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Quota demon

Reservation logic stands inverted as dominant groups have their way
TOI Editorials

After some back and forth, Patidar quota leader Hardik Patel and Congress have finally agreed to a quota
formula for Patidars and other non-reserved castes in Gujarat. Congress is hoping this will bring in the
promised Patidar support in the coming Gujarat polls. Reportedly, the formula worked out envisages
reservations for Patidars under Article 31(C) of the Constitution. The latter clause is the fountainhead for
the Ninth Schedule of the Constitution where laws are parked to keep courts from examining their
legality. In the present case it means Patidars will be given reservations in government jobs and
education under a special category that will allow the state government to breach the 50% cap set by the
Supreme Court.

[t remains to be seen whether Congress will be able to circumvent the SC-mandated quota cap if it comes
to power in Gujarat. After all, the courts have struck down similar attempts by state governments in
Rajasthan and Maharashtra to raise quotas beyond the 50% limit for Gujjars and Marathas respectively.
Yet, under pressure from various caste groups political parties continue to try and find ways to extend
the scope of reservations. Telangana chief minister K Chandrasekhar Rao recently announced his
decision to launch a nationwide campaign to seek power for state governments to extend reservation
benefits. He wants to increase quotas to 62% in Telangana and is apparently coordinating with other
likeminded chief ministers.

Two clear conclusions can be drawn from this state of affairs. First, reservation hasn’t worked. Despite
being in operation for decades, the very fact that an increasing number of caste groups is demanding
quotas shows that reservation as a tool for empowerment has failed. Second, the entire logic of
reservation has been inverted with dominant communities demanding quotas. Caste groups that create
disturbance, indulge in violence and bring administrations to their knees are able to move political
parties to facilitate their reservation claim.If this trend is allowed to continue, every dominant societal
group will demand quotas. Perhaps the Rajputs of Rajasthan will be next, having already demonstrated
their agitational strength in protesting against the film Padmavati. Taking this forward, reservations in
the private sector could be the subsequent target. Should that happen, it would be a disaster for the
economy as it would Kkill the one performing sector that raises hope in the India story. In that sense,
Indian leaders should learn from ousted Zimbabwean autocrat Robert Mugabe whose obsession with
affirmative action ruined his country. India shouldn’t follow the Mugabe model.
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Sarma and Sin

Sadly, Constitution has no remedy for health ministers who misrepresent disease
TOI Editorials

Assam health and finance minister Himanta Biswa Sarma’s rationalisation of cancer as “divine justice” for
sins committed is callous and insensitive. It may be that there are limits to what governments can do to
relieve the suffering of cancer victims. But it doesn’t follow that a health minister should proceed to rub
salt into their wounds by blaming them for their plight. Rather than withdraw these irrational comments
and express regret, Sarma took misplaced refuge in Hindu philosophy and karmic beliefs to hold his
ground. In the current political climate where disease is mystified and vaccination is being vilified,
science is becoming the casualty.We have seen that politicians often resort to blaming the victim in cases
of crimes - such as lynchings by cow vigilantes or assaults on women - as a rationalisation of their own
failure to uphold the rule of law. If Sarma’s statement is meant to be a rationalisation of state failure in
upholding public health, then it is a bizarre extension of the same principle to matters of disease as well.
If indeed cancer, and by extension other diseases as well, is punishment for sins committed in past lives,
providing public health services is tantamount to disrupting the course of divine justice. And Sarma
doesn’t need to pay any attention to the health part of his portfolio at all.A recent study reveals that
cancer accounts for a much larger percentage of deaths in the 40-69 age group in the northeast compared
to other backward states. Incidentally, Assam has the lowest life expectancy and highest disease burden.
Sarma himself has bemoaned lack of adequate treatment facilities. As health and finance minister he is in
a unique position to remedy this. That he should have chosen to blame cancer sufferers instead is
shocking.
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URNALISM OF COURAGE Date: 23-11-17

The republic of cowardice

Fragility of community identities spawns politics of intolerance. No one stands up for
freedom

Pratap Bhanu Mehta, the writer is vice-chancellor, Ashoka University. Views are
personal

The controversy over the film Padmavati once again reminded us
that the fragility of our identities, the layers of resentment that
constitute our sense of self, the emboldening of the most lumpen
elements in our society, intellectual confusions over the law, and
the sheer lack of constitutional courage in most of our politicians
make India increasingly unfit for liberty.

Let us begin with a couple of traps we need to avoid.
Arguments over history should be more or less irrelevant to
the question of law and freedom. Some historians have
muddied the debate by making the following claim: There is
no historical record of Padmini; she is a figment of Jayasi’s imagination. At best she is part of cultural
memory, not historical truth. Therefore, artistic licence is permissible. But this argument is a trap for
three reasons. In an era when state governments are promoting a lot of weird history, it is important to
defend protocols that insist on some fidelity to facts. But even as we do this, we have to admit that the
modes in which a historical consciousness are expressed in India, and the nature of historical evidence
itself, are a lot more complicated than many historians admit. Sometimes cultural memory is the mode in
which “facts” are preserved. But we protect free speech so that those claims and counterclaims can be
debated.

