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International Women’s Day

MARCH 8 COMES, MARCH 8 GOES. POLITICAL PARTIES AND
civic society groups observe International Women’s Day in business
as usual fashion. The basic issue of how to empower women

remains unanswered. On the eve of International Women’s Day UN Secre-
tary-General Antonio Guterres said that ‘global backlash against women’s
rights is threatening and in some cases reversing progress in developing and
developed countries alike’. International Women’s Day was officially recognised
by UN in 1977. This year’s theme was investing in women and girls to
accelerate toward equality. But legal equality for women, as per UN’s own
admission, could take 300 years to achieve. Socialists and liberals have been
debating the Women Question since the days of August Bebel only to see no
serious progress even in the 21st century. As for the communist left in India
celebration of Women’s Day is one more ritual like May Day. And their
discourses mostly hover around Clara Zetkin, Alexandra Kolontai or Rosa
Luxemburg while remaining vague about the liberation of toiling women in
the broader domain of class struggle. Talking about class struggle loudly,
dismissing feminism as elitist culture is not going to liberate women who are
doubly oppressed in patriarchal society.

Surprisingly, while duelling on women’s rights UN Secretary General, did
hardly talk about the plight of women and girls who are being forced to live
in hell in war zones. In every conflict, violent or not- so- violent, sexual
violence against women is being extensively used as a weapon. It is more
powerful than missiles to destroy a population psychologically and physi-
cally. How the wars in Ukraine and Palestine have devastated the lives of
thousands of women and their families beggars description. If there is any
hell on the earth it is in Gaza. Palestinian women don’t know how to
observe the International Women’s Day. Nor do they get any assurance
from the international community that their lives would be better any time
soon as there is no immediate possibility of a cease-fire in Israel-Hamas
war. Some Israeli women too are facing equal brutality. A report by a UN
team of experts released on March 4 said they found “clear and convincing
information” that some hostages were subjected to sexual violence and that
such violence may be on-going. The UN report came four days before the
International Women’s Day. They were brutalised in captivity. As the war
continues despite international outcry for peace and immediate cease-fire
hostages will rot in detention.
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COMMENT

The Saibaba Trial
THE WELL-KNOWN HUMAN
rights activist, wheelchair-bound G
N Saibaba, was acquitted on March
5, 2024, after spending 10 years in
jail. Born into a poor peasant family
in Andhra Pradesh in 1967, Saibaba
completed his post- graduation in
English from the University of
Hyderabad and got his Ph. D degree
from Delhi University. From 2003 till
his arrest in 2014, he taught English
literature at a Delhi University col-
lege. He came out from the prison
in utter distress. Saibaba was pa-
ralysed below the waist since his
childhood. Recounting the brutal
treatment in the prison after his
release, he said: “On May 9, 2014,
when I was arrested, police dragged
me by my left hand. That hand has
remained swollen for a decade now.
For nine arduous months, I endured
the trial without any treatment for
my hand. When finally taken to a
hospital, I heard that it was too
late. The doctor informed that he
couldn’t revive my nervous and
muscle system.”He also shared with

It has been four months since
the Israel-Palestine war began. The
civilian death toll from Israel’s retali-
ation in Gaza has climbed to more
than 30,000--70 percent are women
and children. In truth more non-
combatants have been killed in less
than four months in Gaza than in
nearly two years of war in Ukraine,
where the civilian death toll only
recently exceeded 10,000.

Nearer home is there any point
for the women of Manipur to cel-
ebrate International Women’s Day?
They have not yet recovered from the
shock they received during the ethnic
riots and police high-handedness.
Many of them are still homeless,
trying hard to get back what they

have lost–peace, dignity and mutual
trust.

The sexual abuse suffered by Dalit
women in BJP-ruled Uttar Pradesh is
routine. There was a barbaric inci-
dent in 2020 when a 19-year-old
Dalit girl also in Hathras was gang-
raped and her body was hurriedly
cremated by the police against the
wishes of her family. In most cases
similar incidents of violence against
women are dubbed as suicides and,
cases are dismissed without hearing.
Culprits are seldom brought to book.

Women from the marginalised
section of society face a higher risk of
gender and caste-based violence at
the hands of the men from dominant
castes who use sexual violence as a

tool to exercise their traditional social
and economic authority. Women’s
Day or any other Day, these poor
women are not aware of their civil,
social, economic and cultural rights
they are entitled to. They live in the
largest democracy of the world, hav-
ing no democratic rights otherwise
guaranteed under the Constitution.

Wives and mothers of protesting
farmers joined the movement on In-
ternational Women’s Day to highlight
the legitimate struggle for the welfare
of thousands of women farmers who
toil on farms, enduring sunburns to
sustain their livelihoods. On Interna-
tional Women’s Day they want the
government to recognise their labour
contribution. ooo           08-03-2024

the media his psychological distress:
“My mother passed away when I
was in prison. She carried me to
school as I was disabled but she
wanted me to get a good education.
When she died, I was not allowed to
see her. I was denied parole and
even permission to attend the fu-
neral…” (Saibaba quoted in The
Telegraph, March 9, 2024)

Saibaba’s long imprisonment has
a unique legal history. To put it in the
words of The Hindu (March 10,
2024): “Mr Saibaba was first ar-
rested on May 9, 2014 over his
alleged links with Maoists. He ap-
proached the Bombay High Court,
challenging his arrest and was given
bail on medical grounds in 2015, but
was back in jail again. In 2016, the
Supreme Court released him on bail
unconditionally. However, in 2017, a
trial court in Gadchiroli, Maharashtra,
convicted him under sections of the
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act
(UAPA). Though he challenged his
conviction in Mumbai High Court, he
couldn’t get bail due to stringent

provisions of UAPA. In October 2022,
the Bombay High Court set aside his
life imprisonment and concluded that
the proceedings before the sessions
court were ‘null and void’. But his
acquittal was stayed by the Supreme
Court…”

It should be noted in this con-
nection that on March 5, 2024, in
its judgment on the Saibaba case,
the Nagpur bench of the Bombay
High Court overturned the 2017 Trial
Court judgment, both on the basis
of the merits and procedural lapses.
The Court also came out strongly
against thought policing of individu-
als and acquitted, along with
Saibaba, five others charged under
UAPA. (See cjp.org.in) Hours within
G N Saibaba’s acquittal, the State
of Maharashtra moved the Supreme
Court challenging the decision of the
Bombay high Court.

The predicament of G N Saibaba
reminds one of the opening sen-
tences of The Trial, the famous
novel by Franz Kafka: “Someone
must have been telling lies about
Joseph K, for without having done
anything wrong he was arrested one
fine morning”. ooo

 [Contributed by Arup Sen]
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NOTE

‘Save the University of Madras’
SPCSS-TN writes:

T
HE IRONY IS THAT THE
A++ Graded University is
found to be violative of I-T

Laws. The I-T Department had fro-
zen the bank accounts of the Uni-
versity of Madras, a 165-year-old
State University that produced great
personalities like Sir C V Raman.

According to I-T Rules, a State
University should get 51% of its
funding from the State Government.
At present, Madras University is get-
ting only 19% of its funding as
salary grant due to many reasons.
Citing the State Government's grant
accounting for less than 20% of its
expenditure, the income tax depart-
ment has sought Rs 424 crore as
income tax from the university.

It also froze all its bank ac-
counts. Without access to all bank
accounts, all the routine functions
of the university have been affected.
The issue is not something that is
about freezing or de-freezing. The
issue is about the categorisation of
the University. Whether the Univer-
sity of Madras is a Public Funded
State University or it is a Private
University?

The State Government for vari-
ous reasons, mainly due to audit
objections, reduced the Government
Grants over a period of time. If
irregularities are observed it is duty
of the State Government, the owner
of the University, to take such mea-
sures to identify the cause for the
irregularities and take appropriate
measures to ensure that every action
of the university is in accordance
with the law and the university is
able to carry on the research and
other academic activities as per the
agreed guidelines and provisions.

