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Brick by brick

Despite the differences among BRICS nations on the approach to be taken
on dealing with terrorism, the grouping has remained united on major
economic issues and has, over the years, come to have a bigger say in

international affairs and in addressing global challenges.
John Cherian

THE 8th BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) Summit was held on
October 15-16 in Goa in the wake of interesting political developments on the international
stage. These developments could have an impact on the future of the grouping, which aims to
challenge the G7, the rich nations’ club. Brazil, one of the movers behind the organisation, witnessed
regime change this year. The country’s new President, Michel Temer, who replaced the popularly
elected Dilma Rousseff in the middle of this year, lacks political legitimacy. Brazil’s foreign policy
has taken a rightward turn. It has moved closer to the United States on major foreign policy
issues, especially those relating to Latin America.

India, under the Bharatiya Janata Party, has taken a similar track and is now counted as
one of the V.S.” foremost allies in the Asia region. On the other hand, Russia and China have
become even closer allies. Russia is supporting China’s game changing One Belt, One Road
(OBOR) initiative and other economic projects in Asia and else where. China is giving strong
diplomatic support to Russia’s position on Syria and other key international issues. South Africa
generally follows an independent foreign policy, but the ruling African National Congress’ foreign
policy blueprint emphasises special economic ties with China. The clout of the BRICS grouping
has also diminished because of the slowdown of economic growth, especially in Brazil, Russia
and South Africa. The Indian economy seems to be on the verge of stalling while China is hitting

the limits of its growth. India is the only BRICS country whose total imports outstrip its exports.
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All the same, BRICS accounts for more than half of the world’s population and a quarter of its
gross domestic product.

Despite some of the inherent differences between the countries, the Goa summit has
been described as a success. The Presidents of China, Russia, Brazil and South Africa were all
present. The Goa Declaration, titled “Building Responsive, Inclusive and Collective Solutions”,
was issued at the end of the summit. Prime Minister Narendra Modi had wanted a strong
condemnation of terrorism in the Declaration. In his closing speech at the summit, Modi forcefully
targeted terrorism. In a barely concealed reference to Pakistan, he described the country as “the
mothership of terrorism”. In Islamabad, Sartaj Aziz. the Pakistan Prime Minister’s Adviser on
Foreign Affairs, responded to Modi’s charges by saying that the Indian Prime Minister was
misleading the international community. He called on it to make India accountable for “‘brutalities™
in Kashmir and for the non-implementation of “relevant UNSC [United Nations Security Council]
resolutions” on the Kashmir issue.

The leaders of the other BRICS nations used more polite language while talking about
the dangers posed by international terror groups. Russia was more interested in discussing the
serious terrorist threat the international community faced from groups such as the Daesh (Islamic
State) and the al Nusra Front. Chinese President Xi Jinping said that terrorism could only be
meaningfully tackled by addressing “‘issues on the ground with concrete efforts and multipronged
approach that addresses both symptoms and root causes”, The leaders of South Africa and

Brazil referred to focus on economic issues and on the need to increase intra-BRICS investment.

India went out on a limb to persuade the other member states to adopt tough language in
the final declaration by specifically mentioning the dangers posed by state-sponsored terrorism.
India, it seems, was in a minority of one on the issue. In his concluding speech, Modi said that the
BRICS member states had “agreed that those who nurture, shelter, support and sponsor such
forces or violence and terror are as much a source of terror to us as are the terrerists”. The final

Goa Declaration, however, pointedly did not condemn alleged acts of state terrorism. “On the
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security front, the bloc strongly condemned the recent attacks against some BRICS countries
and agreed to strengthen cooperation among BRICS countries to combat international terrorism
both at the bilateral level and at international fora,” the Declaration stated. It specifically mentioned
the Daesh, the al Nusra Front and other outfits the UN has designated as terror groups, but
Jaish-e-Mohamed (JeM), which India holds responsible for many terror attacks on its soil, did
not find a mention. Xi is still not willing to back India’s move in the U.N. to brand the JeM leader,
Masood Azhar, a “terrorist”, though Modi brought up the issue during their bilateral meeting on
the sidelines of the summit. “PrimeMinister Narendra Modi said that India and China must increase
their coordination in the U.N. Security Council 1267 Committee [that looks into terror-related
sanctions] while building a long-term road map on countering terrorism,” the spokesman for the
Indian Ministry of External Affairs said after the meeting between the two leaders. Beijing said
that due process should be observed and more clinching evidence was needed to prove the

charges of terrorism against the JeM leader.

BIMSTEC

India’s stance on terrorism received somewhat more tangible support from the seven leaders
of the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral, Technical and Economic Cooperation
(BIMSTEC) bloc of countries whom Modi had also invited to Goa Bangladesh, India, Myanmar,
Sri Lanka, Thailand, Nepal and Bhutan are members of this grouping. India is giving more
importance to BIMSTEC these days than it is to the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAAR C). Privately, senior Indian officials do not give SAARC much of a future.
The BIMSTEC summit, which was held on October 17, issued a statement criticising states

“which support and finance terrorism, provide sanctuary to terrorists and terror groups”.