Second, this argument falls into the trap of pitting “history” versus “cultural memory”. If the choice is put
that way, there is nothing irrational about saying, “well so much the worse for history, [ am fine with
cultural memory”. It simply shifts the question to an even more intractable question of why history
should matter more than cultural memory. It is a very unhistorical move to think that the answer to this
question is self-evident. So whether this is history or cultural memory is neither here nor there as far the
issue of adjudicating rights and freedom goes. Whether you revere Padmini or whether you are sceptical
of the moral and historical claims of her story is irrelevant to your freedoms.

Third, some historians have often fallen into the same trap as their communal counterparts of linking the
contemporary project of citizenship to the past. Both sides seem to agree that what rights people have,
who belongs to India, must turn on some narrative or facts about medieval India: One side wants to show
this is a narrative of benign assimilation. The other side wants to show this a narrative of community
conflict and atrocity of which Padmini becomes a totem. In a way, all sides in the argument want to create
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a cultural memory serviceable for their political projects. But both sides peg the fate of the modern Indian
project, or the freedoms we defend, on “getting history right”. But this is a fool’s errand. Any nation that
ties its liberties or its future to the uncertain, contestable, interpretable debates over medieval history is
fated never to grow up. We distort both history and the meaning of citizenship by tying them together so
closely.

This is a plain truth we have to understand. In a free society with millions of people, there will be a lot of
trash production we do not like. Some will even intend to offend or shock. How much impact they have is
not a function of their power; it is a function of our responses. Most politicians betray a deep distrust of
their fellow citizens’ abilities. This is funnily displayed in the self-contradictory argument used against
Sanjay Leela Bhansali: That he made the film, and is keeping the plot secret for box-office gains. Of course
it is a truism that hundred and sixty crores is being invested for box-office gains. But what is the anxiety
about the box office that politicians have? If the film is popular what will it prove? That Indians don’t
share the same cultural memory as our politicians? Or that we are quite capable of both revering a
cultural memory and seeing new imaginings, even awful ones? In fact, the anxiety about the box office
betrays the real truth: Politicians are not representing our sentiments. It is rather that in the name of
protecting our sentiments, they wish to control us. The so-called act of democratic deference to people’s
sentiments is a wish to control the narrative about their identities. The usurper of people’s liberties will
always speak in the name of their sentiments.

But even more deplorable is the spectacle of chief ministers, cutting across party lines, presenting an
astounding spectacle of sheer cowardice, complicity with hoggishness, and a total abdication of their
constitutional duties. In a country where mere Facebook likes get you arrested, open incitement to
violence elicits no official or legal response. It also reminded us that the Congress is no knight in shining
armour in protecting freedom. In fact, it is the politics Congress played around figures like Basavanna in
Karnataka, which led to the banning of award-winning novels, as much as the Rushdie affair, that has also
set the paradigm for the kinds of protests the Karni Sena is engaged in: Where totems of community
identity become figures you cannot write about. Bollywood has commercial interests and it is too
embedded in networks of power and patronage to be a genuinely independent voice. But the cowardice
and silence of so many of its leading lights is still shocking.

The fragility of our community identities, the layers of resentment that constitute them are spawning a
politics of intolerance. Threatening to vandalise property, announcing bounties on actresses is what is
now passing off as courage, not standing up for constitutional values. You have to wonder what has
happened to the nature of our identity formation where maharajas and the Rajput’s sense of pantomime
honour get all riled up, when people point out they were on the losing side of history, but none of them
has the courage to condemn the desecration of constitutional freedoms. In this newspaper Tarun Vijay
wrote: “His (Bhansali’s) depictions on celluloid shouldn’t make India look as regressive as Saudi Arabia,
where women got the right to drive in an era when women from India are sending satellites to Mars”.
This is an Orwellian inversion. [ have no idea what Bhansali has made. But is Bhansali making India look
like Saudi Arabia or those who threaten their fellow citizens, and the chief ministers who put up with
them? Yes, Padmavati may be sideshow in the context of India’s challenges. But it is an ominous one: For
it shows India under a weight of suffocating cowardice.
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Far from Keeping the world safe

Sujatha Byravan, is a scientist who studies science, technology and development
policy.