The Government of Tamil Nadu

for over a decade failed to take
remedial measures. Instead it re-
duced the spending. The State Gov-
ernment Grant to the University was
substantially reduced. The university
employed temporary teaching staff
with a monthly salary of Rs 30,000.
Almost all the teaching and non
teaching staff recruited in the past
ten years was temporary staff.

Inspite of all challenges, the
teachers and students put in their
best efforts to maintain the aca-
demic standards. The approach of
the Government over a period of
time with regard to this university
was in tune with Draft NEP that
was placed in public domain for
discussion in 2016.

The UGC reduced its grants.
States faced financial crunch. Natu-
rally, the State Governments were
forced to implement NEP even dur-
ing the draft stage. The university
was allowed to find its own sources
to meet its requirements. As a result
the University introduced self finance
courses, parallel self finance sec-
tions. In a particular course, one set
of students were Government Grant
Students and another set of stu-
dents were self financed Students.

On one hand Government spend-
ing on the university decreased and
spending by University through its
own source increased. This led to
the I-T Department placing the Uni-
versity of Madras in the category of
"Private University". If the university
is allowed to function by mobilising
funds through its own sources in-
cluding approaching the philanthro-
pists and CSR, in the longer run the
university will claim that it need not
follow the Reservation Policy of the
State of Tamil Nadu.

It is pertinent to note that NEP

2020 is silent on the issue of Reser-

vation based on Social and Educa-

tional Backwardness in both admis-

sion and recruitment. The NEP 2020

clearly States that the Government

will spend only for the core area and

the Public Institutions will be en-

couraged to mobilise funds through

its own sources including approach-

ing the philanthropists and CSR.

The Governing Council of the

Higher Education Institutions will

have corporate representatives. The

Autonomous Status of the Higher

Education Institution is not to grant

academic freedom or meant for

academic purpose. The academic,

administrative and financial au-

tonomy that NEP2020 envisages is

to slowly but surely convert all pub-

lic funded State Universities into

Private Universities.

The crisis in the University of

Madras is a wake-up call. The simi-

lar crises or more serious crises are

sure to happen in any State Univer-

sity in any part of India. ooo
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I EXPECTED THIS. AFTER ALL
we knew there was no evidence,
no crime committed by him",

said an overjoyed Vasantha Kumari,
wife of Professor G N Saibaba, who
was acquitted by the Nagpur bench
of the Bombay high court on Tues-
day, March 5, 2024.

Yet, her joy was tempered by
caution. "I don't know what they will
do now", she said, "we have seen
people being re-arrested as soon as
they step out".

Behind the successful battle to
prove the innocence of Professor G
N Saibaba and his co-accused, went
years of preparation. The backbone
of that preparation was the work
put in by a group of lawyers, all of
whom had been juniors to Advocate
Surendra Gadling.

Advocates Barun Kumar, Nihal
Singh Rathod, Harshal Lingayat and
Akash Sorte, worked as a team to
brief the seniors who argued in court:
Advocates Trideep Pais, Pradeep
Mandhyan and S P Dharmadhikari.

Professor Saibaba, Mahesh Tirki,
Pandu Narote (he died in custody
August 2022), Hem Mishra, and
Prashant Rahi were sentenced to life
imprisonment on charges of being
Maoists in 2017, while Vijay Tirki
got a 10-year-sentence. The appeal
against their conviction was filed
immediately.

But in 2018, Surendra Gadling,
the defence lawyer in the trial court,
who had filed the appeal, was ar-
rested in the Bhima Koregaon case.

"At that time, the appeal hadn't
even been listed for hearing", recalls
Advocate Barun Kumar, who joined
Gadling's team at the fag end of the
trial, after the recording of evidence
was over.

‘SAIBABA ACQUITTED’

Between Life and Death
Jyoti Punwani

Their first priority was to get a
suspension of sentence for the ac-
cused and bail, recalls Barun. How-
ever, they managed to get bail only
for Vijay Tirki. Professor Saibaba's
appeals for bail even on medical
grounds were rejected.

After repeated rejections of ap-
peals for bail and parole, including
when Professor Saibaba's mother was
ill and then passed away, the court
asked them to prepare for the final
hearing of the appeal, recalls Barun.
But courts were working only through
video conferencing through the Covid
lockdown.

"Given the bulky documents, it
wouldn't have been possible to ar-
gue the appeal through video
conferencing", says Barun.

After Gadling was arrested, new
lawyers had to be found. There
wasn't just one lawyer representing
all the accused. Hence the juniors
divided the work of briefing the three
senior lawyers, says Akash Sorte,
who joined Gadling as a junior at
the appeal stage.

"We were sure our appeal would
succeed", recalls Sorte. "We knew
we could break down the evidence
and show it was hollow".

In Gadling's absence, what his
juniors banked on were his written
arguments and the proceedings of
his cross-examination. "We would
read and re-read them", recalls Barun.
"But it was Pradeep Sir (Pradeep
Mandhyan) who taught us to read
between the lines. He made us study
the FIR for an entire day!"

"I still remember his words: 'It is
not the accused who have con-
spired; it is the other side that's
entered into a conspiracy", adds
Barun. "He could decipher the mind

of the police, and he developed his
arguments like a story teller. He
taught us how to look for the larger
picture behind the police documents".

Harshal Lingayat was Gadling's
junior throughout the trial. Speaking
to Rediff.com on Wednesday while
driving to Gadchiroli to get the nec-
essary documents for Professor
Saibaba's release, the 41 year old
recalled how confident they had been
that all the accused would get ac-
quitted by the trial court.

"The nature of the evidence
against them gave us that confi-
dence, but the judge overlooked it.
Every single point that's been listed
by the high court was pointed out
by us. These arguments were noted,
but never considered", he said.

Yet, lamented Barun, a hype
was created around that sessions
court judgment. It was even found
worthy of being included in the SCC
Web site (Supreme Court Cases)
and on Manupatra, an online data
base for legal research.

Lingayat was in court when
Gadling was told that after Profes-
sor Saibaba, his turn would be next.
(Details of these threats have been
mentioned in Gadling's application
for bail in the Bhima Koregaon case.)

Sorte has been meeting Profes-
sor Saibaba in the Nagpur Central
Jail all these seven years, handing
over medicines, clothes and dealing
with hostile jailors. "There used to
be an intelligence officer taking pho-
tographs of our meetings in jail", he
alleges.

Despite these risks, none of the
juniors dropped out of the case.
Indeed, they are also involved in the
Bhima Koregaon case as defence
lawyers. Barun Kumar has appeared
before the Bhima Koregaon Com-
mission of Inquiry as Harshali
Poddar's lawyer.

'In criminal cases, cross-exami-
nation is the only effective weapon
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We are getting regular complaints
from subscribers that they are not
getting their copies by post. Postal
dislocation is rampant. It is
particularly endemic in greater
Kolkata postal district. Local post
offices don’t really deliver in many
cases because of acute shortage
of staff. We request our subscribers
to lodge complaints to the post
offices of their localities and send
their e-mail IDs, if any, so that we
could also send our on-line version.

—Fr

in the armory of defence to impeach
the credibility of prosecution wit-
nesses', says the judgment acquitting
Saibaba and his co-accused.

The judges rely significantly on
the cross-examination of key wit-
nesses that took place during the
trial. That cross-examination was
conducted by Surendra Gadling.

Gadling meticulously scrutinised
all the documents relied upon by the
police, such as FIRs, seizure memos,
arrest panchnamas, and confronted
the witnesses, including the investi-
gating officer, the panch witnesses,
and even the magistrate before whom
two of the accused allegedly con-
fessed, with the discrepancies he
found in them.

His cross-examination showed
how the provisions of UAPA were
flouted by the police throughout the
case.

Perhaps the most shocking ex-
ample of police illegality were the
admissions made under cross-exami-
nation by Jagat Bhole, who worked
as a barber on the campus of Delhi
University, and who was roped in
against his will by the police as a
panch witness for the raid on Pro-
fessor Saibaba's home.