It was obvious that the leaders of the two leading BRIC nations, Russian President Vladimir
Putin and President Xi, did not want to get mired in the dispute between perennially hostile India
and Pakistan. The international community is no doubt aware, though it rarely brings the subject

up in international forums, that the root cause of the problem is the unresolved dispute in Kashmir.

15



The world’s leading powers, including the U.S., have been urging India and Pakistan to resume
talks. Russia and China could as well point out other state actors who have been actively exporting
terror to West Asia and elsewhere. Recent WikiLeaks revelations show that the U.S. was conniving

with countries such as Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Turkey to finance terror in Syria.

The other key reason for the reluctance of China and Russia to openly name and shame
Pakistan is the fast changing military and political situation in Afghanistan and West Asia. The
Daesh is going to be left without an emirate in the near future, and many of its fighters will be
heading to Afghanistan and to their native lands. Many of those fighting with the Daesh and the al
Nusra Front are from the Caucasus and Xinjiang, an autonomous region in north-west China.
Their return will pose a serious threat to the security of Russia and China. Pakistan’s cooperation
will be needed for counter terrorism operations in Afghanistan, where the Taliban has already
made significant gains. The Daesh has also established a foothold in Afghanistan and claims a
following in the Indian subcontinent.

It is therefore not surprising that Russia and China did not look at Pakistan and the problem
of terrorism exclusively through the prism of Indian officialdom and a jirigoistic media. The joint

13

statement issued after the separate India-Russia summit did offer support for India’s ““surgical
response to “cross-border” terrorism. Russia signed lucrative multibillion-dollar defence and
energy deals with India during the bilateral summit. The defence deals are worth more than $10
billion. India will be buying five S-400 air defence systems and four stealth frigates. A memorandum
of understanding was signed for a joint venture to produce Kamov-226T helicopters. India also
sent out the message that Russia would continue to be a valuable defence and strategic partner
for the foreseeable future.

But in a multilateral grouping such as BRICS, Moscow preferred to go along with the majority
opinion. Russia and Pakistan had only recently completed joint military exercises aimed at

combating terrorism. With India’s tilt towards the U.S. getting accentuated, Russia wants to

keep its options open. Russia is happy that the BRICS Declaration supported its initiative to
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work for an international convention to “prohibit chemical and biological terrorism”. It was the
first time this issue was mentioned in a BRICS statement. Moscow was also satisfied with the
mention about the “unacceptability of unilateral sanctions’ being imposed on sovereign states.
The West has imposed wide-ranging economic sanctions against Russia after the events in Ukraine
two years ago.

After the conclusion of the BRICS summit, China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson said that
the international community should recognise the “‘great sacrifices”” Pakistan had made in combating
terrorism. She pointed out that China’s position on the issue of terrorism had been consistent.
“We oppose linking terrorism with any specific ethnicity or religion ... India and Pakistan are
both victims of terrorism,” she said. Not much progress has been made on India’s attempts to
enter the elite Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) either, after the meeting between Modi and Xi on
the sidelines of the summit. The Chinese side has let it be known that there is as yet no consensus
on the issue among NSG members and that as things stand India was ineligible for membership
because it was not a signatory to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.

Despite the differences on the approach to be taken on the issue of terrorism, the BRICS
grouping has remained united on major economic issues. India, however, is conspicuous by its
absence in China’s OBOR initiative. All the countries in Asia, including the BIMSTEC nations
barring India, and Russia have given great importance to the project. Russia and China have
agreed to closer linkages between OBOR and the Eurasian Economic Union, which consists of
Russia and Central Asian countries. Russia, China and Iran are building a north-south trade
corridor. Russia and India have announced plans to build an energy corridor linking the two
countries. The connection can only be through Chinese territory or via Pakistan. China is the only
country that has the kind of funds to invest in huge infrastructural projects in South and Central
Asia. China has already pledged $50 billion to Pakistan and $24 billion to Bangladesh.

The Goa Declaration highlights the important role played by the BRICS-backed New
Development Bank in attracting foreign investment and supporting renewable energy and

infrastructural projects. The BRICS nations have sent a strong signal that they stand united in the
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goal of uniting their markets, providing accessible capital and ensuring mutual ease of doing
business. The Declaration called for capacity building of micro, small and medium industries as
they are an important source of employment. The summit also called for closer cooperation on
issues relating to intellectual property rights and the digital economy.

Over the years, BRICS has come to have a bigger say in international affairs and in addressing
global challenges. BRICS, along with developing countries, has played a crucial role in stabilising
the world economy. The goal of the BRICS grouping is to accelerate the transition from a Western-
dominated global economy to one that sees the participation of both the developed and the

developing world.

Frontline,

11 November 2016
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Flip A Screen, Skip An Entire Generation

Books were once engaged in with lusty physicality.

Now, a tablet’s cool glow gives quiet satisfaction.
Parashuram Ray

BEFORE entropy, when the entire physical universe dissolved into chaos, reading and
writing came early to many like me. This was not the prodigy syndrome-the kid quotes poetry
or plays piano when his potty habits aren’t socialised yet-but something akin to osmosis, where
your surroundings seep in through the body’s membranes.

