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Good riddance

Despotic Pahlaj Nihalani is sacked, now Prasoon Joshi must reform the Censor Board
TOI Editorials

Better late than never. Government has finally heeded
repeated calls for sacking CBFC chairperson Pahlaj Nihalani.
These calls rose across the film industry, audiences and
actually all Indians who want to see the country’s soft power
flourish. Because under the direction of Nihalani CBFC grew
particularly prone to arbitrary “sanskari” decrees, frustrating
varied creative visions. Many a filmmaker experienced this
CBFC avatar as unenlightened, tyrannical and scissor-happy.
Newly appointed chairperson Prasoon Joshi therefore has on
his hands the task of significant course-correction. Optimism
on this front is justified because as adman, lyricist and poet
Joshi has a reputation for being thoughtful, having a modern point of view and a good understanding of
the medium.

In the long run CBFC needs structural reforms, decreasing its dependency on the personal views of the
person heading it. It's been more than a year since the government-appointed committee headed by
Shyam Benegal submitted its report on the necessary reforms. The committee recommended that CBFC
should only be a film certification body categorising the suitability of films for different audience groups,
on the basis of age. This would mean it would no longer be a censor board, its business of demanding
beeps and cuts would come to an end.These reforms must be implemented. But in the meantime, Benegal
himself has underlined that the censorship guidelines are not carved in stone, the censors bring their
own sensibility and understanding of society to the interpretation of these guidelines. At the least the
newly constituted board under Joshi’s chairpersonship should stop cutting content just because the
“length of the kisses were ... unnecessarily excessive” or because it was a “lady oriented film” or because
it focussed on “fantasy above life”.
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Mission possible

A new India: PM is using India’s high-quality, low-cost technology to lift 400 million
out of poverty by 2022

MJ Akbar

On 15 February this year, Isro placed 104 satellites into orbit using only a single launch of one vehicle,
PSLV-C37. The video of the event, available easily enough on the net, shows the familiar zoom of a rocket
entering space, and then little flicks chase one another into the deep distance until the mission is
completed. Only three satellites were Indian; 96 were commissioned by two American companies, Planet
Laks and Spire Global.The acceleration in space, impressive as it is, might be less spectacular than the
change taking place on the ground. Prime Minister Narendra Modi has initiated a transformation towards
a new India in which historic burdens such as poverty and corruption have been eliminated, and
inheritance ills like communalism and casteism are only bad memory. His mission has a calendar; the
deadline is 2022, when India celebrates its 75th year of independence.Transformative change needs
radical thinking. The economic empowerment of women is being used as a principal cure for poverty.
Under Mudra, the PM’s signature project for those at the base of the economic pyramid, loans worth Rs
3,55,590 crore have been disbursed. Remarkably, 78% of those taking these loans are women.The PM’s
housing plan, for the impoverished, is an equally big story in gender emancipation. A woman can take this
home loan as sole owner; but a man needs a woman as co-owner unless he is a widower or bachelor. This
is a fundamental shift in the balance of power within a family. Over 25 million women who thought that a
gas cylinder was a privilege of the middle class or rich, are now in smokeless kitchens. Swachh Bharat is a
means to dignity and better health for women. The list is long.The objective is to lift about 400 million out
of harsh poverty in five years by ensuring that the first fruits and largest share of economic growth go to
those who need it most. In a complementary initiative, the PM is using India’s proven capability in high-
quality, low-cost technology to create efficient, sustainable and corruption-free delivery systems for
direct benefits to the poor on an unprecedented scale.

Jan Dhan was an essential first step. In 2015, within three months, banks opened 300 million accounts for
those who had never crossed the doors of a bank before. Critics sneered that these were “cashless”.
Unsurprisingly, they had missed the point: banks were now serving those without money, rather than
those with.Use of technology for transparency has also become mandatory in the bidding process for
government contracts. In a country where, particularly during the long decade between 2004 and 2014,
contracts became synonymous with corruption, the change is a virtual revolution, leaving sections of the
old political-industrial complex frustrated, angry and desperate to restore the previous order.New India
is being fashioned from embers of the old. Sceptics who cannot fathom why Narendra Modi has become
the most popular PM in memory need look no further than his comprehensive assault on poverty and
corruption.It surely cannot be anyone’s case that through some twirl of a magic wand, India should
suddenly become free of all ills. Among our difficult legacies is the politics of Hindu-Muslim differences, a
tragedy that has simmered and often bubbled into conflict. One long-standing dispute has been over the
cow, held sacred in Hinduism. Mahatma Gandhi urged an end to cow slaughter; and the lead architect of
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our Constitution, Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar, included this as a guiding tenet of our Constitution. Beef was
banned in most states by Congress governments.Of late, cow vigilantes have attacked Muslims and Dalits
on suspicion of eating or transporting beef. Two incidents attracted wide, and understandable, media
coverage: of Pehlu Khan in Rajasthan and Junaid in Haryana.

