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E D I T O R I A L
INCOMMENSUREBILE MEDIA: WAITING
FOR A FOREWORD

T

he criticism of the present turmoil in the Indian media, particularly the television, comes with
the rebuttal of the critic being a Libtard. The next volley is about media being sympathetic to
the earlier regime too and why then no questions were asked for such sympathies. There is no
denying the fact that many a present-day vociferous flag-bearer protesting the slant being brazenly
projected in the media were themselves guilty of enjoying undue access and patronage, blighting the
line between honest journalism and patronized pen-pushing.
Having said this, the aforementioned premise cannot be justified for as the only factor for acrimony
and rancour which has come to define the state of Indian television. It has more to do with the market
and the revenue models. This writer worked in The Pioneer in time and era when it was seen as the
only major right of the centre English daily. But to the credit of the editorial leadership of the
newspaper, despite the slant it never discouraged contrary opinion and gave prominent space to it.
More importantly, it held the ideological position paying a commercial price as many a government
agencies and department worked overtime to demolish the revenue model of the newspaper. It indeed
was a challenging task to be the paper of the Opposition and also being the paper of the right of the
centre thought.
The same cannot be said about the present-day votaries of the right of the centre ideology. It's more
a case of being on the right side of the government. Being honest to an ideology demands a price which
these present-day pretenders did not pay then nor are they paying now as on both the occasion they
were on the right side of the government.
Then there is another issue -- does being supportive of a political thought makes a media house
mortgage its right to question a government of the same ideology. During the Prime Ministership of
Atal Bihari Vajpayee there was this instance of a border skirmish with Bangladesh in which a Border
Security Force officer was killed. His corpse was returned in a most undignified manner. The images
made one baulk and at the same time angry even as the government talked of peace.
The front-page editorial in The Pioneer said, "Bend, don't genuflect". Now this was a startling
criticism coming from the newspaper known for its ideological proximity to the government of the day.
This must have needed much courage on the part of the editor, and a real large heart on the part of the
government to take the criticism in the right spirit.
The current news trend followed by the media houses, of the government cannot be going wrong,
should make the government worry. This worry should be on two counts, first the loss of credibility of
these media houses and anchors known to be sympathetic to the government, and second by giving no
space to the Opposition, mainstream media has pushed it into a situation where it has launched its own
propaganda vehicles expressing distrust in the media houses, calling them vehicles of government
propaganda.
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Those in charge of the publicity policies of the government, by unleashing a vendetta towards
critics, realize little that they are instigating an equally vitriolic counter narrative. With social media
and technological advancements completely democratizing the media space, a government's image
cannot be lynched-pin on mere whataboutery of prime-time anchors.
We live in times where troll armies are ever ready to provide their services at mud-slinging. It's just
the question of who is hiring them. While it has taken more than half-a-century to create memes of
Jawaharlal Nehru, Prime Minister Narendra Modi is being subjected to this obnoxious criticism in
his life-time. Nehru and several Prime Ministers after him were lucky that they were subjected to such
criticism by erudite scholar-cartoonists like RK Laxman. They were at the same time fortunate that the
space of social media did not exist then, which could have dragged them into a muck.
Today counter narratives on government claims make to various social media platforms within
moments of it being released in the public domain. Dependence on fake and misrepresented facts has
come to create an atmosphere of distrust, where ready acceptance of a news, howsoever true, is not
easy.
This situation has given rise to such atmosphere where reason is the biggest casualty. When fake
information becomes a marketable commodity, there would not be very many clients for evidencebased well-reasoned information. Let's take case of 'infodemic', a term coined by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) on the surge of information regarding the Covid19 pandemic.
The pandemic in fact has hit the media hardest both in matters of finances and also credibility. The
failure of the journalists, both television and newspaper, to go beyond the government briefings on the
pandemic and its opinionated criticism has left the consumer of news absolutely chary. Nobody has a
clear picture to share on where the virus is making the world head to.
If there is distrust for a product, there obviously would not be a market for it too. The market
searches for such products which can be easily consumed. So here is a case of a market looking for
news products.
In fact, the present situation reminds one of Luigi Pirandello's early 20th century Italian play - Six
Characters in Search of an Author. The initial reception to the play from the audience was it being
incommensurebile (incomprehensible). It was only after Pirandello added a foreword to the play a few
years later that it came to be better appreciated. The connoisseurs of news are today eagerly waiting
for the foreword to the current incommensurebile media scenario.

Sidharth Mishra
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S E C R E T A R Y ’ S

D E S K

T

his is the third edition of The Discussant which is being brought out amidst very challenging
situations. There was a lockdown worldwide as the globe has been invaded by disease causing
virus Covid-19. Though the process of unlocking has started, the signs of the pandemic being on
wane is nowhere in sight. It would be sometime before the threat of the virus is fully erased. There is no
doubting the fact that as and when the pandemic subsides, there would be plenty of study commissioned
in the different disciplines on how the world coped with the threat and how the way of life too altered under
the extra-ordinary situations.
Keeping this in mind, the editorial board of The Discussant decided I March itself to dedicate a few
issues of the journal to the emerging field of Covid Studies. Towards this end, the March 2020 edition
brought out a repository of selected articles covering four fields - economics, agro issues, social/political
issues and health, published in different newspapers and news portals. The reading of these articles
introduced us to the beginning of Covid Studies.
For June 2020 edition, we commissioned a project in association with the Vivekananda Institute of
Professional Studies (VIPS), Guru Gobind Singh Indra Prastha University, New Delhi under which a
number of research articles on the Covid related topics were written. All these articles where reviewed as
per our policy and thereafter approved for publication. This could well be the first exercise of its kind in
the emerging field of Covid Studies.
The September 2020 edition also continues with our tryst with media studies with two articles on the
issue. This edition also has a special supplement containing a repository of select obituaries published on
the passing away of 13th President of our Republic, Pranab Kumar Mukherjee.
It's with great humility and also sense of achievement that we acknowledge that The Discussant is in
the its 8th year of regular publications and among its various achievements have been successful audition
by an international agency for impact factor - International Scientific Indexing.
With equal humility we share the information that The Discussant was shortlisted by the Library of the
US Congress as part of its India Collection and in due course awarded the LCCN (Library of Congress
Control Number) and also will be catalogued online. In these years, this journal has proved to be an asset
in promoting research among young scholars across the universities, and what better recognition for our
effort than the one coming from the US Congress. The Discussant indeed has come to be recognized as
journal of honest endevour.
We have completed seven years of unbroken publication of The Discussant as an RNI registered
quarterly periodical. We had received the ISSN accreditation a year earlier. I am happy to share with you
that our online edition too is crossing new frontiers and getting accessed from new territories, which gives
our writers a global exposure unthinkable for any journal of our vintage. The online edition too has been
successfully audited for impact factor. We continue with our endevours to partner in intellectual exercises.
I we have repeatedly mentioned in reports at the beginning of the various past editions, the members
of Centre for Reforms, Development and Justice including Centre president, self and other members have
taken up academic activities in the right earnest participating in seminars and deliberations of national
importance. We welcome young scholars to associate with us with ideas and proposal for an intellectual
enterprise, where we can join hands.

Dr Sanjeev Kumar Tiwari
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Pandemic of 1918: Impact on the
Indian subcontinent
Christine Ranjan*
ABSTRACT
s Covid 19 cases surge day by day, one pandemic to remember is the Pandemic of
1918 ‘Spanish Flu’. A deadly virus which killed millions of people. India was one of
the worst countries to be hit by Spanish Flu. Bombay was the city where maximum
devastation was seen. There are many theories to suggest how the conditions of Bombay
might have played the role in the development of the flu in India. The Pandemic
happened at a time when India was already facing drought and food shortage. Most of its
victims were the Low-class Indians. As compared to the Brtishers living in India, the
people of India were affected more greatly. It affected our economy, population and
growth rate. Also due to the ongoing World War II, India was facing a shortage of doctors.
This article mainly focuses on the impact of the Pandemic of 1918 on the Indian
subcontinent.

A

Key words: Spanish Flu, Bombay, Humidity, Disease, Famine, Economy

* CRDJ Summer Intern & BA (Hons) History, St Stephen's College, Delhi University
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PANDEMIC OF 1918: IMPACT ON THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT

INTRODUCTION
The scourge of Spanish flu in 1918s was just like Covid 19 right now, just more deadly.
The 1918 Spanish flu was the first of two pandemics caused by H1N1 influenza A virus;
the second was the 2009 swine flu pandemic. Britain, France, Germany and the United
States censored and restricted early reports and papers while Spain as a neutral country
was free to convey all the horrid details of the pandemic. Thus, the name Spanish flu.
Spanish flu was an unusually deadly influenza responsible for the death of more than 40
million worldwide. The virus infected 500 million people worldwide and killed an
estimated 20 million to 50 million victims. Which is more than all the soldiers and
civilians killed during World War I combined. It was caused by H1N1 influenza A virus.
It was a respiratory disease and spread in the same manner as the SARS-CoV-2 virus. It
all started around February 1918 and went on till 1920 coming in four successive waves.
The exact origin of this Pandemic has always been in debate. Thus, there is no clear
indication of where it originated from. It is was first observed in Kansas, USA. It started
around Europe and America and some areas of Asia, before spreading to the whole world.
The first wave of the 1918 pandemic was mild. The infected usually experienced typical
flu symptoms such as chills, fever and fatigue, and mostly recovered after several days.
The number of reported deaths was low. But a second more highly contagious wave of
influenza appeared in the fall of that same year. Victims were now dying within hours or
days of developing symptoms, their skin used to turn blue. Their lungs filled with fluid
which caused them to suffocate.
India was one of the worst hit nations when Spanish flu broke out. Indians lost more
than 12 million people due to this. It came around the beginning of June 1918,
apparently in Bombay. The earliest cases seem to have occurred in the Indian ranks of
the City Police. On June 10th seven police sepoys, one of who was employed at the docks,
was admitted to the Police Hospital with what appeared to be influenza. From June 19th
onwards, fourteen more cases were admitted, of who four were from the docks. By the
following day the disease seems to have spread to the mill area in the centre of the island
and thereafter rapidly became general. It is not easy to resist the temptation of pointing
out, that the disease might have spread or come from the docks in Mumbai to India.
Many of these evidences seem to suggest the origin or the spread in India might have
come from the docks.
Many believed that Bombay seems to have been the proper place for the disease to
spread. The temperature and moisture and material provided suitable conditions; an
overcrowded city with a large working-class population living in conditions which lend
themselves to the rapid spread of disease, either insect-borne or from personal contact.
All of these seem to be the perfect conditions on which the disease had an unlimited
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PANDEMIC OF 1918: IMPACT ON THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT

opportunity to develop itself. One should also note that the time at which the disease
spread was already not the best time for India. During this time India was already facing
a lot of adversities. The lack of rainfall was, most unfortunate, as the stocks of food
grains in India were relatively low, prices were abnormally high, and the scarcity of
fodder was responsible for a great shortage of milk, which in many places was almost
unprocurable. War demands had greatly depleted the medical personnel of India, which
at the best was inadequate, when compared with the size of Indian population, and when
the epidemic struck India, it was unprepared to cope with a calamity of such capacity.
The outbreak then spread across the country reaching the whole of the country by
August. It came in three waves with the second wave being the most lethal one; it saw
the highest mortality rate. The death rate peaked up in the last week of September 1918
in Bombay, in the middle of October in Madras, and in the middle of November in
Calcutta. (Chandra & Kassens, 2014). By early July in 1918, 230 people were dying of
the disease every day. The main symptoms were high temperature and pain in the back
and the complaint lasted three days. One interesting aspect of this disease was that it
severely affected the people in the 20s and 40s instead of the children and the elders.
This was unlike the previous outbreak of any. disease.
Many researchers concluded that this unusual pattern was due to the disease
inducing a cytokine storm-a massive and deadly overreaction of the body’s immune
system-that may have been the cause of death for many influenza victims. The first
outbreak cost Bombay over 1,600 lives, a million working days, and an incalculable
amount of discomfort and expense. However, despite all of this, it was still insignificant
as compared to the second outbreak. During the next two months, the situation seemed
to be stagnant, but the disease was still there. When the second wave came in September,
there was a huge surge in mortality rate and infected rate. Various parts of the country
had seen the death rate peak in different times of the month. The time at which the
places had their peak varied, some saw in September, some October or November.
Recent studies have stressed that absolute humidity constrains both influenza virus
survival and transmission efficiency. This is why not all places suffered as heavy deaths
and infection toll as Bombay did. The crucial summer monsoon rains were described as
follows by the Sanitary Commissioner. In Bombay, where the “rainfall was very
defective” and the summer monsoon ended early, the survival and transmission of the
virus may have been spurred during the autumn. In Madras, which experiences a winter
monsoon, the autumn wave had to contend with an abnormally wet November, which
may have stopped the pandemic. Calcutta, which had a wetter and longer summer
monsoon than Bombay, may have been spared the virulence of the pandemic because of
higher humidity. The Sanitary Commissioner on several occasions in his report has
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PANDEMIC OF 1918: IMPACT ON THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT

stated that the low mortality rate along the coast lines was striking which further
supports the humidity hypothesis.
Another possible theory being supported is that populations in the north and east of
India may have attained a higher degree of immunity, from the first wave of the
influenza and thus were not as severely affected by the second wave as their southern
and western counterparts.
But the fact was, that India was facing a calamity never seen before. There were dead
bodies everywhere; people were dying in alarming numbers. The virus broke out through
the subcontinent, following trade and postal routes. Many parts of India were facing
famine-like conditions following the failure of the south-west monsoon. Famine was
being officially declared in two Indian provinces - Central Provinces (includes parts of
today’s Maharashtra, Chhattisgarh and Madhya Pradesh) and the United Provinces
(today’s Uttar Pradesh).
These famine-stricken regions were also the most severely affected by the disease.
Indian newspapers reported that crematoria were receiving between 150 to 200 bodies
per day. The burning ghats and burial grounds were literally swamped with corpses;
whilst an even greater number awaited removal. In records it is mentioned that from
October 15 to November 8, 1918, the entire Punjab province was literally a cemetery or
a cremation ground with burials of bodies and burning pyres.
The Hindi poet, Suryakant Tripathi, wrote “Ganga was swollen with dead bodies.” The
Sanitary Commissioner’s report for 1918 also mentioned that all rivers across India were
clogged up with bodies, because of a shortage of firewood for cremation. Adding to this
was the fact the calamity struck when there was a drought and famine-like conditions,
which left the people underfed and weak, and pushed them into the cities, stoking the
rapid spread of the disease. One of the ways in which this pandemic hit India differently
was that it greatly affected the Indian women more than men.
Women were relatively undernourished, cooped up in unhygienic and ill- ventilated
dwellings, and nursing the sick. These were the plausible reasons why more women died
than men as compared to Britain or USA where men died more than women.
The British response to this was very underwhelming, which did very little to help the
Indian people. More Indian adults and children were infected than resident Europeans.
The newspapers advised people to not spend time outside and stay at home. People were
reminded that the disease spread “mainly through human contact by means of infected
secretions from the nose and mouths”.
To avoid the disease people were told to keep away from all places where there was
overcrowding and consequent risk of infection such as fairs, festivals, theatres, schools,
public lecture halls, cinemas, entertainment parties, crowded railway carriages etc.
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PANDEMIC OF 1918: IMPACT ON THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT

People were advised to sleep in the open rather than in badly ventilated rooms, have
nourishing food and get exercise. Newspapers complained that officials remained in the
hills during the emergency, and that the government had thrown people “on the hands of
providence”.
Eventually NGOs and volunteers joined the response. They set up dispensaries,
removed corpses, arranged cremations, opened small hospitals, treated patients, raised
money and ran centres to distribute clothes and medicine. Citizens formed anti-influenza
committees. “Never before, perhaps, in the history of India, have the educated and more
fortunately placed members of the community, come forward in large numbers to help
their poorer brethren in time of distress,” a government report said. Several temporary
hospitals were opened and many of the principal Indian communities opened special
hospitals. An immense amount of valuable work was done by volunteer agencies among
which the various Indian Student Societies were very prominent. Citizens formed antiinfluenza committees.
Despite all of these, there was a huge decrease in the population. The decade between
1911 and 1921 was the only census period in which India’s population fell, mostly due to
devastation of the Spanish flu pandemic. The death toll in India’s British-ruled districts
was 13.88 million.
In the end, areas in the north and west of India saw death rates between 4.5% and 6%
of their total populations, while the south and east - where the virus arrived slightly
later, as it was waning - generally lost between 1.5% and 3%.(Chhun, 2020) Most of these
were the Lower caste Indians who had died the most as compared to their British
counterparts, 61.6 per thousand lower caste Indians had died as versus 8.3 per thousand
Britishers in Bombay.
The Health Officer for Calcutta had remarked that the stark differences between
British and lower-class Indians death rates were mainly due to the large coolie
population, ignorant and poverty-stricken, living under most insanitary conditions in
damp, dark, dirty huts. He wrote that all of these made them a difficult class to deal
with. In 1918, India had a fragile medical system, urgently in need of expansion,
concentrated as it was, chiefly, in its cities.
Due to War-time deployment even this system was further depleted of its personnel.
Private medical practitioners were available but they charged exorbitant fees, using the
pandemic as an opportunity to make money, which made medical care even more
expensive for the general public. A large section of medical practitioners were also
infected by the disease, and were confined at a time when they were needed the most.
This again highlighted the importance of providing adequate protection to the health
workers at the forefront of treating contagious diseases.
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PANDEMIC OF 1918: IMPACT ON THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT

During this time, for every British soldier that died of pneumonia, nearly ten Indian
soldiers died from the same disease and from what was presumably a similar infection.
Life expectancy was greatly reduced from 25 years in 1891 to 20 by 1921. It is also noted
that, significant increase in female suicides was perhaps a consequence of the large
number of widows created by the influenza.
The disease left a devastating impact on the economy. In the last 120 years of recorded
economic history in India, 1918 was the worst. Recorded growth in real gross domestic
product (GDP) was the lowest (-10.5%) while inflation was near all-time highs, a cocktail
much worse than any other tragedy that has hit India-including the world wars or the
Bengal famine. As the GDP fell, the prices were still very high. This happened due to lack
of people going to work and also there was supply- side shock. From mines to textile
manufacturing units and agricultural fields to the docks, workers belonging to most
sectors of the Indian economy were directly affected by the disease. (Sreevatsan, 2020)
The economic strains due to war and commodities shortages, further aggravated these
difficulties by making food and kerosene more costly, which thus, became beyond the
reach of the vast majority of the population. Parts of Madras Presidency in September
1918 witnessed food riots, though not directly related to the disease.
One can imagine the economic conditions at that time. All these greatly impacted the
economy of India. Making 1918 one of the worst years seen by the country. Economic
historians have frequently pointed out to the role of World War II in helping the world
getting out of the Great Depression.
The same seems to appear in the case of India, where the high government
expenditure for the World War I helped the banking sector in Colonial India to overcame
the 1918 Spanish Flu pandemic. There were some brief variations in the Presidency
banks, but the Indian joint-stock banks mainly remained unaffected. Both of these
mainly targeted their loans towards war activities and increased investments.
Perhaps this seems to be one of the reasons why the impact of the Spanish Flu
pandemic is missing from most discussions on Indian monetary and banking history. The
Spanish Flu pandemic instead affected the indigenous bankers and moneylenders who
mainly provided the loans towards local activity. In this the government implemented
the Usurious Loan Act of 1918, which gave civil courts powers to deal with loans given
on high-interest rates.
India’s growth rate prior to 1921 had been low, 0.4% annually since 1891. Literacy
rates were just 7.2%. Estimates of the influenza’s death toll range from 10.9 million (Hill
2011) to 22.5 million (Kingsley 1951) out of a 1911 population of just over 303 million.
(Donaldson & Keniston, 2016). Also, during this time, the fertility rates were below the
normal average rates.
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One significant fallout of the pandemic was that the influenza induced parents to
postpone marriages. In 1921, 19% of women aged 15-20 were unmarried, and 60% of girls
aged 10-15 were unmarried. The main channel through which the Influenza might have
led to greater wealth of survivors is through an increase in the amount of available
agricultural land per capita. This has always been treated as a well-known controversy
in Development Economics regarding the implications of declines in total area cropped
for theories of surplus labour.
The 1918 influenza epidemic struck India when the subcontinent was mired in its
long-term Malthusian equilibrium of low population growth and stable per-capita
consumption. Its terrible death toll left survivors with additional agricultural land,
which was rapidly put to agricultural use with no decrease in yields. (Donaldson &
Keniston, 2016)
After December cases slowly started to diminish from 1919 onwards. But this did not
mean the beginning of India’s normalcy. With food shortage and economic crisis, India
later saw the atrocities of the Britishers towards Indians with the spring of 1919 in
Amritsar. From there shortly onwards Mahatma Gandhi launched the Non-Cooperation
Movement. Influenza had become one more example of British injustice that spurred
Indian people on in their fight for independence.
CONCLUSION
The Spanish Flu was an eye opener for a huge country like India, with its teeming
millions. For the first time in recorded history the nation was confronted by a pandemic
which shook it to the core. The government was galvanised into action, but there was
precious little they could do. They were as flummoxed and clueless as the experts
regarding how to contain it. As far as the economy is concerned its impact was observed
in the following manner. Just like the 1918 pandemic as in India, even today locations
close to an entry point had an extremely short window of time to deal with a virulent
pathogen. Again, placing emphasis on the emergency management of a short and severe
wave of illness. The locations that are distant from the entry point had a longer window
of time to prepare for and deal with less lethal variants of the disease, there will be a
prolonged but gradual build-up and subsidence of the epidemic wave in these areas.
Places north east and the hill stations did have an adequate amount of time for
preparations, and the virus did reach there, a bit late as compared to the plains and
coastal areas. One can learn from the pandemic of 1918 that it is important to develop
welfare and economic policy, vaccine and medication, and health infrastructure.
Coronavirus has swiftly changed the world around us. Everything around us has now
become more digitized. It seems that education might go virtual for a longer extent. We
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are facing an era where the world is becoming dependent on digital world for a lot of
things. Digitalization for now has become a part of us. As many nations feel that it is
important to restart the economy, it is however very important to have a persistent
physical distance. Studies have shown that the only effective way to flatten the curve and
buy enough time to develop a vaccine is physical distancing. Right now, many nations
have already started developing their own vaccine, in fact in India the first human trials
have also started. There seems to be some promising results in these trials. Though we
should hope for a good outcome from these trials, it is still important we must maintain
social distance norms and follow the restrictions given by the government.
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Corona and China:
Gandhian Perspective
Indramohan Jha*
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INTRODUCTION
The saying, “fair is foul, and foul is fair, however through the fog and filthy air” aptly
explains China’s behavior in the context of origin and spread of the corona virus
pandemic. China used more energy to control, contain and suppress information about
the virus than to control its spread in China and the world. Li Wenliang1, the doctor at
Wuhan Central Hospital, who raised the alarm of a 2003 SARS like virus in December
2019 was pilloried for spreading rumour and severely disturbing social order. He died in
February 2020. Huge propaganda machinery was used by the Chinese government to
conceal the spread of an infectious disease in Wuhan. Nevertheless, Zhao Lijian,
spokesperson of China’s foreign ministry tried to trace its origin in the US army,2
prompting Trump and his administration to denounce it as Chinese or Wuhan virus.
Sadly, war of words continued between China and several other countries when there
was urgency to work together. The global health watchdog WHO was caught in this
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crossfire to be ridiculed for trusting too much on China and behaving like Chinese Health
Organization!
This characterizes the typical nature of the Chinese state under the most powerful
authoritarian leadership of Xi Jinping. His control over power is complete making little
secret of China’s global leadership intention”3. He heads the Chinese Communist Party,
a world class war winning military and the presidency with prospect of lifelong tenure in
power. Any signs of deviation or dissent is treated as a treason against the state inviting
harsh punishment. The case of sufferings of the corona virus whistle blower Li Wenliang
is a sad commentary on the Chinese state of affairs. Perhaps Li admonished Xi with his
dying words—”I think there should be more than one voice in a healthy society.” In this
very period George Flyod forewarned Americans while dying, “I cannot breathe.”4
Certainly, a world ruled by populist demagogues and despots cannot be healthy and
people are doomed to suffocate.
However, those who smother people are afraid of their simmering discontent. Chinese
leadership is no exception. Xi used hard, soft and sharp powers to perpetuate his
oppressive regime in China and to spread its influence globally. His emphatic directive is
to use different information- communication methods as a soft power tool to “tell China’s
story well, spread China’s voice and strengthen China’s narrative internationally.”5
This is to subdue growing internal discontent and to project China as a unique success
story. Media is central in this regard. Corona messaging ranged from “mask diplomacy”
to “Wolf Warrior diplomacy” for powerful propaganda. Use of social media by Chinese
diplomats has increased phenomenally to pounce on those who attempt to “demean”
China by telling truth. Unscrupulous means and methods are used-fake and hijacked
social media accounts, engaging foreign journalists and academics to propagate its
falsehood. Moreover, official media Xinhua and China Global TV Network have global
reach. Hollywood and major publishers have succumbed to its economic pressure to avoid
uncomfortable words, such as Taiwan, Tibet and Cultural Revolution. Confucius
Institutes aggressively propagate Chinese language and culture.6
Nevertheless, China often used its economic and military power against countries who
dared to displease it by inviting the Dalai Lama, awarding Nobel peace prize to dissident
Liu Xiaobo, supporting US military programmes7 or projecting national power which
seemingly challenged China’s regional or global influence. Mongolia, Norway, South
Korea and Japan have been economically targeted in recent years. It chose to hurt and
humiliate India by committing unprovoked aggression like acts leading to bloody clashes
in the Galwan valley on 15 June 2020. This was simply to humble India globally for
getting closer to the USA and projecting its influence in the Indo-Pacific. All this
brazenness when the world is helplessly groping in darkness without a ray of hope due
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to innumerable challenges unleashed by China’s dishonesty and cowardice wreaking
havoc of the corona virus.
This was not unexpected of China. For the Chinese state today is a hybrid of
authoritarian communist politics and neo-liberal capitalist market economy. Hence its
guiding forces are violence and greed. World’s second most powerful economy was afraid
of economic lose if news of such an infectious disease was allowed to go out. They decided
to protect and promote their wealth and power caring least for the lives of lacs of people.
It was a clear manifestation of Chinese national greed. Falsehood not truth is the forte
of an individual or a society overwhelmed by violence, greed and fear;8 that was the
message Gandhi taught the world. The thesis concerning truth telling is that it involved
the courage to suffer the consequences of the telling the truth9; that the “strong” Chinese
state did not have. Unfortunately, Gandhi’s voice became unheard in the din and bustle
of stinking materialism and filthy hedonism.
As humanity deviated farther from Gandhian principles and their practices, so have
myriad crises afflicted the world. Among so many killers bringing unimaginable death
and destruction that the globe is suffering at the moment, corona is one such crisis. If the
world would have accepted Gandhian ideas, such a situation would not have emerged.
Even today, remedy lies in following four cardinal principles of Gandhi -- Swachhta,
Swadeshi, Sarvodaya, Swaraj. They are the most significant pillars of Gandhian
architecture. Whatever destructive proclivities one is witnessing today; their reasons and
remedies were duly explained and suggested by Gandhi in a book written about hundred
and ten years back -- Hind Swaraj. This book is, he himself opined, the seed text10, beej
mantra of Gandhiwad.
In this context Hind Swaraj is seminally significant as Gandhi presents a critic of
what he called Western civilization, a euphemism for machine- based modernity. He
attributed all the evils that one suffers in India and around the world to that civilization
and culture. Nevertheless, he established that remedy lied in Indian civilization, ancient
Indian values and wisdom. However, Gandhi was not reflecting upon East vs. West.
Gandhi was not an archaic or backward person talking of remote and ancient. He was a