This was, in hindsight, inevitable. As a Bengali, or Bong, as we are affectionately referred
to, we were expected to eat rice, potato cooked with opium seeds called aloo poshto, devour
fish and books and write poetry. For most, the last would stop with the onset of increasingly
demanding examinations, or in rarer cases, with a realisation of the awfulness of our output.
Reading was destiny, bundled with homeopathic remedies for indigestion.

Nearly half a century ago, a non-Bong friend of my father saw me flipping pages with my left
hand while effortlessly tackling fish bones and rice with the right. “This way you’ll lose both
pleasures, of a good read and a good meal,” he quipped, I heeded his sage advice for as long
as he was around the table.

Like many Bongs, my home was full of books and publications, not particularly well
organised, despite my mother’s heroic efforts to impose order. They included Soviet glossies,
publications like Imprint, sponsored by the CIA during the Cold War, as well as ‘little magazines’
like Anushtup, Krittibas and Baromash, which published the finest Bangla writing for, maybe,

three generations.
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The annual Calcutta Book Fair was a great magnet for people all over India, as well as
neighbouring countries, amammoth version of today’s fancy LitFests. One of its main attractions
are the tiny stalls put up by high quality, but relatively unknown, publishers-Subarnarekha, with
one outlet in Santiniketan and another in an obscure alley off College Street called Patuatola
Lane was a personal favourite.

The outstanding feature of Subarnarekha’s edition of Hutom Pechar Naksha, probably
the greatest satire of 19th century Bengali life by Kaliprosanna Singha, better known as the
translator of the Mahabharata into Bangia, was its brilliant annotations by raconteur and scholar
Arun Nag.

Another classic it revived is perhaps the oldest cooking manual in India, Pakraj esliwar.
It was first published around 1831, and priced at one rupee, It compiles recipes dating back to
Vikramaditya and the court of Shah Jahan. Subarnarekha made its edition accessible to
contemporary readers with an introduction, and glossary explaining antiquated terms.

In Calcutta, most people I visited-my parents’ friends and their children-just read whatever
and whenever they could. Our diet included much of Bengal’s rich literature for children: Rajshekhar
Bose’s translations of the epics, Abanindranath Tagore’s often phantasmagorical writing, ~ Satyajit
Ray’s incomparable Feluda mysteries and Professor Shonku sci-fi and Saradindu Bandopadhyay’s
tales of sleuth Byomkesh Bakshi. Somehow I developed a lifetime addiction to absurd literature,
driven by Satyajit’s father Sukumar’s writing and those of Rajshekhar Basu’s doppelganger,
Parashuram.

My parents were friends of the historian and polymath Susobhan Sarkar, whose home
and garden, in Calcutta’s Naktala, was host to legions of former students, colleagues and fellow
travellers like J.B.S. Haldane, the great British geneticist who took up Indian citizenship because
of his Marxist beliefs. Too young to comprehend anything being discussed, I was left blissfully

alone to browse through Sarkar’s immense library.
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There, casually interspersed with the Braudels, Gramscis and Rudes, was his substantial
collection of crime fiction: I devoured all of Conan Doyle there, as well as Agatha Christie, Perry
Mason and Raymond Chandler.

There too, I made acquaintance with the pioneers of ‘regional’ crime ‘fiction: the Swedish
Marxist couple Maj Sjowall and Per Wahloo, H.R.F. Keating, creator of the delightful Inspector
Ghote of the’ Bombay Police, as well as Judge Dee, who apparently lived in 7th century China
and whose exploits were fictionalised by Dutch Sinologist Robert Van Gulik.

Thereafter, as our pubic hair grew in tandem with a belief in our own smartness, we
spouted the verse of post-Rabindranath ‘modernist’ poets. Inhindsight, many of them were
incomprehensible or execrable, but Eliot, Auden, Larkin, Shankhyo Ghosh and Shakti
Chattopadhyay are still favourites.

We also discovered European and Latin American writers. One day, walking through the
portico of Presidency College, I was mystified to see-handwritten posters calling for “‘the immediate
release of Comrade Guzman ... or else”. Enquiries from greater revolutionaries revealed that the
aforesaid comrade was leading the Shining Path to liberate Peru. Ah, in those innocent days
before live television and internet, what did we know of Peru, Sendero Luminoso or the great
Comrade Guzman?

Nevertheless, revolution was in the air, though our moustaches were no match for Castro’s
or Che’s luxuriant growths. Neruda, Albee, Pirandello, Lorca, Marquez all spoke to us, leaving

us little ‘wiser, but feeling superior to others on the same S-15 bus-ride.

Around this time, we began smoking some more interesting stuff than tobacco, committing
ourselves forever to the legacy of Henry Louis Derozio of Young Bengal, We found worthy
companions in Aldous Huxley, Allen Ginsburg, Lawrence Feriinghetti, Jack Kerouac, Shakti
Chattopadhyay (again), The Tao of Physics, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance ...
you getit. the 1970s lust for a decade gone by.
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So much of what we read was haphazard, driven by chance, coincidence, name dropping or
fortuitous meetings with people who became friends for life. Those who read avidly-there were
plenty of folks like that before the age of cable TV, Google and YouTube-spent hours, months,
years happily prowling seedier areas of cities where departing hippies would leave their intellectual
flotsam behind.