In his cross-examination, Bhole
said he had told the police he was
illiterate. He also said that Professor
Saibaba had requested them to con-
duct the search in the presence of
his lawyer or any of his students
who had rushed to his house hear-
ing of the raid.

Ignoring both their pleas, said
Bhole, the police kept him and Pro-
fessor Saibaba out of the house and
locked the doors of the house while
they conducted the search.

Thus he witnessed neither the
search nor the seizure of material
from Saibaba's home.

Two panch witnesses were exam-
ined. Both admitted to being illiter-
ate and not knowing how to differ-
entiate between electronic devices

such as CD, DVD, pen-drives, etc,
which were seized. While one admit-
ted to be a stock police panch
witness, the other admitted to not
having witnessed the search!

Among the discrepancies brought
out in police documents were:
1. Over-writing on FIRs,
2. Different handwriting and differ-

ent inks used on the same FIR to
fill in different details.

3. Different dates on the first and
last pages of arrest panchnamas.

4. The date on the bottom of
screenshots showing the Facebook
pages of Hem Mishra preceded
the official date of his arrest,
whereas police claimed that he
had opened the page for them
after his arrest.

5. The seizure panchnamas of the
articles seized from Professor
Saibaba's house did not indicate
that the seized articles were sealed
with wax, or labelled with the
panch's signature.

Observed the court: 'The prosecu-
tion case entirely hinges around the
seizure of incriminating material from
the accused... arrest and seizure of
incriminating material is the back-
bone or foundation of the entire
prosecution'.

Thanks to the discrepancies that
came through during Gadling's cross-
examination, which was relied upon
by the judges, the court concluded
that the defence had 'succeeded in
creating a reasonable doubt' about
every aspect of collection of evi-
dence, from the date of the arrest,
to the seizure of 'incriminating mate-
rial' from the accused.

For this stellar work as a lawyer,
said his junior Harshal Lingayat,
Gadling was suitably rewarded–with
arrest in June 2018, a year after
Professor Saibaba was convicted.

Interestingly, Sub Divisional Po-
lice Officer (Gadchiroli) Suhas
Bawache, who arrested Professor
Saibaba, and was the investigating

officer in the case, was felicitated by
then Maharashtra chief minister
Devendra Fadnavis for his 'painstak-
ing investigation' in the case that
resulted in the conviction of Profes-
sor Saibaba.

Soon after his conviction in 2017,
Professor Saibaba wrote a poem–I
Refused to Die. Finally he will be
able to see the blades of grass he
loves so much.

When I refused to die

my chains were loosened

I came out

Into the vast meadows

Smiling at the leaves of grass

My smile caused intolerance in

them

I was shackled again

Again, when I refused to die

tired of my life

my captors released me

I walked out

into the lush green valleys under

the rising sun

smiling at the tossing blades of

grass

Infuriated by my undying smile

They captured me again

I still stubbornly refuse to die

The sad thing is that

They don't know how to make

me die

Because I love so much
The sounds of growing grass. o

November 2017.

(Remembering October 1917)

[Courtesy: Rediff.com]
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COMPETITIVE POPULISM

Politics of Unemployment
Yogendra Yadav

C
ONGRESS PRESIDENT
Mallikarjun Kharge and
Rahul Gandhi’s job guaran-

tee promise, made at a rally in
Banswara, Rajasthan, on the route
of the Bharat Jodo Nyay Yatra,
queers the pitch for the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which
must now scramble to make a com-
petitive offer.

 Coming after the MSP guaran-
tee for farmers, this second guaran-
tee is an unusual combination of
politically savvy and policy-wise think-
ing by the Congress. Any solution
must begin by acknowledging the
problem. The one issue that has
come up everywhere in the second
leg of Bharat Jodo Yatra led by
Rahul Gandhi is that of joblessness.
This announcement, thus, is a for-
mal political acknowledgment of the
gravity of the problem that has
topped the charts in every opinion
poll. Acceptance must be followed
by careful listening. This is evident
in the announcement, as it reflects
the issues raised by the protesting
youth. Some of their major con-
cerns and demands have found a
place in this package. But the Yuva
Nyay Guarantee isn’t merely a con-
venient reiteration of the demands
of a movement. The Congress party
think tank has moved away from
some of the hackneyed ideas or
magic remedies to offer a solution
that attempts to be both responsible
and creative.

No doubt the component that
would attract the highest attention
would be “Bharti Bharosa”, a prom-
ise of 30 lakh government sector
jobs. That’s a big one, if one knows
where the jobs would be generated
and where the resources would come

from. India’s problem is not that
India has a bloated bureaucracy or
that there are no vacancies. Com-
pared to other economies of similar
size, India has fewer public servants
per capita. And there are around 10
lakh vacancies in the central govern-
ment itself. Another 3 lakh jobs
could be created in the education
and health sectors — including the
centrally sponsored schemes like
Anganwadi and Asha workers and
the educational and health institu-
tions of the central government. Add
to it an additional 2 lakh jobs from
the reversal of workforce shrinkage
in the public sector in recent years.
So, there are at least 15 lakh jobs
that can be filled within the existing
set-up. That is a good beginning,
something the educated unemployed
have been asking for.

 The calculation of additional
15 lakh jobs would need careful
planning. Creating government jobs
for the sake of providing jobs is not
a sensible and sustainable policy.
New jobs must fulfill new or pending
needs. Massive expansion of public
investment in human resources in
the form of centrally sponsored
schemes that seek to enhance capa-
bilities and quality of life seems to
be the way forward. These would
mean additional employees in the
states or local bodies for early child-
hood care and education, expansion
and augmentation of primary and
secondary health care, elderly care,
and ‘Green jobs’ for ecological re-
generation. Hopefully much of this
would be spelt out in the days to
come. Also, the additional bill of
such an expansion needs to be
known and debated. What would be
the salary component of the Union

budget if these additional employees
are all paid salaries as per the 7th
Pay Commission?

What’s more attractive is the
second component named “Pehli
naukri pakki”, basically a Right to
Apprenticeship scheme. This would
involve a statutory guarantee of one
year of paid apprenticeship at Rs 1
lakh a year for every college gradu-
ate and diploma holder under the
age of 25. To be sure, this is not a
regular and permanent job. Nor does
this legal entitlement qualify to be
the right to work that social demo-
crats dream of. But this is a fiscally
feasible and economically sensible
version of the popular demand of
“har haath ko kaam do” (every hand
must have a job). Therefore, the
details of the scheme would be
keenly awaited. But there is no doubt
that placing unemployed youth in a
public or private sector company is
much better than paying unemploy-
ment allowance. This short intern-
ship would help them build skills,
gain on-the-job learning, and im-
prove their employability. This should
also attract private businesses, as
they would get many skilled trainees
at a very low cost. They have incen-
tive to onboard apprentices and it is
not unreasonable to expect that some
of the better interns will be absorbed
in the company.

Here too numbers will be keenly
discussed. About 95 lakh students
complete diploma or graduation or
higher degree every year; out of
these, about 75 lakh enter the job
market. Assu6ing that about half of
them do not get employment of
their choice, people are looking at a
demand for apprenticeship at around
40 lakh per year. This is a big ask,
but not an impossible one. There
are about 10 lakh enterprises in the
formal sector with a turnover of Rs
5 crore and above who can take 4
interns on an average. The country
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already has an Apprentices Act of
1961, which mandates companies
to take apprentices between 2.5-15
per cent of their labour force. At the
moment, just about 45,000 compa-
nies participate in it. But with legal
tweaks and government funds, it
should be possible to involve the
entire formal sector and gradually
incentivise the informal sector to
join in. The total budget works out
to Rs 40,000 crore, if the govern-
ment pays the entire honorarium
and only Rs 20,000 crore if the
companies can be asked to share
half the cost. There are many de-
tails to be worked out here, but this
is clearly a big political step in the
right direction.