very forward-looking person. Yet, he was criticized as being unscientific and religious.
His political disciple Nehru condemned Hind Swaraj as a “romantic mythology of
backwardness”11. However, that was a distorted view of Hind Swaraj emerging from
Nehru’s influences of European enlightenment producing machine, materialism and
large-scale industrialization. Faithful to his ideas Gandhi reveals that modern or
Western civilization is poisonous and therefore self-destructive.12 This self- destructive
nature of the global society has become more virulent in the 21st century which is far
more mechanical. Corona and many more challenges are its natural offshoots.
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Gandhi was critical of modernity or Western Civilization because the hallmark of
modernity is machine. His concern and caution were clear, “Machinery is the chief
symbol of modern civilization: it represents a sin. Craze for machine will make it an
unhappy land.”13 Man used machine not to fulfil his basic needs, but to expand the reach
of his power to fulfil his increasing greed. Therefore, man needed to conquer the nature
to exploit its resources. Thus, began conquer and plunder of nature with unbridled
industrialization leading to imperialism and colonialism. Obviously, conquering of
nature led to environmental crises. In this regard it is pertinent to refer to Gandhi’s
famous statement often quoted by the votaries of sustainable development that mother
earth has sufficient to feed his children, but it cannot fulfil the greed of people. Hence,
the problems modern world is facing is a reflection of human greed. However, over a
period of time situation changed reversely— earlier man used machine, machine was
under control of human beings; today man does not control machine, machine controls
human beings.
In such a social milieu, Hind Swaraj seeks to explore the meaning and possibility of
human life14 overwhelmed by machine producing material and cultural goods to quench
the thrust of human desires and the fire of human carnality. Thus, it has nothing to do
with human needs; it is pleasure and greed. This kind of society has emasculated human
body and destroyed spirituality of human soul. Life in this age creates inner and outer
disharmony. Be it environmental degradation or natural disasters or other diseases; all
are results of mindless human behavior. Rightly, President Ram Nath Kovind
emphasized sanitation and cleanliness while referring to Gandhi in fight against corona
in March 2020. He also referred to man- made planetary disharmony and pleaded for
respect for nature,
Homo Sapiens is the only organism that has overpowered all other
animals, taken control of the whole planet…now it stands humbled by a
microorganism…we will do better to keep in mind that we are merely
biological organisms dependent on other organisms for survival.
Humankind’s craving to control nature and exploit all its resources for
profit…we are as safe as we take care of safety of others, not only of
human beings, but also of plants and animals.
Nature is reminding us to acknowledge our quintessential equality and
interdependence.15
Gandhi strived to create conditions to transform disharmony into harmony. His
prescription was very simple-to uphold spiritual unity of human nature and existence, as
the core of human consciousness. This is to celebrate the unity of self and the collectively.
Such a unity and identification of self with the larger self, that is society or the global;
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leads one to a level of harmony with the cosmos and that harmony imparts inner peace.
Hence, from Gandhian perspective all human crises—COVID-19, communal violence,
ecological disorder or war are reflections of inherent conflict in human society.
Despite being totally devoted to the ideas in Hind Swaraj, Gandhi did not claim
originality of these ideas as they have had been preached by thinkers and mentioned in
scriptures. Unity of self and the larger self is duly elaborated in Gita and in the Vedic
benedictions— Ishwarah sarva bhutanam (God lives in every being), Samoham sarva
bhuteshu (I, says Lord Krishna, abide equally in all). Atma mokshartham jagat hitaya
cha, i.e., it prescribes twin goals for human life-- salvation of individual soul and welfare
of the world. Even modern thinkers and sages were imbued with this idea of unity.
Vivekananda famously proclaimed that the knowledge of presence of God in every
being is the source of man wisdom and strength.16 Likewise, Tagore too echoed the truth
of the Spiritual Man…that true India is an idea, and not a mere geographical fact. Our
fight is against Darkness. Our object is the revealment of the Light of the Infinite
Personality of Man. This is not to be achieved in single individuals, but in one grand
harmony of all human races.17 Moreover, independent India continued to adhere to this
universalist approach by adopting the philosophy of vasudhaiv kutumbakam (whole
earth is a family) as the guiding principle of India’s foreign policy.
In the same spirit Gandhi championed harmony and interdependence as he too
believed that God is present in every being—man, nature or animal. This fact needs to
be realized by environmentalists that all these challenges that the world is suffering
today is a result of disharmony between its different constituents. Man became
overwhelmed by its empowerment by machine. Man believed to be omnipotent to control
even the forces of nature; and nature began to react with more ferocity in the form of new
conflicts, diseases and disasters.
Therefore, Gandhi suggested that one needs to move from atomistic to cosmic vision,
from individual to collectivity, from narrowness to larger platform or larger self.
Reaching this goal means getting closer to Gandhi’s most fundamental concept called
Truth. Every Gandhian idea, Swachhta, Swadeshi, Sarvodaya or Swaraj flows from
truth. Yet, Gandhi was not dogmatic. Whenever he found any wrongs or experimented
something better; he changed. Guajarati edition of Hind Swaraj was named Hind
Swarajya. Later on Gandhi changed it to Swaraj because rajya has a narrow connotation
of territoriality whereas Swaraj refers to rule, control, reign govern. For Gandhi it is a
sacred, a Vedic word.18
The whole Gandhian philosophy is based on this very logic of controlling ones senses
or desires. Gandhi practiced it as an impeccable faith that if one can control ones senses,
one can control ones environment. Even the mightiest of the mighty cannot challenge
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that person. Hence, non-violence or ahimsa empowered him beyond imagination. For he
was a man of truth which was the source of his power. Truth is that which knows no
destruction. Therefore, Gandhi used to say that God is truth. However, later on he
became so faithful devotee to the God of truth, he began to say truth is God. This was to
establish the primacy of truth over all else. What is truth?19 It is derived from ‘sat’, that
is, nothing exits in reality but truth. This simply means that truth or truthful cannot be
destroyed. It is like energy which cannot be destroyed, it changes its form. That is why,
a votary of truth is not fearful even of death. Life exits in death, light persist in darkness,
love flourishes even in hate, beauty and goodness survive in ugly situations of our lives.
Therefore, Life, light, love, beauty or good; therefore are truth.
According to Gandhi only a man of ahimsa or non-violence can approach this truth.
Ahimsa is to love the meanest of the mean creation or the wretched of the earth. This
demands to identify with every person equally— make no distinction between good A or
bad B. Based on this vision Gandhi did not find politics bad and religion good. For
Gandhi both can mix or may be interchangeable if politics is service, politics is not all
about power. Thus, a man of spiritual politics identifies with everybody equally— man
nature or animal. This is achieved only by a man whose heart is pure, who is free from
passions, who is above the opposite currents and emotions, making no difference between
life and death, pleasures or pain, love or hate.
In this direction, it is imperative to refer to yoga in the context of spiritualism. Craze
for yoga increased phenomenally thanks to WHO’s prescription as a tool to fight out
corona and negativity resulting from ongoing lockdowns. Search for yoga on Google
increased very fast. Unfortunately, the whole exercise of yoga has been reduced to
inhaling and exhaling. It has emerged as a multibillion business. This is not yoga. Lord
Krishna, also called Yogeshwar (the lord of yoga) explains it beautifully in a very simple
terms in Gita —yoga is equanimity in pleasure or pain, life and death. This bears a good
deal of resemblance to Gandhi’s love, truth and non-violence. Hence, a true practitioner
of yoga is able to convert the world in a better place for all beings without asserting
personal supremacy. However, this demands control of one’s desire and senses.
This would lead to a life dedicated to higher goals and limited pursuit of material
goods for survival fulfilling basic needs. A society imbued with such a vision may never
suffer situations like today on account either of health or hunger. Unfortunately, today
man is not controlling machine, machine is controlling man. That is visible everywhere—
class room to board room to bed room. Everything is controlled by someone who controls
the machine. Even powerful governments are helpless because the world is dominated by
conglomeration of wealth, information and images. Whatever they choose to sell; people
are made to accept happily even if that is not their need!
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Interestingly, corona pandemic produced a culture of e-classes, webinars, econferences. Are they effective modes of education or interaction? Was it deliberated by
scholars, intelligentsia or policy planners? No, all of a sudden there spread online in
everything like any other pandemic. This has several social-psychological negative
impacts. In this process, personal information is freely thrown hither and thither leading
to issues of data safety. It is a public knowledge, yet we indulge in. For modern man is
greedy, wants more and more at any rate—more money and pleasure, say sex; even more
likes on posts and online friends. Obviously, Mark Zuckerberg is a powerful name
controlling social media misusing public data for business purposes.
Yet, there is no concerted challenge to his empire for he regulates and controls our
deeply filthy materialist existence and individual greed and passion. Globalization gifted
us selfie which is simply exhibitionism and narcissism inflicting on others. From selfie
emerged post-truth which denied any significance to truth or truth does not have any
reality. Degeneration continues in the form of fake to deep fake armed with artificial
intelligence challenging human ingenuity ruling over global society which is basically a
market society governed by the ideology of neo-liberalism. In this global market society,
everything is up for sale; including human relations, information, knowledge and even
wisdom.
Commodification of everything has sharpened the sting of inequality by making
money matter more. Markets have become detached from morals…the moral failing at
the heart of market triumphalism was greed.20 That is why misinformation and
disinformation have ruled the roost making truth suffer. Corporate media are too
subservient to their masters. Therefore, only convenient information is beamed whereas
inconvenient ones are ignored. Moreover, media helped create this world reeking with
poverty, growing inequality and conflicts; yet they continue to rule because they control
public mind through mass media. Therefore, state and politics are becoming least
concerned about social services. Elections are won by technocratic managers like any
other business of profit totally devoid of concern for public good. Obviously, most of public
information is tailored to the suitability of the global ruling class. Case in point is corona
pandemic—even today there is no consensus on its origin, nature and who knows is there
a possible cure? Global scenario is pessimistic. It is reported that every major country’s
spy service around the globe is trying to find out what everyone else is up to in developing
a vaccine. US intelligence agents have alleged that China, Russia and Iran attempted to
steal research by some of the US’ companies and universities21. Nations have failed to
learn the lesson in cooperation. When there is desperate need to put a united effort, they
are working on cross purposes.
It is imperative to ponder over why there is so much hue and cry about corona virus
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as if there is only one destructive threat emerging in 2019. The world is already
witnessing far more dangerous diseases and many more challenges suffered by
humanity. In India more infectious tuberculosis virus kills 1400 peoples every day-a
scary number even for the corona virus.22 Not only that, on 21st April 2020, the director
of the United Nations food progamme informed the Security Council that unless suitable