There, between piles of tattered Lonely Planets, you’ could chance on random volumes of
Frank Herbert’s Dune saga (not necessarily in the proper sequence, but how did that matter,
then?), or a tattered copy of Penguin Modern Poets with just ‘Yevtushenko’ written on the
cover. You could ask an ancient Anglo-Indian who hoarded vinyl records to tape copies of The
Moody Blues, or Queen, or what ever. Or buy back issues of Punch, the New Yorker or
Rolling Stone to cart back home if you had a few extra rupees.

Believe me, these hours of prowling these chaotic intellectual jungles were no less rewarding
than, well, when Columbus washed up on the coasts of the New World, or Al-Biruni stumbled
into India. Then came the internet and everything seemed to change forever. Or did it?

For one, it decimated the ecosystem of the used-book stores. College Street. the epicentre
of this trade in Calcutta. is now choked with crammers for aspiring ‘Bank PO’ or ‘IIT-JEE’ or
‘Medical Entrance’ grads.

Just off tony Park Street is fast-gentrifying Free School Street. originally named after an
Armenian school located there. It is now named after Mirza Ghalib, who never lived there, and
not after William Makepeace Thackeray, who was born there. Due to its cosmopolitan population
of backpackers, the used-book stores here still fare better than College Street.

But if you’re looking for well-thumbed copies of George Simenon’s Inspector Maigret series
or hand-me-down volumes of Philip K. Dick’s paranoid sci-fi, forget it. Chetan Bhagat, Stieg
Larsson or Chicken Soup For Someone-or-Other’s Soul will hit you before you get a chance to
ask Who Moved My Chandler? And yes, the upmarket Fodor’s now competes with Lonely

Planet: despite the Great Recession, today’s backpackers must be better off than their parents
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Hence, my Kindle Paperwhite: it’s around six inches diagonally across, weighs 205 gm,
about the same as a slim paperback and at any time I carry around 250-odd books on it. With

its’ cover on,you can hold it in your palm exactly as you would hold a book open.

If you keep it on airplane mode, it works seven weeks or more on a single charge. Above
all, it minimises discord byglowing in the dark: now finally I can read in bed
while my spouse sleeps. Kindle has competitors like Kobo, which must be as good

as it is, perhaps better.

Of course, digital reading has drawbacks. I ts impossible to replicate the beauty or texture of
holding a physical copy of a graphic novel like Art Spiegelman’s Maus or Frank Miller’s The

Dark Knight Returns in any online format.

Much of digital publishing is still short on serious work in social science and
humanities-though science, math and engineering do well. And the virtual
shelves are almost bare of non-Anglo Saxon, non-European vernaculars. Though, I say this only

from my Bangla browsing experience.

But, with e-readers, I have rediscovered some of the joys of serendipitous discovery through
poking around ill-lit digital back alleys of online publishing and peer to peer sharing. I say without
blushing that I downloaded Simenon’s entire Maigret corpus-a top publisher is re issuing thern at

a painfully slow and overpriced rate-for free, courtesy generous online peers.
I still have my piles of John Ie Carre and Elmore Leonard hard copies, but I

don’t have to rummage through them in a room at the rear of our apartment,

where they reside, after I found everything they ever wrote online.
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In a 1939 essay called The Total Library, the great Jorge Luis Borges imagined a library of

astronomical size, the sum total of all human knowledge, imagination and
wisdom. He warned that it would also be a “subaltern horror”, whose “wildernesses of
books run the incessant risk of changing into others that affirm, deny and confuse

everything like a delirious god”.
Later in life, Borges said, “l have always imagined that Paradise will be a kind of

library”, I share this dream, in all Its print paperback, hardbound and digital

manifestation.

Outlook
7 November 2016
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A Flawed Bill

The Transgender Persons, (Protection of Rights) Bill faces opposition as

it fails to address the concerns of the community adequately.

Divya Trivedi

TRANSGENDER people have been among the most marginalised sections of Indian
society, battling discrimination at multiple levels. Apart from struggling with the problem of identity,
they have been deprived of social justice and the right to vote.

The introduction of the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill, 2016, in the Lok
Sabha on August 2, seemed to change all that. But transgender people claim that contrary to
expectations, the Bill does not address their concerns. The Bill imperils some of the rights
guaranteed by the Supreme Court’s April 2014 judgment in National Legal Services Authority
(NALSA) vs Union of India. It also appears, in part, to be an exercise to stymie the landmark
private member’s Bill passed by the Rajya Sabha in April 2015. When Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK) member Tiruchi Siva introduced the Rights of Transgender Persons Bill in the
Rajya Sabha in 2014, Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) MPs, including Arun Jaitley and Mukhtar
Abbas Naqvi, tried to dissuade him from doing so. This is not surprising, given the BJP’s stand
on Section 377, which criminalises gay sex. The stakeholders allege that the current Bill, introduced
by Social Justice and Empowerment Minister Thaawarchand Gehlot, was readied without
consulting them.