The other three components are
useful supplements to these two big
ideas. The “Paper Leak Se Mukti”
plan goes beyond the usual promise
of “severe” punishment to those in-
volved in question paper leaks, pre-

mised on the false assumption that
raising the quantum of punishment
is the best cure for any crime.

The ‘Yuva Nyay Guarantee’
promises much more, a whole Code
of Conduct for public sector recruit-
ment that lays down a calendar,
norms of transparency, and modali-
ties for doing away with the mal-
practices that affect over 2 crore
youth aspiring for government jobs.
The proposal for around 1 crore gig
workers offers them social security
benefits on the same lines as intro-
duced by the outgoing Congress
government in Rajasthan, or its im-
proved version being prepared in
Telangana. This is a progressive step,
waiting to upscale at the national
level.

Finally, the “Yuva Roshni” scheme
seeks to create an Rs 5000-crore
fund to extend loans for new youth-
run businesses. This appears to be a
modified version of the current Mudra

Yojana targeted at the youth. But it
would need careful review lest it
meets the same fate as the Mudra
loan scheme.

An electoral promise, however
good, is not a solution to the prob-
lem of unemployment. Given the
enormity of the unemployment cri-
sis, any policy proposal of this kind
has to be a work in progress. There
are many loose ends to be tied here,
many data issues to be resolved,
besides the big issue of additional
revenue generation. The real solu-
tion to the crisis of unemployment
has to be found through a funda-
mental transformation of the pre-
vailing model of jobless economic
growth and an education system
that leaves the students without
knowledge, enterprise or skills. ooo

[Yogendra Yadav is National Convener,
Bharat Jodo Abhiyaan | Member,

Swaraj India | Swaraj Abhiyan| Jai
Kisan Andolan] [ Source: The Print]

HONORARIUM, NOT WAGE

ASHA and MDM Workers
Atanu Chakravarty

I
T WAS A SPECTACULAR
show of strength. A splendid
assertion of the hitherto invis-

ible, faceless nameless women work-
ers that scripted a new fighting chap-
ter on January 29, 2024 at Espla-
nade, the busiest thoroughfare and
one of the nerve centres of Kolkata.
They were the Mid-Day Meal (MDM)
workers of West Bengal coming from
far flung districts in thousands and
thousands with banners, festoons,
flags of their unions and associa-
tions. Two rallies, one from Howrah
station and the other from Sealdah
culminated at Dorina crossing.
Though this programme was in-
formed well in advance to the state
administration and the concerned
department, no arrangement was
made to accept the memorandum

of the MDM workers. Such was the
insensitivity and apathy towards this
section of the population.

Visibly agitated, the MDM work-
ers decided to block the junction of
the busiest thoroughfare at Espla-
nade, with a resolve 'come what
may', until their demand to meet
their delegation by the concerned
cabinet minister was met. But what
are the causes behind this simmer-
ing anger and discontent that snow-
balled into such unprecedented as-
sertion by working women ?

Since the last two decades, ap-
proximately 2.5 lac women, from the
most backward and marginalised sec-
tion of the society are engaged in
cooking mid-day meals for the stu-
dents in government schools catering
nearly 20 crores of students daily.

Since 2013 they have been getting a
paltry sum of Rs 1,500 monthly which
is allotted to the self- help group
(SHG) through which they are en-
gaged, which means the per head
amount varies from Rs 50 -
250.Though they work for 12 months
without any paid or sick leave, they
are paid only for 10 months. After
assuming power, the Modi govern-
ment slashed the central allocation
on this head from 75% to 60%,
which means states will have to pay
the rest share of 40%. Neither the
Central government nor the state
government recognise them as work-
ers, they are deprived of the mini-
mum wages, sans all social security
benefits. Though the 45th--46th In-
dian Labour Conference (ILC), cat-
egorically recommended that the
scheme workers (Asha-Mid day meal
workers) should be recognised as
workers, get government stipulated
minimum wages and have social se-
curity benefits. But all these recom-
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At present, we have started a new facility,
throughout India. The Bengali language is now
used in many places. Thus, there is a need
now to have Bengali Computer Operators for
publishing in Magazines, Books, Periodicals,
Souvenirs. Further, we have created this new
facility for preparing Question Papers for Schools,
Colleges and Universities. So, you need not
send the confidential works to outside. We can
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works. We shall also make them in printable
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However, you have to arrange or pay the ex-
penses for our Travel and Stay. We thus also
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on the importance and quantum of work. We
sincerely expect that you will use the facility.

Please contact: THE D-COMLASER
BHASKAR DAS (Proprietor)

39A, Nalin Sarkar Street, Kolkata 700004
Mobile : 98361-58319

Email : bhaskar_sananda@yahoo.com

mendations were not accepted nei-
ther by the UPA nor the NDA govern-
ment and under Modi's dispensation
ILC was not convened till date.

A number of states increased
their state budget, hiked allotment
both for the meals and honorarium
( the scheme workers get honorarium
and not wages) eg, Puduchery
Rs12,000, Tamil Nadu Rs 7,000-
14,000, Haryana Rs 7,000, Kerala
Rs 600 (daily), Himachal Pradesh
Rs 4,000, Karnataka Rs 4,000,
Odisha Rs 3,000. But not a single
penny was increased for the MDM
workers for years together in West
Bengal. The global definition of
employment( ILO) is that work is
considered as employment where
wages are paid .The scheme workers
are not paid wages, they get hono-
rarium, the quantum of which is
fixed arbitrarily by the state. It’s
worth mentioning that on December
15, 2020, the Allahabad High Court
while delivering a judgement noted,"
persons employed as cooks through-
out the State of Uttar Pradesh are
being paid such paltry amounts
which clearly qualify as forced

labour." The Hon'ble High Court
directed the state government and
Union Government to ensure that
cooks are not paid wages less than
the minimum prescribed under the
Minimum Wages Act. The court also
observed that this is a gross viola-
tion of fundamental right enshrined
in Article 23 and directed to pay the
arrears of minimum wages for the
last 15 years! (Chandrawati Devi vs
State of UP And 6 others).

Both the Central and State gov-
ernments have compromised on the
vital aspect of nutrition. Of late, the
United Nations noted that in India
more than 74% children and women
are undernourished.

After battling for years together,
the unions and association of Mid-
Day Meal workers realised that to
fight against these injustices united
move is essential. Three central trade
unions, AICCTU-CITU -AIUTUC
and independent organisations viz
AMMA, Paschim Banga Swarojgari
O Radhuni Union and Paschimbanga
Randhankarmi Union firstly organised
a convention on December 29, 2023
at University Institute Hall, College
Street which was attended over-
whelmingly by MDM workers and
intellectuals of civil society and from
that convention the march to
Nabanna was accepted.

Huge deployment of police force
could not pacify the women agitators
and the police officers were forced to
negotiate on behalf of the adminis-
tration and government and a team
met the respective officials to submit
their seven- point demand, including
hike in their honorarium, recognition
as workers and minimum wages. The
State Government at last in this year’s
state budget announced a hike of Rs
500 as 'additional remuneration from
April 2024 for MDM workers for ten
months in a year'. Such additional
financial assistance of Rs 500 was
announced for the first time on
22.11.2013 for ten months in a year.

Thousands of ASHA workers
across the state organised different
forms of struggle and from March 1,
struck work, refused to participate in
the polio vaccination drive and
warned of indefinite stoppage of work
unless their demands are met. They
were demanding revision of their
remuneration, regularisation of their
incentives, retirement benefit, social
security etc.. The ASHA workers
struck their work at the correct mo-
ment during the polio vaccination
drive and the state government was
forced to hike the remuneration of
ASHA-ICDS workers to Rs 750 and
Rs 500 respectively. Not only in
West Bengal, the state governments
of Odisha and Bihar also increased
the remuneration of MDM and
ASHA workers and to suppress the
massive organise strike of ASHA
workers at Telangana, the state gov-
ernment even went to the extent of
declaring ESMA upon the striking
workers!