measures were taken there would be three lac deaths due to hunger in next three
months.23 This is beyond corona and other killers. Yet, electronic and social media are
flooded with news and views on corona only. For corona has infected even rich and
powerful ones including world leaders whereas hunger, poverty and tuberculosis are poor
man’s pandemic and disease. Governments and research institutes funded by private
firms will invest money only in Research and Development wherein there is hope for
more profit. After all, the world is guided by greed, oblivious of ordinary peoples’
sufferings.
It is significant to note that those countries still having some semblance of welfare state
system with reasonably better spending on health care, some humanitarian values; people
have suffered minimum. Despite innumerable challenges situation is comparatively better
in India. The first corona case appeared in India on 30 January 2020, a student from
Wuhan University, in Kerala. Kerala’s containment record is remarkable because Kerala
spent reasonably higher amount of budget on welfare and health with larger public
participation, particularly women made a huge difference. Therefore, service element in
politics and governance has a magical effect on peoples’ life; not merely national GDP or
resources. People in the richest country in the world (the USA) suffered worst. French
Political scientist Dominique Moisi found that the US had not done badly, it had done
exceptionally badly. Joseph Stiglitz, Nobel-laureate economist did not find public social
safety net working in the USA. Moreover, large number of people turning to food banks
beyond their capacity to serve made Stiglitz to lament, “it is like a third world country.”24
And for Noam Chomsky it is a failed state under President Trump because the US is ruled
by brutal capitalism incapable and uninterested to meet the needs of citizens. The US
administration was very fixated on reelection campaign and blaming WHO and China for
death in the country. There is neo-liberal intensification of capitalism’s inherent
inhumanity manifested in defunding threat to WHO and gradual defunding of American
Centres for Disease Control and Prevention even while the virus continued to rage.25
Unlike many countries US households have the water connection turned off for nonpayment of bills even when corona prevention needed regular hand washing;26 what an
ugly manifestation of inhumanity!
COVID-19 originated, thrived and spread from China. Its ruthless despotic rulers are
obsessed with sharp power in pursuit of global amplification of their greed and hate
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based politics. Alas, they are not alone. Many of their ilk have rampaged societies in
different parts of the globe. Today, the world is starkly staring at its existential threats.
Among many, corona is one, signaling to the fact that perhaps humanity is rushing very
fast towards its sixth extinction. Larger responsibility lies with countries like China for
innovating a uniquely dangerous blend of state capitalism and despotic politics deeply
rooted in greed and hate. Therefore, salvation lies in Gandhian principles celebrating
eternal human values—truth, non- violence and love. It is encouraging that during this
pandemic Swadeshi and Gram Swaraj are being revisited as a beacon of light in these
dark times. Let corona pandemic be a stirring reminder to ruthless rulers that “no one
or nothing can exist alone; we must love one another or die”. This was the lesson W. H.
Auden tried to preach humanity in his famous poem ‘1st September 1939’, the date when
Hitler invaded Poland throwing the globe into the vortex of the World War II.
The bliss of truthful love may be enjoyed by following Gandhi even in a limited sense.
However, Gandhi is being projected as a God only to be worshipped, without caring to
follow him. He put moral bar at a higher pedestal. We, the stunted people find that Gandhi
cannot be followed; and therefore has been condemned as an unattainable utopia. This is
not true. It is demeaning to human ingenuity. Many social reformers and non-violent
revolutionaries following Gandhi placed themselves squarely within the concrete context of
mass suffering27. Follies and failures of communism and capitalism have rekindled global
interest in Gandhism to salvage the suffering humanity engulfed in the quagmire of elusive
materialist happiness. True happiness comes from the service of humanity. Rightly, lessons
in the art of living emphasize the pleasure of giving. Philanthropy is upheld by rich and
successful. Such a transformation can bring revolutionary change in the world. Hence,
global awareness about Gandhian way of life desperately needs to be popularized. At a
more practical level, this enhances India’s benign and benevolent soft power as a potent
antidote to the forces of greed, hate and violence.
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Democratisation and Participatory
Development: Margins to Mainstream
Shubhra Pant Kothari*
ABSTRACT
Participatory development, empowerment and inclusion have become much-researched
themes in the arena of gender studies. Development mainstream takes some of the
practices of participatory development making the feminist concern about
representation, empowerment and affirmative action more crucial. Participatory
development in the polity is as much required and enhanced through political structures
by providing reservation to women at the rural and urban level in the PRIs and Urban
local bodies.
This paper extensively focusses on the EWRs (Elected Women Representatives) of
Uttarakhand and their role in participatory development through increasing level of
participation in SHGs bringing for its members more household decision-making power,
better health facilities, increased self-confidence & self-esteem, capacity building and
financial literacy (which are all indicators of social-economic empowerment). It divulges
that level of participation in SHG is positively and significantly associated with the
community mobilization and political participation of members (that we term as political
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empowerment). The quantitative results and the qualitative findings obtained through
observation and case studies in the selected regions of Uttarakhand. My paper will
attempt to expatiate upon the above mentioned and related aspects.
Key words: Democratisation, Participatory Development, Women Empowerment and
Role of SHGS
INTRODUCTION
Amidst rhetoric about full participation and involvement of women at the rural
level in the PRIs, empirical evidence appears to be far from inclusive and
transformative in terms of women empowerment. The broad aim of participatory
development is to increase the involvement of socially, economically and often
politically marginalized people in decision-making about their own lives. However,
questions have been raised about the extent to which participatory development
initiatives have actually addressed differences and inequalities based on age, wealth,
religion, caste, race, ethnicity and gender. It divulges that level of participation in
SHG is positively and significantly associated with the community mobilization and
political participation of members (that we term as political empowerment) and
cohesively bridging the gap between the rural EWRs and the state institutions.
The idea of inclusiveness (towards decision making processes for those who are the
most affected by the policy initiatives) is prominent and central to people’s
participation in development. And for effective participation, people’s involvement not
as individual but as collective unit is much required. In this respect, we could see the
rise of group collectives working with the governmental institutions in collaboration
with NGOs on forest and water management, MNREGA and other government
policies in several parts of rural India.
But even after many states providing 50% quota/reservation to rural women in
local self governance, the participation of (elected women representatives) EWRs in
decision making processes in PRIs is still bleak. Has the process of democratisation at
the rural level through affirmative action fostered and enhanced their capability of
rural women to have a role in participatory development of their societies? Also it
needs to be reckon upon the distance between policy designs and policy
implementation, where policy implied has not been the driving force for enriching
participatory development of women. On the other hand, capacity building
organisations in the form of SHGs (Self- Help Groups) trying hard to bridge the gap
between EWRs and administration by educating them about their work and
functionaries.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF PARTICIPATORY DEVELOPMENT
The concept of political participation has been defined in different ways. It could be
defined as the actions of citizens seeking to influence or support government and polity. In
Milbrath and Goel opinion political participation also includes ceremonial and support
activities (Milbrath, L W, Goel, M L 1977: 2). Sydney Verba opines that political participation
affords citizens in a democracy an opportunity to communicate information to government
officials about their concerns and preferences and to put pressure on them to respond. So in
this way a) the tools and actions and b) the targets in the whelm of citizenary political
participation becomes important to understand and analyse. Also, in anygiven democratic
system citizens have the right to express their views and attitudes towards almost
everything happening in the public sphere or concerning their own interests in a way that
governmental officials respond and become accountable towards its people. In true sense, it
will be the success of democratisation and participatory development processes.
As democratisation is a multi-stage and multidimensional process, it involves greater
participation of people in a polity. It involves not merely the creation of new rules and
procedures but also the social level and interactions between different levels, especially
elite- mass relations. Democratisation could be understood as a stage required for
making participatory development possible (Geoffrey Pridham, 2000). Carole Pateman
opined that the theory of participatory democracy is built round the central assertion
that the individuals and their institutions can’t be considered in isolation from one
another. The existence of representative institutions at the national level is not sufficient
for democracy; for maximum participation by all the people at that level socialization or
social training, for democracy must take place in other spheres in order that the
necessary individual attitudes can be developed. This development takes place through
the process of participation itself (Robert Dahl, I. Shapiro and Cheibub, ed., pg-41).
Since the independent, India faced several social and political issues based on race,
caste, language as well as gender. The issue of women political participation in India
remains quite engaging and encouraging. On 1993 India adopted 73 and 74 amendment
which allocate 33% of seats for the women in local authorities and due to this act nearly
million of women in India being a part of decision- making process of India especially at
the village level. Also India got several times of attempts to introduce “Women
Reservation Bill”, but its not yet been success.
PRIS AND WOMEN’S PARTICIPATORY DEVELOPMENT
The organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) during 1990
thrust upon the need for the economic and social development of developing countries by
adopting certain measures towards participatory development of all and especially the
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need for uplifting marginalised people and bringing them to the mainstream by
providing social justice and making them self-reliant.
Amartya Sen has pointed out, “Democracy is not only the goal of Development; it is
the primary means of development”. Only when every individual experience greater
freedom voice and opportunity will each fully bring his or her creative powers to bear on
solving the problem of community. The broad aim of participatory development is to
increase the involvement of socially, economically and often politically marginalized
people in decision-making about their own lives. However, several questions have been
raised and dilemma obscured about the extent to which participatory development
initiatives have actually addressed differences and inequalities based on religion, caste,
race, ethnicity and gender.
In India the introduction of Panchayati Raj signified the beginning of a new era of
participatory development and laid the foundation of “Democratising Governance”. It
was based on the idea to:
(a) Promote people’s participation in rural development programmes;
(b) Provide an institutional framework for popular administration; (c)Act as a harbinger
of social and political change;
(d) Facilitate local mobilization, prepare and also assist in the implementation of
development plans at grassroots level.
GOVERNANCE