A cross section of transgender people feel that they had only consulted a few non-
governmental organisations and funding agencies that are sympathetic to the BJP and ignored the

vast majority of the transgender community. As the 2016 Bill faced opposition from several
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quarters, the Lok Sabha Speaker referred it to a Standing Committee of the Social Justice
Ministry, seeking a report within three months.

Vyjayanthi Vasanta Mogli, founding member of the Telangana Hijra Intersex Transgender
Samiti, termed the Bill as the Transgender Persons Decimation and violation of Rights Bill. “To
call the Bill problem- aficwould be a mild under statement. It is outright draconiar. and .poisonous
and should be thrown into the dustbin”, she said. In August, the samiti, along with other
organisations got together under the banner of the Hijra Tehzeeb Bachao and took out a’rally in
protest against the Bill. The protesters demanded the scrapping of the 2016 Bill and implementation
of the Bill moved by Tiruchi Siva, which more or less took care of their concerns. While the
government claims to have improved on the 2014 Bill, Tiruchi Siva says the recent Bill is a
watered down version of his Bill.

“If this becomes an Act, it will be a law without teeth. It will not help rectify centuries of
discrimination transgender people have faced’” he told Frontline. Tiruchi Siva’s Bill had progressive
provisions such as 2 per cent reservation in primary, secondary and higher education in government
institutions and government jobs, employment exchanges and exclusive courts in each district for
transgender people, and national and State-level commissions to monitor their rights along the
lines of women and minority commissions. It also had a specific provision for the protection of
the children of transgender people. But the Bill introduced by the Ministry has removed these
provisions on the grounds of their being “impractical”’. The Supreme Court had indicated in its
ruling in the NALSA case that transgender people would be included in the Other Backward
Classes (OBC) category. It had further stated that if the caste at birth of a transgender person
was Scheduled Caste or Scheduled Tribe, the person would be able to claim benefits and

protections under reservation for the OBC category.

SELF-IDENTI FICATION
A major drawback in the Bill is the removal of the principle of self-identification, which was
upheld by the Supreme Court in the NALSA case. Emphasising the right to personal autonomy

and self-determination under Article 21, the court said: “The gender to which a person belongs
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is to be determined by the person concerned.” It upheld the right of a person to identify himself/
herself as a male, female or a third gender irrespective of whether the person has undergone a
gender change surgery through medical intervention. The judgment also said: “No restriction
can be placed on one’s personal appearance or choice of dressing, subject to the restrictions

contained in Article 19(2) of the Constitution [freedom of speech and expression]”.

The Bill conflates gender, which is a societal construct, with biological sex. The NALSA

judgment had a comprehensive description of who fits the description as a trans gender person:

“Transgender [TG] is generally described as an umbrella term for persons whose gender
identity, gender expression or behaviour does not conform to their biological sex. TG may also
take in persons who do not identify with their sex assigned at birth, which include hijras/eunuchs
who, in this writ petition, describe themselves as ‘third gender’, and they do not identify as
either male or female. Hijras are not men by virtue of anatomy appearance and psychologically,
they are also not women, though they are like women with no female reproduction organ and no
menstruation. Since hijras do not have reproduction capacities as either men or women, they
are neither men nor women and claim to be an institutional ‘third gender’.Among hijras, there
are emasculated (castrated, nirvana) men, nonemasculated men (not castrated/akva/akka) and
inter sexed persons (hermaphrodites). TG also includes persons who intend to undergo sex
reassignment surgery [SRS], or have undergone SRS, to align their biological sex with their
gender identity in order to become male or female. They are generally called transsexual persons.
Further, there are persons who like to cross- dress in the clothing of the opposite gender, that s,
transvestites. Resulantly, the term ‘transgender’, in contemporary usage, has become an umbrella
term that is used to describe a wide range of identities and experiences, including but not limited
to pre-operative, post-operative and non-operative transsexual people, who strongly identify

with the gender opposite to their biological sex; male and female.”
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EXCLUSIONARY DEFINITION

In contrast, the Bill’s definition of transgender is exclusionary and limiting: “Neither wholly
female nor wholly male; or a combination of female or male; or neither female nor male; and
whose sense of gender does not match with the gender assigned to that person at the time of
birth, and includes transmen and transwomen, persons with [themselves] inter-sex variations and
gender-queers,” This covers only persons who are inter-sex and dysphoric, Inter-sex is a biological
condition and a small category within the huge umbrella of different gender identities covered by
transgender. Dysphoric is a diagnostic term used by psychologists to refer to persons who
experience significant dysphoria (discontent) with the sex and gender they were assigned at birth
and they belong to a smaller category among transgender people. As per the 2011 Census, there
are 4.8 lakh transgender people in the country. In 2011, the Telangana government conducted a
survey and found that there were 60,000 transgender people in 11 districts of the State, with
15,000 in Hyderabad alone. Vyjayanthi Vasanta Mogli believes that this effectively discredits the
2011 Census and shows that India is yet to properly enumerate its transgender population.
Nevertheless, it proves that the 2016 Bill covers a very small percentage of the transgender
population.