The scheme workers, predomi-
nantly women, are the newly emerg-
ing section of the working class in
India fighting against the Govern-
ment of all hues for dignity, recogni-
tion as workers, for minimum wages,
and social security. The code on
social security has no place for this
vast number of women workers rep-
resenting the most marginalised and
backward section of the society.
These nameless faceless invisible
caregivers are now on the street for
their fair share. They constitute the
most important informal workforce,
which the society is yet to reckon
with. On one side of the spectrum
lies the most neglected, oppressed
women workers all over India, and
on the other end, the nationwide
grandeur and pomp of International
Women's Day celebration, tall talks
of women empowerment sounds like
the biggest hoax of the year!

This is the real face of Modi’s
Vikashit Bharat... ooo
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SUBHAS GANGULY ONCE AGAIN

Memories of ‘MAMA’
Chandramouli Sengupta

“On the 6th of November, 2023 you had bodily left us, but your soul

is present in all of us, since you cannot leave us alone”…

I
T IS CRYSTAL CLEAR IN MY
eyes when I first met Mama be
fore my inclusion in this family of

in-laws. My husband Saibal Sengupta
took me to meet him for the first
time at his Salt Lake residence. We
had a chat for an hour or two. In
the conversation that followed, he
totally engulfed me in a spell bound
bonding, as if we were known to
each other for years. His self pre-
pared tea had left the same unfading
flavour on my taste buds.

Each word he spoke came from
his inner core. His beautiful words
with full of love and compassion
penetrated in my neurons like a
fresh fragrance of spring days. His
father- like gesture always made my
world beautiful and blissful. Mama
and Mamoni together always made
their presence special in our family.
Mamoni enjoyed our company very
much and she was ready with our
feedings and all types of amenities
when we were at their Salt Lake
house.

In my memory lane Mama will
always be present holding a big
banquet of different colourful inci-
dents like a wintry sunshine. When

he and Mamoni sometimes came to
visit us by managing their tight sched-
ule, Mama always carried with him
his secret journeys of creation on
literature and science. Just after tak-
ing a cup of tea with snacks, he
would made all our family members
sit together and boarded us in his
creative journey boat, and unfolded
his writings and read to us as well as
explained his various views. He de-
manded our opinion on his writings.
When he read out his creation,
Mamoni, too, sometimes partici-
pated with her opinion. She sat
beside him with patience and har-
monious gesture.

Introduction of Mama is incom-
plete without mentioning Mamoni,
as she supported all our family
members in all wakes of our chaotic
episodes of life. Now too, Mamoni is
supporting us mentally as well as
physically quite a lot.

 Mama and I, when together at
our residence, used to go for long
walk in the morning. During our
long walk he used to talk about
various incidents of his life time
journey. Sometimes he would make
jokes. Among many of which I liked

the most was:
Khur Gharsanang, Khur

Gharsanang

Chirik Chirik Pani,

Tomar ja moner Katha

Se to Ami jani…

After making such a joke we used to
laugh aloud like an open sky and he
really looked beautiful in those ges-
tures.

As I was born and brought in
Arunachal Pradesh where my father
worked, he wanted to know many
experiences of mine, like the life
style and food habits of those tribal
people with whom my parental fam-
ily used to mingle for years. Mama
used to be highly enchanted when I
performed before him the various
dance modes and songs of them.
Sometimes he asked me to repeat
as he enjoyed seeing those dances.

Though Mama and Mamoni did
not believe in religious ceremonies,
both of them respected our senti-
ments and participated in our “Griha
Pravesh” ceremony at our Sodpur
flat and made their presence very
touching.

Sometimes my heart cries to see
him once again and want to hear
his loud call ‘Mou’, his loud laugh-
ter, his words “tokey gatta marbo”.
But it will never happen again till
my existence over here. His trea-
sures of love and affection will be
with me forever. ooo

AMERICAN DOUBLE STANDARDS

Taiwan: Another Ukraine in the Making?
Ramakrishnan

T
AIWAN ELECTIONS BE-
came big international news,
significant as US wishes to

create another Ukraine in the Far
East, envisages an Asian Nato, part
of its Asia Pacific Strategy. The big
media, fed by the West, manufac-
ture news about Taiwan. “Taiwan

which China claims as part of its
territory,” is a cliche. It hides the
hard fact: out of 193 members of
UN, only about 12, tiny in size and
population, recognise Taiwan. The
UN, which recognises even Palestine
Authority, does not recognise Tai-
wan. None from the developed coun-

tries, neither USA nor any from
Europe, nor India recognise it. Tai-
wan is about 200 km away from
south China coast, compared to
Andamans, about 1200 km away
from India. It was colonised by Ja-
pan until the end of Second World
War, and was liberated by China’s
victory against colonialism.

Reviewing the recent January elec-
tions in Taiwan, James A Smith of
University of London, a renowned
historical relations analyst wrote:
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“The DPP is fighting a losing battle
and lacks a strong mandate, as
evidenced by the fact that 60 per-
cent of the population on the island
did not vote for them. Contrary to
the misleading claims made by the
US and the media, it is not about
the issue of "democracy" and never
has been. Democracy in Taiwan is
dubious: Two officials from the Re-
unification Alliance Party have been
detained a week before the polling.
Political terms like "peaceful reunifi-
cation," the "1992 consensus" which
indicate that Taiwan and China be-
long to "one China" are all crimes in
Taiwan, where, ironically, KMT
favouring re-unification has been a
ruling party for long.

The ruling party DPP is back in
power but polled less votes and lost
a crucial absolute majority in the
parliament: DPP won 51 seats in
total, 10 less than 4 years ago. The
nationalist opposition KMT won 52,
and TPP 8, in a House of 113.
While the KMT sees the island as
part of China, the DPP is in favour
of an independent Taiwan. The TPP
is not for confrontation.

DPP’s Lai Ching-te received
5,586,019 votes, or 40.05 % of the
total, defeating Kuomintang’s Hou
Yu-ih, who took 33.49 %, and Ko
Wen-je of the TPP with 26.46%. Lai
had a much smaller margin of vic-
tory than did outgoing President Tsai
Ing-wen of the DPP in 2016 and
2020 when she won by 25% points
and 18.5 points, respectively. In many
democracies, victory requires 50%
plus seats and votes. Democracy by
definition is a rule by majority. In
India there is the First Past The Post
System, where the rule by the mi-
nority is pictured as the people’s
mandate. No party in India till date
ever got a distinct majority. Only
Rajiv Gandhi in1985 general elec-
tion, thanks to sympathy wave post
-Indira’s assassination, came close
to 50% vote. The new regime in

Taiwan, with minority vote, will take
office only in May. That gives some
time to the US, in its own election
year, to fish in troubled waters of
the Far East: The very next day of
the results, a US delegation arrived
in Taiwan, and began manipula-
tions.

Foreign policy is not a key factor
in local body elections, which how-
ever reflect relative strengths of par-
ties: What was the position a year
ago? The DPP was not very popu-
lar, even in the metros. Hsien-Ming
Lin, of National Open University,
Taiwan, wrote 5 Jan 2023: In the
Nov 2022 Taiwanese local elections,
the DPP won only five of 22 city
and county mayor’s positions. The
major opposition KMT won 13 may-
oral positions, including the four
major metros including Taipei. To-
gether with TPP, the KMT will con-
trol the governance of 15 cities. All
told, the election was an overwhelm-
ing victory for the KMT.

“The DPP’s loss of support was
reflected in the low59.86%
turnout,the lowest since 2008, par-
ticularly among the youth. This time
the turnout was over 70 percent,
and most of the youth voted TPP.”
The youth are not with DPP. That is
the trend of the times. The USA
and the West hoped that a belliger-
ent DPP now would emerge stron-
ger, and a new Ukraine is in the
making in the Far East. But the Jan
vote belied their hopes. Apart from
KMT that favours re-unification with
the mainland, the TPP too wants
peace and amity with mainland
China. Thus forces of peace gained
an upper hand.