DEMOCRATISATION

PARTICIPATORY
DEVELOPMEN

Amidst the rhetoric about full participation and involvement of women at the rural
level in the PRIs, empirical evidence appears to be far from inclusive and transformative
in terms of women empowerment. In this light, Self Help Groups has played a positive
and transformative role for the rural women in building up their capabilities towards
overall political and economic development. SHG is the world’s largest community-based
organization (CBO) in India with special focus on women.
This paper extensively focusses on the EWRs (Elected Women Representatives) of
Uttarakhand and their role in participatory development through increasing level of
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participation in SHGs bringing for its members more household decision-making power,
better health facilities, increased self-confidence & self-esteem, capacity building and
financial literacy (which are all indicators of social-economic empowerment). It divulges
that level of participation in SHG is positively and significantly associated with the
community mobilization and political participation of members (that we term as political
empowerment).
WOMEN AND PARTICIPATORY DEVELOPMENT IN UTTARAKHAND
Uttarakhand comprises of 13 districts in two main divisions of Kumaon and Garhwal.
It is one of the most socially and economically backward region of India. Rate of
migration is quite alarming and that is one of the restraints in its development.
Due to steep migration, the economy of Uttarakhand is mainly dependent on its
women. As women were domineering and assertive in the social and political movements
in the past, it was thought that 50% reservation in PRIs and their participation would
be instrumental in their political and economic development.
In this regard, an empirical exploration was done in the Pithoragarh district of
Uttarakhand where a field study was conducted among EWRs in the lowland and upland
villages. On the basis of an extensive questionnaire the field research was conducted to
study the profile, participation and performance of EWRs in panchayats and rural
administration. Also another attempt was made to analyse the participation of EWRs in
the local SHGs in the Pithoragarh District of Uttarakhand.

PITHORAGARH

MUNSIYARI
(UNDERDEVE
LOPED BLOC)

DHARCHULA
(UNDERDEVE
LOPED BLOC)

BERINAG
(DEVELOPED
BLOC)

BIN
(DEVELOPED
BLOC)

UPLAND
VILLAGES
LOWLAND

UPLAND
VILLAGES
LOWLAND

UPLAND
VILLAGES
LOWLAND

UPLAND
VILLAGES
LOWLAND

EMPIRICAL EXPLORATIONS
Total number of EWRs of village panchayats interviewed were divided into two blocs
a) developmental bloc b) underdeveloped blocs. Two blocs from each category were
selected and from each bloc 10 upland and 10 lowland village panchayats with EWRs
were chosen for broader analysis. Questions asked ranges from:
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a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)

personal profile
Political understanding
Understanding of PRIs
Problems Solved
Problems need to be addressed
Role of SHGs
Behavior of people towards EWRs