Tiruchi Siva pointed out several flaws in the Bill, beginning with the recognition of identity. In
order to receive a certificate of transgender identity, the person has to make an application
before a District Screening Committee comprising the Chief Medical Officer (CMO), the District
Social Welfare Officer, a psychologist or psychiatrist, a representative of the transgender
community and an officer of the relevant government. Transgender people have rejected the idea
of standing before a supra-constitutional body to prove their gender identity. “’ This is humiliation,”
said Tiruchi Siva.

The presence of a CMO on the panel is a human rights violation, according to Karthik Bittu
Kondaiah, a transgender person. “The transgender community is already subjected to such
violations by the uninitiated medical professionals and arms of the state, where trans, gender-

queer, gender-fluid, non-binary, inter-gender and pre-op transpersons are subjected to intrusive
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body searches, stripping, feeling up of breasts and genitalia. With this Bill, such acts will have the
sanction of the state and will be contrary to the NALSA verdict, which expressly prohibits such
acts.”

The presence of a psychiatrist on the panel was problematic. Vyjayanthi Vasanta Mogli said:
“A psychologist should come into the picture if a person plans to undergo an SRS and only if the
person chooses to do so. The government cannot make appearance before such a committee
mandatory. The objection raised in this regard is what if a man declares himself as transgender
to misuse the law? First, the Bill does not have any provision of reservation, unlike Tiruchi Siva’s
Bill, therefore, the question does not arise. Secondly, being known as transgender further
stigmatises and ostracises a man, so it is an absurd generality to make. Lastly, misuse of a law
cannot be an excuse to deprive people of a law, as every law can be, and is, misused.”

While the NALSA judgment recognised the diversity of the transgender community by
taking into account the hijras, eunuchs, jogappas, and shiv-shakthis, among others, and traced
their historical presence, the latest Bill ignores all that. Shunned and stigmatised by society and
their own families, transgender people have, over the years, built a world for themselves where
they can reclaim some of their dignity. Hijras have formed havelis, or households, some of which
date back hundreds of years and operate under the tradition of guruchela, recreating the family
set-up among themselves.

But the Bill seems to be operating in a void when it says: ‘No transgendel’ person shall be
separated from parents or immediate family on the ground of being a transgender, except on an
order of a competent court, in the interest of such person.... Where any parent or a member of
his immediate family is unable to take care of a trans gender, the competent court shall by an

order direct such person to be placed in a rehabilitation centre.”

FEAR OF SEPARATION
Rehabilitation centres are in pitiful conditions and have become new sites for violence and

humiliations.Kartik Bittu Kondaiah said: “This is a direct attack on the hijra family
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system and the right of transpeople to live with family/lovers of their choice ... when forced to
conform to biological gender norms often through physical and emotional
abuse, the only recourse for trans children is to run away from the natal
homes. For them, the hijra families, the jamaads, or dormitories, are places of refuge, the hijra
elders are their adoptive parents, the hijra’ community is their family and
friends. This clause puts the hijra and aravani community elders-the adoptive parents of young
transgendel’ persons-under undue risk. The hijra family system becomes unnecessarily and unfairly
criminalised in this Bill, The Bill, instead of protecting the transgender people’s rights, seeks to
curtail them.”

Sabira, a member of the transgender community in Hyderabad, said: “If society and our
parents accepted us, would we need to live like this? Our havelis are a gift of the Nizam government
and we have developed our own syncretic culture in it, where we live, love, fight, disagree and
share our happiness and grief in equal measure. Now, the government wants to swoop down on
us and dispense with our culture.” The havelis have a national network numbering in the thousands,
both in big cities and small towns and villages,and the members often visit each other. The Bill
makes begging a criminal offence with imprisonment of up to two years and fine.

Karthik Bittu Kondaiah said: “In November 2014, many transwomen were randomly picked
up from public places in Bengaluru and illegally detained in the infamous ‘Beggar’s Colony’, a
‘rehabilitation’ centre for beggars with deplorable living conditions. They were taken under the
Karnataka Prohibition of Beggary Act, 1975 [which, interestingly, exempts ‘religious mendicants’
from its purview]. It has to be understood that begging is a result of structural inequalities in our
societies which have led to lack of education and employment opportunities, which in turn have
co-relations with activities such as begging. This provision, a human rights violation, would also
be used with impunity by agencies of the State such as the police to criminalise trans gender
people.”

The latest Bill does not define discrimination and make discrimination of trans gender people

in routine places such as educational institutions and health care establishments a punishable
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offence. The Bill also does not provide for transgender health care; Tiruchi Siva’s Bill made a

clear mention of ‘providing free SRS to them.
The government should move beyond tokenism and bring in a law

that adequately addresses the community’s concerns.