No government can prevent crime. A government’s bona fides are tested by what it does in pursuit of the
criminal. In Rajasthan, seven suspects have been charged with murder. The state’s chief minister
Vasundhara Raje has dismissed as malicious the allegation that her administration was biased and
argued the same in this newspaper, in an oped piece headlined ‘Mob violence is unacceptable’ (27 July).
Comparisons are not an answer, but she pointed out that murders and mob violence took a higher tally in
Rajasthan in 2012, when Congress was in power. In Haryana, five were arrested but the main suspect
escaped. Police traced him to Sakri, in Maharashtra, where he thought he had found safety in obscurity.
He has now confessed to stabbing Junaid.On 29 June, PM Modi expressed his anguish during the
centenary event of Mahatma Gandhi’s Sabarmati Ashram in Gujarat, wondering how much pain Gandhi
himself would have felt. Gandhi had offered to die for the cow, but never advocated violence in its name.
Finance minister Arun Jaitley has described the incidents as barbaric.Both voters and politicians are
increasingly dismissive of the motivated and fraying narrative of extended guilt. Nitish Kumar, for
instance, refused to buy this false propaganda of Congress, whose only electoral crutch now is the alleged
insecurity of minorities.In 2013, there was an assassination attempt on Narendra Modi during a rally in
Patna. At that critical, volatile moment, he said that Hindus and Muslims had a choice: they could either
fight each other, or they could unite to fight the true enemy, poverty. Fraternity and prosperity of all
Indians is the only creed of Narendra Modi.

The Economic ' Tmes Date: 14-08-17

Censor and No Sensibility

Indrajit Hazra

Change in the CBFC marks the end of an anachronistic tool in the hands of an uncultured brigade

Things have thankfully chan ged quite a lot since Cultu re, with a capital C, was the monopoly of a
particular kind of aesthetics and its custodians. It was elitist, patronising, turning its nose up to popular
culture, and came wrapped in expensive handlooms and was regularly seen -and seeing itself being seen -
in the international film and cultural festival circuit. Today , that brand of Culture has a name that sticks:
Lutyens' Culture -in hindsight, a curious division of the high arts and the low arts, its height being
determined by the nature and class of its consumers and patrons.Like the revenge of the nerds, however,
when this social, cultural and political class started to recede into the background -rather, it stood still
while the rest of the world moved into the foreground -the new lot of culture-keepers who took over
started having their own notions of Culture poured into the old silos built by the ancien, now un-
empowdered régime.

While earlier, under Nehru-Gandhi rule and taste, cultural requirements for the masses were seen pure ly
from the point of view of required entertainment, like gladiator fights during the Roman Empire to keep
hoi polloi happy -and not bored enough to think up of dangerous stuff like insurrection. This was distinct
from the finer stuff that the Culturewallahs saw themselves (and were seen) hardwired to appreciate.So,
Peter Brooks' theatre productionof Mahabharata was the talk of the town, while Ramanand Sagar's gaudy
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pre-Ekta Kapoor TV serial Ramayan was the fodder of the nation. The ban on the import of Salman
Rushdie's The Satanic Verses in 1988 during the Rajiv Gandhi government (the possession of the book
itself was not banned by a ‘liberal, literate' government, of course) after a bunch of Muslim clerics went
loco, was appeasement as much of the "Muslim electorate’, as of unsophisticated rednecks.

The Pahlaj Nihilism

But in all this grand separation of Indian Culture was the nervousness of the culturati about the
unwashed masses, slowly waking up to the virtues of branded soaps and deodorants, storming Lutyens'
Bastille via some cultural slight, some aesthetic transgression. Thus, the honing of that colonial device
that earlier kept a colonised class in check, now being used to ostensibly keep the peace of the land, the
passions of a polyphonic (read: cacophonic) nation in check: the censor board.

Well, of course, post-Independence, the institution of the censor board would be called something suitab
ly post-colonising: Central Board of Film Certification (CBFC). This was as benign-sounding as the
ministry of information and broadcasting.And yet, its function, over the years, has been crystal clear: to
control passions from spilling over.With film being the most directly impressionable of cultural tools
available to literate, literary or illiterate man, it was controlling the knobs and buttons of the CBFC that
has come to become the dominant agency by which to keep the nation safe from marauding mobs and
villagers with pitchforks easily susceptible to getting their sentiments hurt.

Which is when the change in the kind of people in power mirrored a change in the nature of control and
censorship. If earlier, the authorities caved in to demands of ransacking goons who saw an M F Husain
painting only in pornographic terms -if only to “keep the nation safe' -it had, of late, become an exercise in
the nation's taste-building. And no one personified this more proactively than CBFC chief Pahlaj Nihalani.

The litany of don'ts in movies be came so long and weary that it really doesn't bear repetition. But one of
the last calls the CBFC made during his tenure that ended on Friday , was the CBFC's objections to the
words ‘cow', “Gujarat', "Hindu' and "Hindutva' in a documentary on the Nobel Prize-winning economist
Amartya Sen, "The Argumentative Indian' that was scheduled for release last month. That Nihalani and
his cultural marms were overreaching their brief even by usual Indian standards of overreach became
clear when such a film -not exactly a cinemafiller -was targeted as if the CBFC's whole point was to search
and snip, search and snip, even the most irrelevant content.For a country that has internet access on their
phones growing every day , that has the old divide between ‘vernacular-speakers' and "Englishspeakers'
shrink faster than shrinkwrap, for a prime governmental body to not just play "kabab mein haddi' to
young Indian men and women, but also actually outdo previous regimes by engaging in “pre-emptive
appeasement' came across as downright boorish and uncultured.

The appointment of Prasoon Joshi, admired as a scriptwriter and lyricist, could have been the only
antidote to his predecessor's uncultured goonery . Joshi is the right person to also underline the fact that
the division of high and low culture has become a false one. Perhaps, under his stewardship, the censor
board will do what any modern, grown-up nation does with its film certification institution: decide what
films are unsuitable for kids to watch and certify them as “adult’. And that's it.
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& gat ¥ ff frwrd @ a1eT S B 4T gt 31191 BT U8 & fob SR 9 9/ 8 a8 Ugd A
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BT & B B {191, 3T U%8 R I 3R TAR YU Y& 3T RIS o= DI Sl JaT BT
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