As to advocates of “Taiwan in-
dependence”, James Smith bluntly
wrote: it is a result of openly funding
admittedly anti-China organisations
like the Inter-Parliamentary Alliance
on China and lucratively paying right-
wing politicians to visit Taiwan and
make provocative statements. Fig-

ures such as Mike Pompeo, Liz Truss
and Scott Morrison “have reportedly
received hundreds of thousands of
dollars for this purpose.”

Smith is not alone. Exposing
claims of “independence”, Wu Rong-
yuan, the chairman of the Labour
Party of Taiwan, also a contestant,
explained the situation before polls:
“the economic positions of both
parties (DPP and KMT) are not
significantly different. Both align
themselves with the US, with com-
mon ground in anti-communism, and
against Beijing.” He added, “while
the KMT claims that the residents of
Taiwan and the mainland form one
Chinese nation, separated by the
sea and different ideologies, the DPP
invented Taiwanese nationalism:
Since they came to power 23 years
ago, they managed to create a dis-
tinct Taiwanese identity out of noth-
ing.”

A Chinese Foreign Ministry
spokesperson said: “the Taiwan ques-
tion is China's internal affair. What-
ever changes take place in Taiwan,
the basic fact that there is only one
China in the world and Taiwan is
part of China will not change; the
Chinese government's position of
upholding the one-China principle
and opposing "Taiwan independence"
separatism, "two Chinas" and "one
China, one Taiwan" will not change;
and the international community's
prevailing consensus on upholding
the one-China principle and the long-
standing and overwhelming adher-
ence to this principle will not
change…“ Russian Foreign Ministry
said Moscow continued to view Tai-
wan as an integral part of China.

"We do not support indepen-
dence," Biden said, with all its du-
plicity, when asked for reaction to
elections. But words and deeds do
not match. US Secretary Of State
Anthony Blinken congratulated Lai
on his victory and the people of
Taiwan for "demonstrating the
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strength of their robust democratic
system."He went on to re-state U S
policy of wanting peace and stability
in the Taiwan Strait." The double-
tongued USA sniped at China, but
frankly spoke of their own interests.
"We look forward to working with Dr
Lai to advance our shared interests
and values, and to further our
longstanding unofficial relationship,
consistent with the one China policy,"
the US statement said. But US, in
violation of its commitments, sup-
plied arms, and made enactments
in relation to Taiwan, meant to un-
dermine China.

British Foreign Minister David
Cameron congratulated the DPP. "I
hope that the two sides of the Tai-
wan Strait will renew efforts to re-
solve differences peacefully through
constructive dialogue, without the
threat or use of force or coercion."
Japan’s stand was similar. Germany's
Foreign Office said: "Germany has
close and good relations with Tai-
wan in many sectors and wants to
expand them within the framework
of its One-China policy."The French
foreign ministry called on all parties
to respect the status quo and said it
hoped dialogue between the two
sides of the Taiwan Strait would
resume.

Even before the elections there
was a diplomatic battle, amid scary
reports. The US has been provoca-
tive, itching to create another Ukraine
in the Far East. The US had floated
scary reports on the eve of the polls:
CIA Director William Burns alleged
that Xi has directed his military to
be ready to invade Taiwan by 2027.It
is admittedly a half-truth: “Now,
that does not mean that he has
decided to conduct an invasion in
2027, or any other year, but it is a
reminder of the seriousness of his
focus and his ambition,” Burns said.

Republicans and Democrats were
asked to work together to deter
China. Biden said that the US mili-

tary would defend Taiwan if China
invaded. But facts are otherwise: Xi
Jinping bluntly told Biden during
their recent summit in San Francisco
that Beijing will reunify Taiwan with
mainland China but that the timing
has not yet been decided. In fact
China’s policy is clear: At last year’s
CPC Congress, Xi stated publicly
that China would attack Taiwan
militarily if it declares independence
with foreign support.

Xi’s statement is backed by an
economic rationale: Xi, who has set
a goal of doubling the size of the
Chinese economy by 2035, also said
that “we must continue to pursue
economic development as our cen-
tral task.” Any military conflict would
undermine it. Officials familiar with
the conversation between Biden and
Xi described him as blunt and can-
did, but not confrontational.

 Xi had told Biden that the “Tai-
wan question remains the most im-
portant and most sensitive issue in
China-U.S. relations.” The U S
should “support China’s peaceful
reunification” and that “China will
realise reunification, and this is
unstoppable.”China was successful
in the battle for peace: After the
summit, Biden reiterated: “We main-
tain an agreement that there is a
‘One China’ policy,” he said, add-
ing, “That is not going to
change.”There was no other way.

Dismissing scary speculation, Xi
said during his Nov 2023 San Fran-
cisco visit that China was not pre-
paring to “fight a cold war or a hot
war with anyone.” But US contin-
ues open and provocative meddling
in Taiwan. Hong Kong’s SCMP re-
ported, 13 Jan, 2024: The US House
of Representatives advanced three
bipartisan finance bills concerning
Taiwan and mainland China on Jan
12, a day before polling, to “send
the Taiwanese people a strong mes-
sage of solidarity and support for
their democracy”.
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The first Bill supports including
Taiwan as a member of the IMF.
The second directs regulators to ex-
clude the China from banking
organisations if the US president
notifies Congress of threats to Tai-
wan arising from Beijing’s actions.
The third requires the US Treasury
to push Beijing for greater transpar-
ency in its exchange rates at the
IMF. Now the bills must pass the full
Democratic-controlled Senate before
heading to President Joe Biden to
be signed into law. It is only a
beginning: “IMF membership for

Taiwan would also unlock the po-
tential for membership in other in-
ternational financial institutions, such
as the World Bank and Inter-Ameri-
can Development Bank,” stated a
congressional report.

The US is quietly arming Taiwan
to the teeth. When Biden recently
signed a $80m grant to Taiwan for
the purchase of US military equip-
ment, China said it "deplores and
opposes" it. Taiwan, with a popula-
tion of 23m, has about 300,000
active troops, and enjoys a US
nuclear umbrella.

China seeks correcting a histori-
cal injustice caused by the interven-
tion of external powers that sepa-
rated the two sides of the Taiwan
Straits. The one-China principle is
not about hegemony, dominance,
ideology or forging alliances or blocs.
It is ultimately about respecting the
principle of lawful national sover-
eignty among states. Countries of all
backgrounds and political systems
respect the one-China principle. Tai-
wan elections cannot alter that. ooo

[This is a revised, abridged version of an

article by the author, published in

countercurrents.org, 21/01/2024.]

FROM ART GALLERY

Pabitra Saha's Paintings
Atanu Basu

S
OUTH KOLKATA'S ART

gallery, "Chobi O Ghar"
organised a solo exhibition of

Pabitra Saha, an artist well known
in his own right. Christened as "Hid-
den Harmonics", the exhibition show-
cased more than 30 of his paintings
in one go.

The paintings exhibited in the
exhibition are lyrical. His works in
acrylic and paper included many
themes from water bodies and ponds
through homes, sky, boats with nu-
merous varieties. The landscapes
that he presented, had quite a broad
appeal, because of his careful and
intelligent reconstruction and
deconstruction of the themes.

Pabitra was successful in reveal-
ing the inherent contents, or the soul
of the image presented by him. He
situated this sprit with a unique
stylisation. His was a struggle of a
different dimension with specialisation

in commercial art as he graduated
from the Government Art College
about 35 years ago.

He had internalised the kernel
and characters of painting; thus it is
no wonder that one encounters in
his paintings the various compo-
nents like unity, simplicity, dichotomy
and many other parameters.

His temperament was aptly ex-
pressed by the imagery, symbols that
he used, which had enriched the
depth of his themes, sharpened the
messages and touched the chords to
create a harmony connecting his
audience.

One can see many patterns in
Pabitra's canvas. As for stages, one
may be amazed to find vertical,
horizontal, rectangle, plane surface,
geometrical, to name a few. In some
cases, he used patterns, such as
angular formations flowing sponta-
neously with the theme.