Frontline,
11 November 2016
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Book REVIEW

A review of the book ‘Essays on Modernism, Democracy and Well-being A Gandhian

perspective written by Ramashray Roy and Ravi Ranjan

Vedic Utopia

An exclusive search for the true democracy in the vision of the Rig Veda
A.M. Shinas

THE crux of the book under review can be summed up as follows. “Democratic government
is, in fact, of the people; it is however, not run by the people, nor does it usually work for the
people. And since people’s hopes and aspirations remain unfulfilled and extreme inequality prevails
in the distribution of societal resources, justice suffers.” In other words, representative democracy
has only brought about suffering, inequality, alienation, oppression, discrimination, deprivation

and injustice in the world.

The authors, Ramashray Roy and Ravi Ranjan, both political scientists, have drawn from the
ideas and thoughts of E. Voegelin, Peter T. Manicas, Alasdaire MacIntyre, Filippo Burzio, Max
Weber, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida and Giorgio Agamben, and also from Gandhi’s critique
of Western democracy. The authors, however, ultimately find a panacea for all problems of
modernity and democracy in the Vedas, particularly the Rig Veda. The title of the book might

well have been “Modernism, Democracy and Well being: A Rigvedic Perspective”.

The authors contend that democracy has failed to promote human well- being. According
to them, there are two kinds of well- being. One is the well-being of the psyche, involving

good care of the soul. The other is material advancement, or what Gandhi calls ‘‘bodily comfort”.
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In other words, the sole fulfilment of “bare life” dominates in democracy along with an almost
total eclipse of all ideas of good life. The mere quest for wealth, power and prestige constitutes
the bare life of men. This started happening when democracy emerged in the late 18th century as
human beings became self-defining subjects, that is, the autonomous self emerged. Good life
focusses on the good care of the soul, and it is only possible when men are devoted to the service
of God. Good life is only possible through the restoration of individuals’ wholeness (sarvata) by
attuning the soul to the divine. A severing of the connection with the divine occurred with the
passage of Christianity and with the emergence of enlightenment rationality. The authors contend
that an exclusive concern for material well-being, which is the outcome of modern democracy, is
at the root of the dilemma that mankind faces today.

In ademocracy, intense competition for access to and control of scarce societal resources
leads to what Hobbes calls “war of each against all”” or what Alas daire MacIntyre describes as
“civil war carried on by other means”. This situation makes each individual the enemy of the
other.

The authors point out that the Lincolnian understanding of democracy as a political
institutional arrangement has remained a tantalising ideal without substance. They quote Filippo
Burzio to underscore this point. As Burzio points out: “In a democratic whole we must make a
distinction between three diverse elements: (a) a reality, that is, rapid circulation of elites, (b) a
desire, that is, equality, and (c) anillusion, that is, direct government by the masses.” So
Lincoln’s characterisation of democracy conceals the wide gap between ideal of democracy and
its practical manifestations.

In contemporary democratic systems, political power has, in reality, shifted to the
representatives of the people. The elected representatives make collective decisions. Hence, the
authors argue that democracy has been robbed of its noble purpose of making it possible for the
people to rule. This leads to alienation.

What happened to democracy since its appearance is what Peter T. Manicas refers to as

“the victory of democratic ideology over democracy”. It is democratic ideology, not
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democracy, that rules over the destiny of the people in the world today. The authors argue that
the emergence of modern self-defining subjectivity released the individual from all traditional
constraints placed upon her/ him and made her/him the centre of experience as well as the agent
of the regeneration of institutions. This was the inevitable consequence of the snapping of human
beings’ connection with the divine ground of being, or the de-divinisation of the world. This
squeezed out the spirit from social lives and social relations. The result was a jettisoning of the
idea of Homo religious and replacing it with the idea of Homo laborans, the autonomous, secular
individual.Having lost spiritual moorings, individuals emerged as homo economicus and their
material needs received primacy. Iris Murdoch characterises this situation as “broken totality”
when the divine connection is severed and individuals emerge simply as narrow beings, acquisitive
and possessive.

The authors then emphatically state that “democracy as a form of government that should
aim at freeing men from political and social enslavement and from economic exploitation paves
the way for gilding their slavery™.

Most of these criticisms against modernity had been brilliantly and beautifully summarised
by Karl Marx one and a half centuries ago: “On the one hand, there have started into life industrial
and scientific forces which no epoch of human history had ever suspected.

“On the other hand, there exist symptoms of decay, far surpassing the
horrors of the latter times of the Roman Empire. In our days everything seems
pregnant with its contrary. Machinery, gifted with the wonderful power of shortening and fructifying
human labour, we behold starving and over working it. The new-fangled sources of wealth... are
turned into sources of want .... At the same pace that mankind masters nature, man seems to
become enslaved to other men or to his own infamy. Even the pure light of science seems unable
to shine but on the dark back ground of ignorance. All our invention and progress
seems to result in endowing material forces with intellectual life, stultifying human life into a material

force” (Marx’s speech at the anniversary of The People’s Paper).
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GANDHI & DEMOCRACY

The chapter titled “Gandhi’s Critique of Democracy” delineates Gandhi’s opposition to
modern democracy. Gandhi did not reject democracy; he rejected democracy afflicted
by the adverse consequences flowing from the conjunction between modern ideas and industrial
civilisation. For Gandhi, the abandonment of the idea of the spiritually attuned and awakened
individual was the root cause of the rise of what he called satanic civilisation.

