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The Anxiety of Asymmetry

India@70: Acknowledge and address deep imbalances that threaten the idea of this
nation

Vijay Mahajan

India@70 is being celebrated currently, but
how different is it from, say, India at 50?7 And
what is the implication of this for our
collective desired future: inclusive, sustainable
development for India, that can contribute to
environmental resilience and global peace?For
@70 me, India@70 is characterised by three
asymmetries. One, the Aspiration vs
Attainment asymmetry at the level of self-
concept of individuals. Second, the Rights vs
Responsibility asymmetry at the level of how
individuals relate to each other. And third, the Technology vs Mythology asymmetry at the level of how
individuals relate to the environment and other aspects of existence beyond human control.By describing
these dyads as asymmetries rather than as contradictions or dichotomies, we are underlining that we are
not arguing for one side over the other. Instead, we are pointing to the imbalance that exists in today’s
India in each of these dyads.First, the self-concept of Indians has changed a lot in the last 20 years. Today
India is a nation of the young; over 60% Indians are below the age of 30. Younger Indians have higher
number of years of education, much higher access to media and the internet, greater possibilities of
physical mobility. All this has led to an explosion of aspirations.Yet, the aspirational explosion is matched
with an attainment implosion. As an example, see Pratham’s Annual Status of Education Report (ASER)
for 2016. While enrolment rates in our schools were a very creditable 95%, roughly one out of four
children in Standard VIII could not read Std II texts and 57% of Std VIII students could not correctly solve
a three-digit by one-digit division problem.With such a disadvantage in educational attainment, how can
we ever encash the much-heralded “demographic dividend”? It seems more like a demographic
disappointment. So, the school dropouts of yesterday, whose aspirations have been kindled but means of
attainment extinguished, vent their ire against “the system” in multiple ways, such as joining gangs of
vigilantes.

We need a national mission for promoting self-employment, starting with skill, business and
entrepreneurial training, followed by start-up financing and handholding until the self-employed persons
stabilise their enterprises. It will be impossible for India to have inclusive, sustainable development
without this.Second, while there has been a massive increase in awareness and assertion of rights and
entitlements in the past two decades, there has been no corresponding increase in our sense of
responsibility. A majority of us do not feel any responsibility for building and preserving the normative
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and institutional framework that protects and promotes those rights.This could be something as simple
as, for example, asserting that it is the responsibility of government school teachers to attend school and
teach. Or, at a personal level, how many of us show responsibility towards the environment by reducing,
reusing and recycling?What is the implication of this asymmetry for the goal of inclusive, sustainable
development? The numeric logic of universal adult franchise ensures that political leaders feed on the
entitlement mentality with pre-election freebies and promises of more, which militate against either
fiscal or environmental sustainability. But no political leader dares raise the issue of responsibility, for
fear of losing the elections.The way out of this is to first practise and then promote the notion of
responsibility being an essential precondition for entitlements. Once that belief is more widely adopted,
our public life is bound to become more accountable and the conduct of public systems and institutions is
bound to improve.

Third, the underlying world view of those who believe in the power of technology is that Nature is meant
to be conquered and used for furthering the quality of human life through the application of science. This
world view yielded an enormous increase in the lifespan and quality of life of millions of people in the
19th and 20th centuries, through advances ranging from immunisation to the internet.But technological
advancement needs more and more capital, which exacerbates inequity. Not everyone has benefited
equally from technological advances; as a result, the skew in the distribution of well-being and wealth has
reached unprecedented levels. The unsustainable use of resources has led to an adverse response from
Nature.By contrast, the underlying world view of those who have faith in mythology is that human life is
significantly impacted by forces beyond the control of human beings. Those at the extreme believe that
the end of the world could be coming as a consequence of arrogant human actions.What is the implication
of this asymmetry for inclusive, sustainable development? We have to accept that rationality is bounded,
scientific knowledge is incomplete, and technology based on it is fraught with unforeseen or unintended
consequences. And we must recognise the existential value of mythology - as the balm for all that cannot
be explained in rational terms, but needs to be accepted.Thus, in practical terms, to move forward, we
must reconcile the religious and cultural value of the river Ganga with its economic value for irrigation
and generating hydro-electric power, and its ecological value as an enormous hydraulic channel from the
Himalayas to the oceans. Integrating these disparate world views in a wholesome manner is essential,
when in issue after issue that seems intractable.Finally, it's about balance. Unless the balance is restored
in each dyad, we will remain deeply flawed as a nation and are unlikely to achieve the cherished,
consensual goal of inclusive, sustainable development.
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Let’s give refuge to persecuted Rohingyas
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¥ The Supreme Court has asked New Delhi to say if