Space played a major role in his
landscapes. When he uses individual
space, or even empty space for that
matter, his composition depicts a
deep contemplation. He is quite at
home both in rendering abstract as
well as classical form. Sometimes,

he used Indian miniature art form
and parallel formation to drive home
his point, where again, space be-
comes his vehicle of communica-
tion.

No matter whether his medium
is canvas or paper, he often used
colour harmonisation through trian-
gular or other forms-- lamp posts,
huts and figures entered into the
frames as small motifs. One may
find some glimpses of Tantra art
here and there. Sometimes he placed
the central theme of his composition
in the middle of the space, yet the
same was very skillfully distributed
throughout the entire space.

He was extremely careful in us-
ing colours in symbolic or simple
forms. While recreating the pristine
blue water body along with its ap-
proach, he meticulously included
places for the anglers, big canopy
for them, blue fishes, steps that led
to the water, the whole composition
displayed a superb restrain on the
part of the painter as regards sense
of proportion of using colour.

The geometrical pattern that he
used, his supreme command over
using colour, his sensitive treatment
and depth of theme, all teamed up
in a synchronous manner to impart
a lasting impression on the audi-
ence. His paintings truly harmonise
sensuous beauty of nature. ooo

Frontier is available at

SARBODAYA BOOK STALL
HOWRAH STATION
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POLITICS OF NO LOGIC

A Tale of Prof Nitasha Kaul
Asok Chattopadhyay

T O COMBAT A PERSON,
call him a bad name and
then kill. It’s a well-known

saying. And this saying seems to be
followed by the ruling class ideo-
logues to teach the opponents a good
lesson. Palestinians are considered to
be the worst ‘declared’ enemy of the
Israel Government and as such they
can kill, murder a Palestinian be him
an aged or any child at any time
anywhere in Palestine. The entire
people of Palestine are the worst
enemy and they have to be killed,
assassinated in the manner practised
never before. In no country the ruling
government patrons an opposition
beyond a short limit. And as such a
bad name remains ready in the reg-
ister and many an opposition, oppo-
nent is branded with it to go forward.

In India it is a running show of
everyday politics. No government in
power be it state or Centre, is ready
to tolerate a bit of the voice consid-
ered antagonistic. All the governments
of different hues refuse to pay justice
to the cry of populace. People witness
it everywhere in India as the insepa-
rable part of Indian polity. The fascist
government in the ruling power is not
at all hesitant to wipe out the Sayers
of oppositions’ tongue. Even the re-
gional left regimes were no different.
From Kashmir to Sandeshkhali via
Uttar Pradesh this sort of intolerance
is evident with a common feature as
ruling class ideology.

But of late an incident with a
difference has taken place in the
country which is hardly common.
London-based Professor Dr Nitasha
Kaul who happens to be an overseas
citizen of India (OCI) was invited by
the Congress-ruled Karnataka Gov-
ernment to participate in an interna-
tional conference on the ‘Constitu-
tion and National Unity’ to be held

on 24th and 25th February in
Bengaluru. But she had not been
permitted to attend the conference at
all due to the ‘guaranterring’ central
government with no justified ground
so far. Dr Kaul has written with deep
grief that she had with her all valid
documents along with current pass-
port; she is stirred enough because
she had not been shown any ground
for denying her to attend the confer-
ence. She was only told that nothing
in this regard can be done sans Delhi
signals green! Even she had had no
previous notice or information in
advance that she had been denied to
attend the conference. Dr Kaul said
that after a long travel by air she had
to be detained in a ‘holding cell
under direct CCTV with restricted
movement and a narrow area to lie
down, and no easy access to food
and water.’ She has posted in her
‘X’handle:

‘How can the world’s largest de-
mocracy be threatened by my pen &
the word? How is it ok for the centre
not to allow a professor to be at a
conference on constitution where she
was invited by the state government?’

What lays behind the denial of
her participating in the said confer-
ence in such a manner? By birth Prof
Kaul is an Indian. She was born in
Srinagar of Kashmir. She graduated
herself from the Sri Ram College of
Commerce at the University of Delhi
and did her masters and PhD from
the University of Hull in the UK. She
authored her first novel residue being
one of the five novels ‘shortlisted’ for
the Man Asian Literary Prize 2009.
She had served as a Visiting Research
Fellow between 2007 and 2015, and
as a Fellow at the ‘Centre for Bhutan
Studies’ from February to May 2011,
even as an Honorary Fellow with the
Department of Politics at the Univer-
sity of Bristol, UK in November 2008.

 She had written in her ‘X’ handle:
‘I am a globally respected academic
& public intellectual, passionate about
liberal democratic values. I care for
gender equity, challenging misogyny,
sustainability, civil & political liber-
ties, and rule of law. I am not anti-
Indian; I am anti-authoritarian &
pro-democracy.’ Even she proceeds
to assert:

‘Decades of my work speak for
me. The officials informally made
references to my criticism of RSS, a
far-right Hindu nationalist paramili-
tary from years ago. I have travelled
to India numerous times since. I was
invited by a state government, but
refused entry by the central govern-
ment. Rightwing #HindutvaTrolls
have for years threatened me with
death, rape, ban etc. In the past,
authorities have sent police to my
elderly ailing mother’s home to in-
timidate, even though I live in UK &
my work has no connexion to her, a
pious temple-going dezhor-wearing
retired Hindi teacher & my sole sur-
viving parent’.

And herein lays the cause of her
being denied and debarred to partici-
pate the pre-scheduled event in
Bengaluru in spite of her valid docu-
ments a. And herein lays the facet of
the fascist government of India. Not
a bit of opposition can they tolerate.
The hindutvawadi fascists had trolled
her for years to threaten her rape,
ban and even death! Despite her
residing in UK, her aged and ailing
mother had been intimidated by the
police for her connection with her
mother in India! Her ‘anti-authoritar-
ian & pro-democracy’ stand is enough
to have a bad name and be treated
in such a manner. A few days later
she left India and returned to her
country she resides, it has been re-
ported from the government sources
that Dr Kaul had been deported due
to her anti-India and pro-separatist
stand on Kashmir. The Kaul episode
illustrates the real face of Indian
democracy. ooo
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Durbar and

International Sex

Workers Rights Day
The Durbar Mahila Samanwaya
Committee observes International
Sex Workers Rights Day every year
on March 3. This year too they
marked it by organising mass meet-
ing and a rally. This is the only
organisation of its kind that fights
for the rights and dignities of sex
workers while doing everything pos-
sible to prevent women trafficking in
this part of the globe. ‘Durbar also
counsels the minors and unwilling
women not to enter into the sex
trade’, said Bishakha Laskar, secre-
tary of the Durbar Mahila
Samanwaya Committee. She was
addressing a gathering on the occa-
sion at Sonagachi, north Kolkata.
Durbar started its journey three de-
cades ago with the inspiration and
guidance of late Dr Smarajit Jana.
She also elaborated the rights sex
workers are entitled to.

Sex Workers are equal before the
law and no criminal case should be
foisted ont any adult woman who
voluntarily provides sex services. The
police and media should take ut-
most care not to reveal the identities
of the sex workers in public. Many
dignitaries from different walks of
life namely Dr Bhagwan Das
Mahapatra and Dr Joydeep Shaw
from Safe Hands, Amitava
Choudhary from the rights group
were present at Durbar’s March 3
mass meeting. Dr Mahapatra said
they would provide the medical sup-
port free of cost to the sex workers
without hesitation.

After the meeting a march was
organised from Sonagachi Sheetala
Mandir to Barnaparichay (near Col-
lege Street). The purpose of the rally
was to visibly express their support
for sex workers rights and draw atten-

tion of the public to the plight of sex
workers. The rally displayed colourful
banners and posters, placards to show
the collective commitment of advo-
cating sex workers rights. Durbar
Mahila Samanwaya Committee is
working relentlessly not only for the
sex workers but it works also for the
marginalised communities like
Shabar, Mundas, and Nachnis.