The authors quote Gandhi: “The electoral process too proves to be not an effective
instrument of expressing real public opinion. In a society where large-scale illiteracy pre
vails, the voters cannot be expected to express informed rational choice about issues and
candidates.”

What, then, explains the defeat of the Congress in the post-Emergency election in almost
the entire north of the country with its large-scale illiteracy, or its victory in Kerala where even at
that time literacy levels were enviably high? If illiteracy really undermines the objectives of
democracy, the solution is not to put democracy on the back burner but to make people literate.

The authors seem to believe in a one-to-one relationship between industrial civilisation
(read capitalism, for this more apt term is rarely used in the book) and democracy. It should be
pointed out that though democracy has become established in the capitalist era, it was not brought
about by the design of the capitalists. Goran Therborn forcefully argued in the late 1970s that it
was the organised working class, not capitalists, that had played a crucial role in European
democratisation. Capitalists were initially opponents of democratisation and fought against the
democratic rights of the common people. Popular pressure played a pivotal role in the rise of
democratic institutions (See Vivek Chibber’s book Post colonial Theory and the Specter of
Capital, pages 147-148).

Capitalism, in fact, does not need democracy to function. It is equally at ease with
monarchies, with totalitarian regimes and with all hues of autocracies as long as profit
maximisation is not hampered. Human suffering, inequality, alienation, exploitation, oppression,

injustice, deprivation and so on have been the consequences of capitalism.
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VILLAGE REPUBLICS
However, that is not what the book suggests. It suggests Gandhian village republics.

The idea of village democracy is described quoting Gandhi’ “Village swaraj is complete
republic, independent of its neighbours for its vital wants and yet interdependent for many others
in which dependence is necessary. Each village’s first concern will be grow its food crops a

cotton for its cloths .. .”

Or, as Gandhi told Louis Fisher in 1942: “There are seven hundred thousand villages in
India. Each would be organised according to the will of its citizens, all of them voting.
Then there would be seven hundred thousand votes and not four hundred million. Each village, in
other words, would have one vote. The villages would elect their district representatives and the
district administrations would elect the provincial administration and these, in turn, would elect a

president who would be national chief executive.”

But the democracy based on Gandhi’s idea can be realised only by individuals who have
undergone a transformation of the heart. Which agency is going to bring about this self-
transformation? Is it possible to establish an island of village republics in today’s capitalist ocean
where global dependence on labour and market is a reality?

Besides, urbanisation has been a worldwide phenomenon and a large part of the population

lives in cities nowadays. Reality, diverse and polyphonic, cannot be replaced with abstractions.

Frontline,
November 11,2016
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Resume of Business - Tenth Session of the Sixth
Arunachal Pradesh Legislative Assembly

The Tenth Session of the Sixth Legislative Assembly of the State of Arunachal Pradesh
commenced on 7th September,2016 and concluded on 8th September, 2016.

At the very beginning of Tenth Session, Hon’ble Speaker made obituary references in
respect of Late Kalikho Pul, former Chief Minister of Arunachal Pradesh and Late Tumpak Ete,
Ex-MLA. The Hon’ble Speaker and other members paid glowing tributes and observed 2 minutes

silence as a mark of respect to the departed souls and the House was adjourned for the day

On the next day Secretary laid the following Bills as passed by the Assembly in the last

Session and assented to by His Excellency the Governor of Arunachal Pradesh:

(1) The Arunachal Pradesh (Tourism Trade Registration and Regulation) Bill, 2016.

(i1) The Arunachal Pradesh Right to Public Services Bill, 2016.

(iii) The Arunachal Pradesh Appropriation (No.1) Bill, 2016 (Supplementary Demands).
(iv) The Arunachal Pradesh Appropriation (No.2). Bill, 2016 (Budget Estimates).

Thereafter, Hon’ble Speaker announced the Panel of Chairmen for the current session
and then presented the Business Advisory Committee Report. Shri Pema Khandu, Chief Minister
and Minister of Parliamentary Affairs moved a motion to adopt the Eighth Report of the Business

Advisory Committee and the motion was adopted

The Speaker Shri T.N. Thongdok announced that 1 (one) Nomination paper has been
received in favour of Shri Alo Libang as the candidate for the office of Deputy Speaker of the
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Arunachal Pradesh Legislative Assembly as duly proposed by Shri Tapuk Taku, ML A and

seconded by Shri Tatung Jamoh, MLA respectively. Shri Alo Libang was unanimously elected to
the Office of Deputy Speaker.

Shri Chowna Mein, Minister for Finance moved Government Resolution for Ratification
of Constitution (One Hundred and Twenty-Second) Bill, 2014. The resolution was adopted by

voice vote. One number of Short Duration notice was received, admitted and discussed.

The House was adjourned sine die by Hon’ble Speaker at the conclusion of its Sitting at

1350 hrs.
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