Disparities between participatory development of EWRs in the lowland and upland
villages were explored. Most EWRs from lowland villages complained that they were not
provided enough training by officers for the panchayat works and that’s why they have
lack of administrative knowledge. Majority of Women Pradhans faced great difficulty
while going to attend the meeting in the bloc and zila parishad. 80% of pradhans from
lowland villages felt that it was difficult for them to travel long distances to attend
meetings at zila panchayat in Pithoragarh as no road connectivity with most of the
lowland villages. It was found that participation of EWRs in MNREGA was almost 100%.
But majority of EWRs complained that they faced lack of communication with the
administrative authorities (VDO). Most of the EWRs from the lowland villages were
totally ignorant of rules, regulations and functioning of PRIs.
Therefore, local governance lacks ways to influence policies, programmes, or resource
allocations for development. Most of the EWRs have no effective means of participating
in shaping their future and it was also found that government officials remain less
accountable to the communities they have a purpose to serve. It was observed that EWRs
were fully participating in the panchayat meetings but they were kept outside the
vicinity of decision-making. All the major issues raised by them were sidelined. Women
Pradhans also complained that male members of the panch handled all financial
resources by keeping it outside their purview.
Photo: a) this pic is from the
lowland village of Munisiyari
where EWRs took initiative to
build a common toilet;
b) this pic shows the condition
of women in the upland village
of Bin district. This woman is an
EWR and her condition simply
explains the reason of her non
attendence in the official
meetings of the panchayats.
This was an eye catching
moment where a woman was
ploughing the land herself
instead of an animal.
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PARTICIPATORY DEVELOPMENT AND THE ROLE OF SHGS
(Self Help Groups)
The overall capacity building initiatives by SHGs are designed to bring women into
political structures and support their participation in politics, by organizing campaigns
and training programmes to prepare women for varied roles to enable them to link local
priorities to the planning process.
SHGs adopted a multi-track approach to achieve the project objectives.They were
tasked with facilitating women’s participation, inspiring them to lead the process of
change in the district, strengthening the existing collectives and networking with them
at different levels in many districts of Uttarakhand.The difficult terrain of Pithoragarh
district of Kumaon region has very limited resources and these intitiaves by SHGs are
required in the lowland villages as the need of the hour.
Impact of Self-H
Help Groups
SHGs help the poor, women and marginalized to reduce their vulnerability through
the use of micro-finance to engage in income generating activities. It has helped
generating some important concepts.
a) SHGs have enabled poor especially women the opportunity to access formal saving
institutions and participate in managing those savings.
b) Participation in SHGs has to led to an improvement in a woman’s access to credit.
They have been able to meet their basic needs better than before and have led to an
improvement in quality of life.
c) After joining SHGs members have improved getting access to amenities such as
transport, medical, sanitation, education etc.
d) SHGs have generated self-employment opportunities for the rural poor.
e) SHGs have enabled women to take decisions in the community as well as within the
household. The rate of women participation in local government and panchayats has
increased significantly.
f) The ability to express themselves confidently has been key tool for economic and
social empowerment of the rural poor specifically women.
g) Micro-finance movement has helped women to form small group organisation and
take collective action for the development of the community.
h) SHGs has given women positive experiences about how they look at their lives.
In Uttarakhand, current networks of women groups were encouraged to organize
themselves into deliberative forums at the block level, so that they can participate
effectively in the governance process. This process of forming a network involved a)
identifying active EWRs by the block level volunteers; b) door to door campaigns, regular
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meetings and c) field visits by volunteers to motivate women to participate in activities
related to political processes.
Once the forum develops and take a shape; block level workshops were organized to
formulate the Constitution, formalize the forum, debate the agenda and discuss the need
to provide support wherever and whenever required till a debatble leadership evolve
within that forum. From the difficult geographical, social and economic conditions, EWRs
needs to accelerate to the mainstream and the only way forward is the co-operation and
collaboration between the PRIs and the district planning administration with SHGs,
women’s groups, trained citizen leaders and the people themselves for the design and
implementation of the capacity building programmes.
A great and good partnership among the government, stakeholders and NGOs could
led towards effective interventions and resolutions. Training has been an important
prerequisite for EWRs at village panchayat, block and zila panchayat level. Training
must be seen as an ongoing process and should not be a onetime intervention. It is
important to identify mechanisms that will support and strengthen the training process
in the future. For example, Panchayati Raj training institutions at the state level should
involve experienced NGOs in their training programmes, especially for the training of
EWRs in the lowland village panchayats.
There is a need to actively encourage sharing of experiences of EWRs, to give wider
publicity to success stories of EWRs and greater exposure required for women’s groups
through their visits and meetings.
Another major component that needs to be strengthened is the interventions that are
specifically targeted at women belonging to marginalized sections (dalits and tribals). An
interface with other panchayat functionaries at the block and district level should be
tried to reach out to experianced academics and media persons to broaden their
knowledge. Again, there is a stringent need of building up greater partnership between
the government, stakeholders and NGOs so as to evolve effective interventions. SHGs
working in this direction in the pithoragarh district of Uttarakhand are:
a) Himalayan Study Circle
b) Avani
c) SUDHA (Society for Uttaranchal Development and Himalayan Action)
d) SKS (Sainya ka sangathan) supported by UNDP
e) PRADAN (Padma Shri Deep Joshi, Magsaysay Awardee)
CONCLUSION
This seems that PRIs have not delivered the services to EWRs even though they are
empowered to prepare plans for economic development and social justice.
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They have not yet become the real institutions of self governance largely due to (a) lack
of participation of elected women representatives in decision making; (b) conservative
attitude and reluctance of the higher levels of the Government to devolve financial and
administrative powers to them as they continue to control the planning and implementation
of developmental projects; (c) apathetic attitudes of bureaucrats and politicians; (d) lack of
capable linkages among the three tiers that creates insufficient capacity and resources
among Panchayats (and Gram Sabha) to run their activities effectively.
There is a need in deconstructing the district planning according to the acceptability
of local conditions. Also, to install capacity building programmes for the EWRs in the
lowland villages with the help of SHGs. As it was seen that there were gross disparities
in the conducting of training programmes for EWRs between lowland and upland
villages, it could be overcome with the help of NGOs working in the district to equally
arrange training programmes for lowland and upland villages.
Participatory development attempts to introduce a bottom - up style of development
in order to remedy the government - led approach’s shortcoming, specifically by focusing
on qualitative improvement in local society’s participation. This participation should be
dynamic and organic so as to entailing the sustainable upgradation of participation
quality. The essential conditions must be met to facilitate the long-term process of
participation and development at the grassroots level to maintain self- reliance.
Therefore, participatory development should be a long-term and dynamic process to raise
the awareness of local people, forming community groups, upgrading their requisite
resource management abilities, to strengthen Gram Sabha, providing autonomy to
EWRs in decision making process, creating norms or internalizing their mechanisms and
improving capabilitiesof EWRs for external negotiations. The participatory process
should be such that it shapes and plan with a long -term vision and also involves
traditional methods of community systems as tools of development. And for this to
become reality NGOs/SHGs are working in a big way to promote participatory
development especially for EWRs and bridging the gap between EWRs and government
functionaries in Pithoragarh district of Uttarakhand.
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Dr Suman Kumar *
ABSTRACT
The Union Cabinet has recently approved the New Education Policy (NEP) 2020, on
the 29th July 2020. The New Education Policy is under debate because it has introduced
certain new measures in the educational system and structure of India. This policy in
principle has replaced the Education Policy of 1986 and also the Education Policy of
1968. On the one hand this policy has introduced certain unique elements which are the
need of the hour and on the other it has tried to revive the ancient value system of India,
ignored by the earlier education policies. Incorporation of those ancient wisdom, core
values and ideas in the education system of India is quite necessary today.
Key words: NEP, Education, India, Examination
INTRODUCTION
If we try to have a comparative view or a small comparison between the NEP and
Education Policy of 1968 and 1986, then we find that the Education Policy of 1968
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which was the first Education Policy in the post independent India, focused on free
and compulsory education up to 14 years of age for all the children across the broad
education framework, three language formula, promotion of English as well as Hindi
and apart from this promotion of the composite culture of India. These were some of
the thrust areas of the Education Policy of 1968. “On the recommendations of the
Education Commission 1964-66, the 10+2+3 structure was incorporated in the
statement of the National Policy on Education, 1968.”1 However, it was introduced
later. “In 1977, just before the Government instituted the 10+2+3 system, India had
four patterns of school leaving exams in operation in India: 10+2+3, 10+2+2+2, 11+3,
and 11- 12+1+3.”2 The need was to integrate the system along with practical
experiences. “The school and the community should be brought closer through
suitable programmes of mutual service and support. Work experience and national
service including participation in meaningful and challenging programmes of
community service and national reconstruction should accordingly become an integral
part of education.”3 The goals set were right. “The 1968 policy had called for a
national school system, which meant all students, irrespective of caste, creed and sex,
would have access to education of a comparable quality up to a given level. It
envisaged a common educational structure (10+2+3) which has been accepted across
the country. It also advocated the use of mother tongue as the medium of teaching in
the early school years.”4 The Education Policy of 1986 takes a great leap forward in
the Indian education sector. “The 1986 policy reflected Rajiv’s modernisation project,
and focussed on the role of Information Technology in education. It paid more
attention to restructuring of teacher education, early childhood care, women’s
empowerment and adult literacy. It also accepted some ideas that had met resistance
in the past, such as selective development of educational institutions and autonomy
of universities and colleges. But emphasis on equality in educational opportunity and
relationship between education and development remained the backbone of both NEP
I & II.”5 The recommendations of Education Policy of 1986 were duly implemented. It
focused on Universal access and enrolment, Universal retention of children up to 14
years of age, A sustainable improvement in the quality education etc. It introduced
sea change in the school education i.e. the common framework of education.
Apart from this the education policy also aimed towards inclusion of Women, SCs
and STs, minorities and at the same time paved way for Adult Education, Professional
Education, Research Establishments and promotion of Open Universities. Low cost
study materials or books, Introduction of Computer literacy in schools were also the
focus of the Policy. It also recognized the role of teachers and DIETs were established
in various states. There was also an inherent provision for reviewing of this education
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policy after every 5 years. “Thus, the basic objectives of the National Policy of
Education of 1986 and Programme of Action of 1992 emphasized that education must
play a positive and interventionist role in correcting social and regional imbalance,
empowering women, and in securing rightful place for the disadvantaged and the
minorities.”6 The NEP 2020 has the goal of making India as a self-reliant nation as
well as a global superpower of knowledge. It also wants to revive the lost glory of
Indian culture and value system.
India can be seen as a global knowledge hub if the latent potential and talents of
the country is tapped properly and further given an opportunity to nail it. The
foundational pillars of NEP are excess, equity, equality, affordability and
accountability. So, this education policy aims to create a vibrant knowledge society
and global knowledge superpower by making both school and college education more
holistic, flexible and multi-disciplinary. It is in the context of this background; the
NEP comes into existence to achieve the higher goals of holistic education.
INDIAN CONSTITUTION AND EDUCATION
Let’s talk about some of the constitutional provisions which deal with education
and the changes introduced by them in the constitutional framework of India. Part IV
of the Constitution of India under Article 39A and Article 45 of Directive Principles of
State Policy has a provision for state funded as well as equitable and accessible
education. Earlier, education was in the state list or education was a state subject but
the constitutional amendment of 1976 that’s 42nd Constitutional Amendment, shifted
education from the state list to the concurrent list. So, the Centre gets a dominant role
when the subject is placed in concurrent list. Education Policy by the Central
Government provides a broad direction and state governments are expected to follow.
It is because when center makes a law in the concurrent list, the states are supposed
to follow the guidelines or follow the broader framework given by the center. The 86th
constitutional amendment of 2002 made education an enforceable right under Article
21. “Article 21A (1) states that the State shall provide free and compulsory education
to all Citizens of the age of six to fourteen years”.7 So now it has become a
fundamental right of every child to get education. After that we have also seen the
introduction of the Right to Education (RTE). This bill was introduced in the
Parliament and duly became a law known as Right to Education or RTE Act 2009. It
aims to provide primary education to all children age 6 to 14 years and enforces
education as a fundamental right. It also mandates 25% reservation for
disadvantaged section of the society and these disadvantaged groups are now known
as Economically Weaker Section (EWS) or category.
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WAYS OF EDUCATION
Let’s have a look at the different types of education patterns. We can say broadly that
there are three different patterns of education, Formal Education, Informal Education
and Non-Formal Education. Formal education means education which we get through
Institutions, through schools, through a structured pattern 10+2 structure and
curriculum. Informal education means imparting education to those who are not able to
attend the regular schools so the education they get through weekend classes or by
distance mode or any other mode that is informal method of education. Non-formal
education means education through experience, through society and without going to
school, without seeing the face of all the walls of the schools.
GOAL OF EDUCATION AND BRITISH RAJ
What is the aim of education, why we focus so much on education? Education aims
to prepare a person for future challenges of life. Education8 aims to create an
enlightened member of society. It also aims towards an integrated development of all
the faculties lying inside human personality. The ultimate goal of education is to train
the people to make them a civic human being who can distinguish between right and
wrong. It must ensure the entire multifaceted development of human personality. So,
education gives you the capacity to judge what is right and what is wrong. “The
educational system must produce young man and women of character and ability
committed to national service and development. Only then education will be able to
play it vital role in promoting national progress, creating a sense of common
citizenship and culture and strengthening national integration.”9 The modern
education system which we witness today, also known as the English Education
System of India that was started by Lord Macaulay and it continues in India 1835
onwards, had a different goal and purpose. “Subsequently, Lord William Bentick
declared the New Education Policy of the British Government on March 7, 1835.”10 It
wanted to produce a future class who could serve in British Raj. It also wanted them
to forget their ancient pride and values. So, this is how we can say that our present
system of education started and is still continuing. The British India got introduced
to English education and it became a new medium of instruction replacing the
vernacular languages as the medium of instruction. So, this modern education has
deprived us from the rich heritage of our own culture and literature. The purpose of
the education which was introduced at that time was different and education has to
be seen in the contemporary context. Since the time has changed so the NEP becomes
the need of the hour. We cannot afford to ignore our own values and ethos, especially
if India wants to become a global superpower or knowledge hub.
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Our ancient Indian education system was a kind of non-formal education system.
The students were going to the teachers’ place and the system was known as the
Gurukul system. There was no fixed curriculum and students or disciples who were
staying with the Gurus and learning education through their daily life experiences
along with academic discourse. Education was a part of their social life. Also, the
three methods of instructions were Shravana, Manana and Niddhyasana. Sravana
means listening and it meant to listen the words uttered by the Guru. The Guru used
to teach Students by telling stories or in that format used to deliver knowledge. So
that is how through hear say the knowledge was transmitted from one generation to
another. Manana means remembrance and when the guru was delivering his thoughts
or knowledge, the disciple was supposed to remember those things after the teaching.
The disciple used to remember those things means used to accept those things and
register those things in his mind and that is how remembering the teachings which
the teacher had taught. The third method was Niddhyasana that is practical
examples and reflections of the teaching.
So, whatever the teaching the Guru has done needs to be seen in practical field.
The resident disciple was expected now to see the practical aspects of those things in
their daily life. This is the use of that teaching one receives in one’s life and the
ultimate goal is once again to prepare a person who are knowledgeable, fully equipped
for future challenges and whenever the Guru used to feel that the disciple is able to
face the challenges of life, he used to say that now you can go to Grihastha Ashrama
or family life and the process of education is complete. It was this ancient value
system that made the ancient universities or centers of learning of India, Nalanda,
Takshshila the world-famous education hub and students from various parts of world
used to come for education to India. “The history of Education Development in India
dates back to the Vedic period, and the Education system developed in terms of the
Vedic System of Education. It is said that education was completely under the control
of the Guru and not any other kings or states.”11
The fundamental principles of the NEP 2020 are as:
● Identify the unique capabilities of each student by sensitizing teachers as well as
parents to promote each student’s holistic development in both academic and nonacademic spheres;
● Foundational Literacy and Numeracy by all students by Grade 3;
● Flexibility for choosing their own paths in life according to their talents and
interests;
● No hard separations between arts and sciences, between curricular and extracurricular activities, between vocational and academic streams, etc.;
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● Emphasis on conceptual understanding rather than rote learning and learning-for●
●
●
●
●
●