Much more needs to be done by the international community to truly grapple with climate change

The 23rd meeting of the Conference of the Parties (COP-23) of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change concluded on November 17 in Bonn, Germany. The two-week meeting
was regarded by many as primarily intended to clarify processes for the implementation of the Paris
Climate Agreement through the creation of a rule book, with technical guidelines and processes. This
would explain what compliance with the Paris Agreement means and how it would be monitored.The key
topics of contention were related to financial support, mitigation action, differentiation, and loss and
damage — the same knots of disagreements that came up at COP-21 in Paris. The questions raised in
Bonn were: Are developed countries going to do their fair share to support poor and emerging countries,
having occupied the bulk of the planet’s available carbon space? What actions have thus far been taken to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by rich countries? Shouldn’t there be greater emphasis to phase out
coal? There was also some apprehension about the role of the U.S. in the discussions since President
Donald Trump had earlier declared that it would leave the Paris Agreement.

Fulfilling obligations

Actions related to the Paris Agreement are intended for 2020-2030. However, the pre-2020 period is part
of the second phase of the Kyoto Protocol. Both the first phase of the Kyoto Protocol (2005-2012) and the
second (2013-2020)principally laid out the responsibilities for reducing emissions by rich countries.
However, there has been little progress and the 2012 Doha Amendment, the agreement concerning the
second phase of the Kyoto Protocol, has not been ratified by a sufficient number of countries to enter into
force.Under pressure from poor and emerging economies, actions on the pre-2020 Kyoto period were
added to the agenda in the first week of the Bonn meeting. As a result, in 2018 and 2019 there will be
additional stocktaking on progress made on the Kyoto Protocol. There will also be climate finance
assessments and all of these will be part of the overall process undertaken before 2020. It is reported that
several countries have since expressed interest in ratifying the Doha Amendment and all these changes
indicate some advancement.

Another aspect of the obligations that need to be fulfilled by big emitters is related to economic and non-
economic losses under the work programme on loss and damage. In Warsaw, Poland, COP-19 established
the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage to address the destruction likely from climate
change, including extreme events (such as severe storms) and slow-onset events (such as sea-level rise).
This track of negotiations recognised that even if the world were to drastically reduce its emissions,
anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions already in the atmosphere would cause warming. This would
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severely affect the poorest countries that are the most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change.It is
important that such countries have access to economic and non-economic support, especially since their
actions have not led to these increased concentrations of harmful greenhouse gas emissions. The Paris
Agreement recognises loss and damage and calls for enhanced action and support from the parties.
However, loss and damage was not included in the agenda for the Paris rule book, and this was rightly a
big bone of contention with poor and developing economies. There are no funds currently available for
this stream and the discussion on this has been postponed to 2018. This is alarming given that the world
has already faced the wrath of numerous extreme events just in the last couple of years.

A third aspect of the support from rich countries is about providing finance, technology, and building
capacity for poorer countries, both to protect themselves from the effects of climate change and to help
them move along a low-carbon pathway. There were conflicts on financial support at various points, and
on this topic, COP-23 was a failure. Without the means of implementation, the targets set by each country
in Paris will not be achieved. There is also the promise of $100 billion each year by 2020 into the Green
Climate Fund, which has not seen much inflow to meet the goal. There was therefore little progress on
the key issue of finance and several important decisions were moved forward to be discussed at the next
meeting to be held in Katowice, Poland in 2018.There have been a number of advances in renewable
energy over the last several years. These were highlighted at various side events at COP-23. There were
also several state and substate actors from the U.S. at Bonn, some of whom tried to distance themselves
from the actions and statements of the Trump administration, along with a series of colourful protests
and interactions.

Progress and actions needed

On the plus side, negotiators did move forward on developing other details for the Paris Agreement
implementation, a process that is carried out under the Ad Hoc Working Group on the Paris Agreement
and a policy should be ready in 2018. There was also a draft of a document integrating positions from
parties on information needed to communicate the Nationally Determined Contributions. Steps were also
taken to spell out the details of the global stock-taking that will occur every five years starting in 2023
and on transparency measures that are part of the overall process.

Nevertheless, the science on climate change has been grim this year. Greenhouse gas emissions which
appeared to have stabilised for a few years, probably for economic reasons, rose by 2% in 2017, perhaps
due to additional electricity drawn from coal power plants in China. When coal will be phased out
globally was a major question. In fact, there were protests organised by activists at Europe’s largest open
pit coal mine near the Hambach Forest in Germany, not far from the COP-23. Clearly, greater ambition on
clamping down on fossil fuels is needed for the Paris Agreement to be successful. The Bonn meeting saw
the launch of the Powering Past Coal Alliance, which was led by Canada and the U.K, and joined by
numerous countries and substate actors.There was small but significant headway made regarding
agriculture where a work plan was proposed by Parties on items related to climate change and
agriculture, including improvements in soil fertility and carbon, management of land use and livestock
maintenance. For India, these developments could be an excellent opportunity for learning from others
and sharing local knowledge.Much more needs to be done for the international community to truly
grapple with climate change — we are still far from keeping the world safe from its harmful
consequences. And for India, there is unfortunately no time left for delaying action on multiple fronts on
the landscape of sustainable development, which itself will be derailed by a warming world.
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