that
is in harmony with its surroundings.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 4, 1919

‘Capital’ Libel Suit. Plaintiﬀ Awarded Damages.
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At the [Calcutta] High Court today [February 3] Mr. Justice
Rankin, delivered a lengthy judgment in the Libel Suit brought
by Mr. C.J. Hallifax, against “Capital”, Ltd., claiming one lakh
of rupees as damages. His Lordship said Mr. Hallifax was a
member of the Punjab Legislative Council, he had served 30
years in the Indian Civil Service and in the course of his career
he had held high oﬃces and posts of exceptional responsibil
ity and was Commissioner of Lahore when the paragraph
complained of was published. The defendants were the pro
prietors and the Editor of “Capital”. The question before His
Lordship was whether the paragraph complained of con
tained an imputation of immorality against the plaintiﬀ. As a
matter of law His Lordship found that the words complained
of were capable of defamatory meaning. The article was based
on a rumour, but no evidence was produced to prove the exis
tence of the rumour and its existence was disproved.

DATA POINT
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CONCEPTUAL

Performativity
Philosophy

Performativity as a concept was ﬁrst developed by the philo
sopher of language John L. Austin to deﬁne the capability of
language as a mode of action and not just as a mode of de
scription. It ran counter to the positivist view of speech as es
sentially comprising utterances that were either true or false.
Marriage vows, promises of help, judicial verdicts, placing of
bets are all instances of performative utterances that signify
indulgence, and not any veriﬁable description.
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MORE ON THE WEB

YK

3

The Hindu Podcast: Sri Lanka's constitutional crisis, and the
Tamil question
http://bit.ly/TheHinduPodcastLanka

The writer is the author of 1400 Bananas, 76 Towns & 1 Million People
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