and why the latter wants to deport 40,000 or so
~  Rohingyas from the country. This follows a Public
Interest Litigation (PIL) plea submitted to the
Supreme Court. Rohingyas are probably the most
embattled community in the world today. Natives
of the Arakan Hill Tracts, now the Rakhine state of
Myanmar, they are predominantly Muslim. Their
habitat is mostly in western Burma, bordering the
Bay of Bengal with a northern extremity abutting
Bangladesh.The army and sections of Buddhist
zealots have been carrying out a systemic ethnic cleansing of Rohingyas since 2015. Some have fled the
violence by boat to Southeast Asia, many have gone to Bangladesh, and around 40,000 may have crossed
over to India. This week, the regime in Naypyidaw stopped UN aid from reaching Rohingya victims. The
world is appalled at their plight. Her silence on Rohingya atrocities has dented the liberal credentials of
democracy-crusader Aung San Suu Kyi.Kiren Rijiju, junior minister of home, said in Parliament recently
that New Delhi wants states to identify and deport these refugees. Rijiju fell foul of a basic principle of
international law, called the non-refoulement principle. This bars countries from forcibly returning
refugees to their original homes, if there is a danger of persecution on the basis of racial, religious or
other reasons. The case of the Rohingya falls squarely within the ambit of this principle.It has been Indian
tradition to shelter refugees, whether Jews, Parsis, Tibetans or Bangladeshis. Between Partition and the
war to liberate East Pakistan, some 19.5 million refugees poured into Tripura, Assam and Bengal. They
were absorbed, no questions asked. Today, a much more prosperous India must shelter Rohingyas, or
face global ignominy.
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Failing the test

Despite the best intentions, NEET has failed to level the playing field across the nation

The suicide of S. Anitha in Tamil Nadu, which has rekindled the debate over the National Eligibility and
Entrance Test (NEET) to medical and dental colleges, is a reminder of the difficulties of levelling the field
in a nation with multiple syllabi, marking conventions and media of instruction. Tamil Nadu was one of
the states to oppose a nationwide entrance test run by a central board, arguing that the test syllabus
diverged from those of state boards. Students also objected to the test being offered only in English and
Hindi, which was exclusionist. This year, Tamil numbered among the regional languages added to the list,
but students complained that questions in these languages were tougher than those in English and Hindi.
Reform seemed to open up fresh inequalities.The education map of India has always been chaotic,
marked by multiple syllabi, and the education system has struggled to level it. In the 20th century, it was
common for central boards to informally award positive weights to students of boards known for a
tradition of low marking, like West Bengal (another state opposed to the NEET), to bring them up to par.
The need for common tests also arose with the recognition that all school boards did not mark equally.
Medical entrance tests were a special case, because the quality of the student body has a bearing on the
future health of the nation. Gaps between school syllabi and the expectations of test examiners have
introduced their own inequalities. Coaching shops rushed in to fill them, but access to extracurricular
tuition is unequal, conditioned by purchasing power and location. S. Anitha, the daughter of a daily wage
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worker, was clearly disadvantaged on this count, and as a litigant, she became the human face of the
protest.

The NEET was instituted with excellent intentions, to curb corruption and ensure that candidates are
equal to the demanding courses in medicine and dentistry they apply for, at the undergraduate and
postgraduate levels. The proliferation of private medical colleges had made it possible for candidates to
pay their way to a seat, and the exorbitant costs focused their careers on recovery of the investment,
rather than research and the delivery of quality care, especially to the underserved. And yet, the repeated
protests and challenges that NEET has faced underscore how difficult it will be to erase inequality of
access and truly level the playing field. A common entrance exam does indeed guarantee the supremacy
of merit and firewalls against corruption. But it can work only if state syllabi converge, at least in the
sciences, and entrance tests respect their benchmarks. That would be the first step towards equitable
reform.

Date: 05-09-17

N Korea’s bomb

Sanctions and threats cannot always stop states from seeking nuclear weapons. There
needs to be a genuine global compact

There ought to be no doubt about the enormity of what happened at high noon on Sunday, deep inside a
tunnel in North Korea’s Punggye-ri test site: The world’s efforts to contain the spread of nuclear weapons,
waged since the first atomic bomb was tested in 1945, have been buried once and for all. The precise
yield character of what North Korea says was a 1-megaton fusion weapon may still be disputed, but there
is no doubt about this: A nation that has faced international sanctions for over a decade, has succeeded in
manufacturing a hydrogen bomb, and missiles to deliver it to the cities of adversaries across Asia and the
Pacific. Pyongyang has done so despite a limited technological and industrial base.The implications of
these facts go far beyond North Korea. They tell us that, more than 70 years after the first nuclear tests at
Alamogordo in the US, the science and technology behind mass death is inexorably becoming easier for
determined states to master. They tell us that, short of war, there may be no means of stopping states
from acquiring nuclear weapons. And they tell us that in many cases, like North Korea, preventive war
may not be possible, because aspiring nuclear weapons states have superpower patrons — in this case,
China — or conventional-weapons capabilities that can inflict damage too massive to countenance.

For the international community to find a way forward, three lessons must be learned. First, nuclear-
proliferation is driven by the rational fears of regimes, not the madness of despots. By overthrowing
regimes it charged with being enemies of human rights, the West gave powerful incentives to other states
to pursue nuclear weapons. Libya’s Muammar Qaddafi and Iraq’s Saddam Hussein both gave up their
weapons of mass destruction programmes; North Korea’s despots learned from their fate. The second
lesson is this: Sanctions and threats cannot always stop more states from seeking nuclear weapons.
Instead, there needs to be a genuine global compact that will guarantee state survival, as long as clearly-
demarcated norms are met. Finally, the world must come to terms with the fact that mega-death cannot,
and will not, remain the preserve of an élite club of nations.
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This may not, some contend, necessarily be a bad thing. Nuclear weapons stopped the Cold War from
turning hot, the argument goes. Even North Korea, after all, understands that the price of using even one
of its nuclear weapons is certain annihilation. Yet, as weapons proliferate, the risks also increase,
whether by accident or design. The world must reflect — or face a long, nuclear night.
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