Dipa Joardar, Kolkata

Water
Few years back water was free, but
fear has promoted packaged drinking
water culture, resulting in more plas-
tic waste. Like oil, now water is a
scarce resource over which many wars
may be fought. No doubt it is a
universal solvent but the authorities
have to resolve issues amicably be-
fore it reaches boiling point.

T S Karthik, Chennai 10

Waqeel Hasan’s

House Bulldozed
Waqeel Hasan was a part of the
team of 12 workers who rescued the
41 entrapped workers in
Uttarakhand’s Silkyara Tunnel in
November last year. He along with
his associates worked tirelessly to
save fellow workers who were trapped
when the tunnel collapsed. After
returning from the rescue operation
he said that they took the risk for
their fellow workers, it was a duty to
the nation that they served.

After three months, the central
government agency Delhi Develop-
ment Authority (DDA) bulldozes the
house of the Nation’s Hero in Delhi’s
Khajuri Khas.

On 28th February, a team of
DDA and Delhi police reached
Waqeel Hasan’s house in the morn-
ing. At that time, only the children
of the family were present. Despite
that, the DDA and Delhi Police con-
tinued thrashing his door forcefully.
It is to note that all officials forcing

the children to open the door were
male officials. When Waqeel and his
wife returned home and clarified to
DDA that they have bought the
house and have been staying in the
house for more than a decade, Delhi
Police arrested Waqeel and his wife
and kept them at Khajuri Khas po-
lice station. In the meantime, bull-
dozers ravaged Waqeel’s house to
the ground.

A team of CPIML-AICCTU-AISA-
AILAJ consisting of Sucheta De
(CPIML CC Member), Ramabhilash
(CPIML Delhi), Aditya, Vikash (AISA)
and Amarjit (AILAJ) visited Khajuri
Khas and met Waqeel and his family.
We have extended all kinds of sup-
port including legal support.

The team got to know that Waqeel
was not served any notice before the
demolition. DDA and Delhi Police of-
ficials acted completely illegally and
forcefully bulldozed his house.

The present BJP regime takes pride
in its bulldozer governance. People
know how BJP’s MCD Councillors
were marking colonies to be bull-
dozed. Thousands of people living in
Khori Village, Jahangirpuri,
Tughlakabad, Gyaspur, Mehrauli,
Dhobighat and Priyanka Gandhi
Camp and several other areas in Delhi
have been made homeless within one
day. Their lifelong investment in the
form of their houses were destroyed
forcefully. The present law in Delhi
prohibits any demolition without prior
notice. The DDA almost never both-
ers to give notice before demolition.
The government is mandated to pro-
vide rehabilitation. In the case of
Waqeel Hasan, the entire demolition
was a criminal act performed by DDA
and Delhi Police.

It is a shame that be it Dr Kafeel
Khan, the women wrestlers or the
rescue miners, today’s government
targets the nation’s glories.

Ravi Rai, State Secretary,

CPI-Ml Delhi-NCR
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Ambedkar and Du Bois
The article "Ambedkar and Du Bois"
published in Frontier’s February 18-
24, 2024 [Vol .56, No. 34] issue is
valuable.

There is a little misunderstanding
about the Dalits and the 4-tier Varna
hierarchy. The Dalit is not even at the
bottom but located outside and be-
low the four layers to be declared
untouchable.

Sivanandam Sivasegaram

sivasegaram@yahoo.com

Ameen Sayani
Ameen Sayani was like a family mem-
ber who visited your home every week
with stories and songs. He was the
voice of Radio Ceylon. Sayani was
immensely popular with his Binaca
Geetmala programme. The entire fam-
ily gathering around radio, before tele-
vision era was the happiest moment
of radio listeners and best example of
connecting people. For four decades,
his voice united millions of Indians for
an hour every Wednesday as he
brought Hindi cinema’s greatest songs
in an unparalleled radio broadcast.
Ameen Sayani passed away on Feb-
ruary 20, 2024.

T S Karthik, Chennai

Aaron Bushnell

Immolates Himself
On Sunday [February 26] afternoon,
an active-duty US soldier immolated
himself in front of the Israeli em-
bassy in Washington to protest
against the genocide in Palestine.

In a video posted on social me-
dia, 25-year-old soldier Aaron
Bushnell is seen dousing himself with
flammable liquid and setting himself
on fire until engulfed in flames. While
he performs this act that would lead
to his death, the US soldier shouts
"Free Palestine".

"I’m about to engage in an ex-
treme act of protest, but compared
to what people have been experienc-
ing in Palestine at the hands of their
colonisers, it’s not extreme at all.

Free Palestine!" he said in the video.
"Many of us like to ask ourselves,

'What would I do if I was alive during
slavery? Or the Jim Crow South? Or
apartheid? What would I do if my
country was committing genocide?"
The answer is, "you’re doing it. Right
now", Bushnell posted on X hours
before immolating himself.

The Metropolitan Police of Wash-
ington responded immediately to the
incident. The US Air Force con-
firmed that a member of its ranks
had been involved in the incident
but did not provide further details.

The fire department and emer-
gency services indicated that Bushnell
was rushed to the hospital with "criti-
cal" injuries. The US soldier died a
few hours later.

In recent weeks, opposition to
the Israeli offensive in Gaza has
spread across the United States,
where human rights activists demand
an immediate ceasefire.

"This isn't the first incident of self
immolation in the US over the on-
going Gaza war. In December, a
protester set herself on fire outside
Atlanta’s Israeli Consulate", the
Industan Times recalled, referring to
Rachel Corrie, a peace activist who
also chose self-sacrifice as an ex-
treme form of protest.

Many in the United States are
angry over Biden administration's
‘insensitive stand’ with the nation
vetoing a ceasefire resolution at
United Nations Security Council.

Jose Cabañas Rodriguez

Harassment by BSF
There was a case of grave violation
of the fundamental right to liveli-
hood of Dalit fishermen in the vil-
lage of Barnaberia, under Jhaudanga
Gram Panchayat, Gaighata Block,
North 24 Paraganas district, West
Bengal–as perpetrated by BSF per-
sonnel of the 5th Battalion posted
at Barnaberia Border Outpost on
the river Ichhamati. The Indo-
Bangladesh border in this region

passes through the Ichhamati River–
and part of the river is in India while
part of it is in Bangladesh.

Said fishermen belong to the
Rajbanshi community (Scheduled
Caste) and reside on the banks of the
river. They depend largely on their in-
come from fishing, for survival, and
also work as agricultural labour sea-
sonally. They are all terribly poor.

They are registered as fishermen
with the Department of Fisheries,
Govt. of West Bengal, and have
fished in the Indian part of the
Ichhamati River for their entire lives;
until about 4 months ago, when
BSF imposed an ad hoc and abrupt
restriction on their fishing. In fact,
their Bangladeshi counterparts still
continue to fish in the Bangladeshi
part of the Ichhamati on the other
side of the International border.
According to the 73rd Amendment
of the Indian Constitution, the mat-
ter of governing pisciculture in rural
areas comes under the jurisdiction
of the Gram Panchayat, as listed in
the Eleventh Schedule, and BSF
has no jurisdiction whatsoever in
this matter. However, on 18th Janu-
ary, 2024, 28 affected fishermen
went along with the Gram Panchayat
member to appeal to the BSF to lift
this unlawful restriction on fishing in
the part of Ichhamati River in In-
dian Territory – but their requests
were denied by the BSF Company
Commander at Barnaberia BOP
who had no jurisdiction to do so.
Thereafter, they collectively com-
plained about this persistent and
illegal violation to the District Mag-
istrate, North 24 Paragans, on 22nd
January, 2024. No initiative has been
taken yet to reinstate the fishermen
to their rightful livelihood.

Kirity Roy, Secretary,

Banglar Manabadhikar

Suraksha Mancha (MASUM) &

National Convener, (PACTI)

Programme Against Custodial

Torture & Impunity
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