●

●
●
●
●
●

exams;
Creativity and Critical thinking to encourage logical decision-making and
innovation along with Life Skills and Civic Virtues like FRs and FDs;
Promoting multilingualism and the power of language in teaching and learning;
Focus on regular formative assessment for learning rather than the summative
assessment that encourages today’s ‘coaching culture’;
Extensive use of technology in teaching and learning, increasing access for Divyang
students, and educational planning and management;
Local context in all curriculum, pedagogy, and policy, always keeping in mind that
education is a concurrent subject;
Teachers and faculty as the heart of the learning process - their recruitment,
continuous professional development, positive working environments and service
conditions;
A ‘light but tight’ regulatory framework to ensure integrity, transparency, and
resource efficiency of the educational system through audit and public disclosure
while encouraging innovation and out-of-the-box ideas through autonomy, good
governance, and empowerment;
Outstanding research as a co-requisite for outstanding education and development;
Continuous review of progress based on sustained research and regular assessment
by educational experts;
Inclusion of the rich, diverse, ancient and modern culture and knowledge systems
and traditions;
Access to quality education must be considered a basic right of every child;
Substantial investment in a strong, vibrant public education system as well as the
encouragement and facilitation of true philanthropic private and community
participation.

CORE DIVISION OF NEP
Let’s try to understand the major changes which are introduced by this NEP.
Broadly it can be seen into four areas: Change at the School level, change at the
Higher Education level, Other Key Areas of Focus and Making it Happen. The NEP is
to be examined under these heads further.
MAJOR CHANGES AT SCHOOL LEVEL
The NEP is all out for restructuring the entire School Curriculum and pedagogy
in a new design of 5 + 3 + 3 + 4. The earlier pattern was 10+2 for the school system.
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This change in the structure of school education means a child starts his or her
education at the age of 3 years and up to 8 years. It is first stage of schooling and it
will continue for a duration of 5 years. The second stage will start at the age of 8 years
and will continue up to the age of 11 years. So, these 3 years are the next level of
education. After that another level or next level will be from the age 11 to 14 years
and this is also for 3 years. The last stage of education will be of four years that is
from the age 14 to 18 years. This is the new restructuring of schooling education.
The first stage is Foundational stage in which year the education will be given
through Anganvadi or pre- school system. The second level is Preparatory stage. The
third level is Middle stage and the final level is Secondary stage. It is also trying to
introduce curriculum integration of essential subjects along with various skills and
development of capabilities of the students. A new National Curriculum Framework
for school education will be developed by NCERT. Early Childhood Care and
Development (ECCD) will also be developed by NCERT. It also finds a focus in the
Education Policy of 1986. The NEP also focuses on Foundational Literacy and
Numeracy. It means that every individual must be literate to the extent that
numerology should be known to him or her. The minimum writing and reading skill
every individual must have. These are the urgent and necessary prerequisites for
learning not only for a child but for every individual. “The new National Education
Policy (NEP) focuses on learning instead of studying and goes beyond curriculum to
focus on critical thinking ...”12
It also aims at controlling the dropout rate and ensuring universal access to
education at all levels and for all. There are huge numbers of dropout students and
this policy aims to bring them back to school. For this goal it is necessary to see that
the credibility of Government schools is re-established. At one point of time there were
credible schools run by the government and they have lost their glory before private
schools. So, their level has to be raised, their credit is to be regained.
Another area of focus is the assessment of students. This policy is also looking
towards transforming the assessment system of a student. It talks about formative
system of assessment which is an improvement over the summative system of
assessment. In the new system evaluation process continues round the year and it
includes the behaviour of the student also. The extra-curricular activities being
pursued by the student will also get a place in assessment. The Student will assess
himself or herself through self- assessment and also there will be Peer assessment.
The student will be assessed not only by the teacher but by the peer group also. The
board exams of grade 10 and 11 will be continued. Board and Entrance examination
shall be reformed to eliminate the need for undertaking coaching classes. The high
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marks criteria is there for taking admission in a better higher education Institutions
and for that it is necessary now a days to go for a coaching. It has paved way for
mushrooming of coaching institutes. They are drawing advantage from the present
system. There will be semester system in class 9 to 12 and it is also a part of formative
system of assessment. The NEP also proposes to set up a National Assessment Centre
PARAKH (Performance Assessment,
Review, and Analysis of Knowledge for Holistic Development), as a standardsetting body under MHRD. It also focuses on extending support for gifted students/
students with special talents that is Divyang students. It also aims at creating special
funds and zones and making equality between both the genders.
Education can never be complete without the role of the teacher. The earlier policy
also focused on the role of teacher and this policy is also focusing on the role of teacher
in schools. First of all, the need is to make the recruitment of teaching faculty more
objective and once recruited their deployment in the same manner is also necessary.
Teacher Eligibility Tests will be extended to insure better test materials both in terms
of content and pedagogy. This will also be extended to cover teachers across all stages,
foundational, preparatory, middle and secondary stages of school education. The
recruitment of teachers must have standard rules and processes, the service
environment and work culture of the teachers should also be conducive.
There must be a scope for continuous professional development. The facilities for
this professional development will also be provided by 2030.The minimum degree
qualification for teaching will be a 4- year integrated BA degree. It also talks about
equitable and inclusive education learning for every class, every strata of society.
Each one must get an opportunity to get entry into the formal system of education. No
one should be deprived of this system of education. There must be a standard setting
and accreditation body for school education means, accreditation of schools and
maintaining the same standard is also necessary for all the schools.
MAJOR CHANGES AT HIGHER EDUCATION LEVEL
A student moves to higher education once finishes the school education. This
education policy focuses on quality Universities and colleges and for that a new and
forward-looking vision for India’s education system is needed. The higher education
Institutions needs to be restructured. Institutional restructuring and consolidation is
required. Multidisciplinary Universities and Colleges will be the centers of Higher
Education and they will contribute in creating a knowledge hub. Each of them will
have 3,000 or more students. The present system or present colleges will be phased
out in 15 years because they are supposed to get autonomy. They will decide their
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curriculum. They will be degree imparting institutions rather than being affiliated
institutions. The aim is towards a more holistic and multidisciplinary system of
education. There will not be any division like Science stream, Arts stream or
Commerce stream. “In the NEP, first since 1986, the pressure on students for taking
specific streams have been removed.”13
Equal importance will be given to extra-curricular activities and Vocational
Studies or Vocational education. They are also at par with the regular teaching
subjects. There will be common entrance exams for all universities. Right now, the
entrance exams for different universities are being conducted in different ways. The
National Testing Agency (NTA) will be given the mandate to conduct common
entrance exam for all the universities. The M. Phil course which is pursued after postgraduation, being continued by some universities only, will be discontinued. Top 100
universities and colleges of the world will be allowed to setup campuses in India. Such
foreign universities or colleges will be given a special dispensation regarding
regulatory governance and content norms at par with other autonomous Institutions
of India in the education sector.
Indian universities and colleges will get autonomy. There are over 45000 affiliated
colleges in our country. They will be given graded autonomy, academic, administrative
and financial autonomy. The higher education will have multiple entry and exit
option. At any stage a student can enter into the education system and at any stage
they can exit. It means that if a student discontinues higher study after one year gets
a degree of Certificate course. If discontinues after two years gets the degree of
Diploma, if discontinues after three years gets the Bachelor degree and if completes
fourth year with a multi-disciplinary bachelors’ program with research then gets a
degree of Bachelor with Research. There is also a provision of academic Bank of
Credit, means a student can pursue one course from one university you will get
certain credit, if pursues another course from another institution, the credits will be
added. If a student discontinues education after a certain period wants to continue
after some time, the same may be allowed. The earned credit will be added for higher
degree. This concept of credit Bank means whatever you have studied are not wasted
in the present system of education. The present system allows a student to complete
the degree within a stipulated time. If you cannot, all the previous studies are wasted
for degree purpose.
It also talks about the role of faculty. It is needed to have motivated; energized and
capable faculty. The teacher education and training will be the focus area.
Reimagining vocational education is also the area of concern because vocational
education gets the same value at par with the other regular subjects. It is also trying
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to catalyze quality academic research in all fields through a new Education and
Research Foundation. A Research Foundation will be established which will facilitate
academic research in all fields. It also aims towards transforming the regulatory
system of Higher Education. Various regulatory bodies will be discontinued and there
will be only one regulatory body for all higher education. It also aims towards curbing
commercialization of education. Education should not be a profit-making industry.
Another area of focus is professional education. It also aims to establish agriculture
education with allied disciplines which is currently only 9%. Professional education
means Legal education, Healthcare education, Technical Education etc. Apart from
that adult education and lifelong learning these will also be given priorities. It also
aims to promote Indian languages, art and culture. UNESCO has already declared
197 Indian languages as endangered languages. They are on the verge of extinction.
The latest technology will be integrated with education. It means that online and
digital methods of education will be given priority. Ensuring equitable use of
Technology is a must for future.
MAKING IT HAPPEN
How these things will take place or how to implement these ideas? For that this
NEP proposes strengthening the Central Advisory Board of Education. Financing
education is a major issue. To make it more affordable and quality education for all
and the total 6% of our GDP is to be invested in education. There will be single
regulator for all higher education Institutions. The Higher Education Commission of
India will be there which will control all higher institutions except Medical and Legal
education. National
Higher Education Regulatory Council will be there for regulating the institutions.
A General Education Council (GEC) for standard setting and A Higher Education
Grants Council will be there for funding and National Accreditation Council will be
there for accreditation of Higher Education.
CHALLENGES BEFORE THE NEW EDUCATION POLICY
Every policy faces certain challenges. Policy is always good; the implementation
process becomes faulty and the policy never achieves the goal. This NEP will also be
facing certain challenges in future. The aim of this Education Policy is self-reliant
India and how to make it possible. There is a National Higher Education Policy Bill
pending in the Parliament. Now this policy has to be approved by the Parliament and
State Legislative Bodies also. It is the first major challenge to get the policy bill
approved because the states might go for different model and deviate from the central
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model according to their local requirements. The second challenge is that education
has become an industry now and it means a money-making business. On the one hand
allowing private entries or private players into the education system and on the other
hands to ensure that these private players must not exploit the entire education
industry are a challenge. Third challenge is Employment generation. The policy aims
at not only generating employment but getting employment also.
So, what you get after the education is a challenge before the educated individual.
Education is meant broadly, either to get a job or to start a business also. Education
policy has this challenge that the future generation must not be in dark after
completing their entire education. The kind of goal this NEP has set needs
infrastructure augmentation. Infrastructure has to be developed. Without
development of infrastructure the cherished goal of NEP cannot be achieved. It also
aims at raising gross enrollment ratio in higher education to 50% by 2035 which is
26% now. It means that schools and colleges are to be established on weekly basis and
the kind of population we have in India for that huge population we need to create
infrastructure. “NEP 2020, however, is silent on the Right to Education and its
relation to Article 21A of the Indian Constitution which provide free and compulsory
education of all children in the age group of six to 14 as a Fundamental Right”.14
There is a provision of establishment of Multidisciplinary Education and Research
Universities (MERUs). Development of new curriculum is also a challenge because
once you restructure the entire school and college system you need another
framework. There is a provision of vocational training with internship. This
internship will start from the school level only. It needs to ensure that this internship
is under able guidance.
CONCLUSION
India has to make its presence felt worldwide and to make a global reach can only
be ensured through achieving the targets on priority basis. There are over hundred
action points with timelines proposed by this NEP. So how to ensure this timeline is
also a major challenge. Linkage of education with industry and research are also a
major challenge. One region is developed, another region is not developed which is
also called lopsided development. So, keeping in view the regional diversity we cannot
have the same kind of operating environment throughout the country. Modifying the
education system according to regional gap is also a challenge. The kind of poverty we
have in India is a major stumbling block before this education system because the
poor people feel that earning is a priority than going to school. We have to motivate
people to change this mindset. The focus on achieving the goal for standard of
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Nalanda and Takshila is another challenge. The incorporation of the values of our
Vedas and Puranas in the new curriculum is also a challenging task. These are to be
revived. The 20-year targeted journey will prove the success of NEP and the road do
not appears to be so smooth.
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IN MEMORIAM
Remembering Pranab Mukherjee,
the 13th President of India

P

ranab Kumar Mukherjee (11 December 1935 - 31 August 2020) served as
the 13th President of India from 2012 until 2017. In a political career
spanning five decades, Mukherjee was a senior leader in the Indian
National Congress and occupied several ministerial portfolios in the Government
of India. Previous to his election as President, Mukherjee was Union Finance
Minister from 2009 to 2012. He was conferred upon with country’s highest civilian
honour, the Bharat Ratna, in 2019, by the President of India, Ram Nath Kovind,
who succeeded him to be the President. He had a wide and illustrious career as a
politician, statesman, diplomat and as people’s representative.
Here we have collated the obituaries various media organisations came out
with following the demise of Pranab Mukherjee. How different people closely
associated with him described him in their memories. How Pranab Mukherjee
faired for individuals, political parties, society as whole, towards nation and to the
humankind as a whole.
The repository of obituaries would come very handy for researches working in
the field of modern Indian politics and economy. — Editor
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The End of A Long Walk
Varghese K George*

T

he prime ministership eluded Pranab Mukherjee though it had come
tantalisingly close more than once. He had held three of the four big portfolios
- Defence, Finance and External Affairs. He had walked far.
“I like long walks,” Pranab Mukherjee said in 2012 as Union Finance Minister,
noting that the Rashtrapati Bhavan had huge lawns. That was a public alert to his
own party, the Congress, that he had set his eyes on the prime real estate in the
national capital. As the chief troubleshooter for the UPA-1 and UPA-2 until then - at
one point, he was heading more than 50 Groups of Ministers, he was the ‘other PM’.
The real chair of power, the prime ministership, eluded him though it had come
tantalisingly close more than once.
Having traversed the deceitful maze that New Delhi is since 1969, Mr. Mukherjee
knew where power flowed from. He became the 13th President of India in 2012. And
the long walks continued even after he left office in 2017, until August 9, when he
walked 8 km - four in the morning, four in the evening. He also wrote his diary as he
had done every day for decades.

* The writer is a staffer with The Hindu and has been a political journalist for over three decades now

T H E

D I S C U S S A N T

PEER REVIEWED REFEREED JOURNAL

CENTRE FOR REFORMS, DEVELOPMENT AND JUSTICE | JULY-SEPTEMBER, 2020

<48>

DISCUSSANT_48_50.qxd

13-Feb-50

7:25 PM

Page 49

THE END OF A LONG WALK

If his memoirs, a series of books, are anything to go by, they talk a lot without
revealing much - a lot of secrets have perished with him. Unless his diaries have
preserved them for posterity. His ability to keep secrets was one reason that endeared
him to Indira Gandhi, who nominated him to the Rajya Sabha in 1969, when he was only
34. “Of all the things that goes into his head, only the smoke comes out,” she had said
about Mr. Mukherjee, then a pipe smoker. He gave up smoking along the way but by then
he had collected 500 pipes. Rajiv Gandhi cut him out of his inner circle in 1984 somewhat similar to the manner in which Rahul Gandhi has now cut out advisers of his
mother Sonia Gandhi. “Most things said about him weren’t true,” Rajiv said later about
how he was wrongly advised on Mr. Mukherjee.
A raconteur who could tell not only about British parliamentary precedents but also
pick up random newspaper reports such as about competitive eater Rappai of Kerala who
could clean off copious amounts of food, Mr. Mukherjee had everything on his fingertips.
When he was not talking, he was reading - either files or books.
Recounting precedents perhaps cost him the trust of Rajiv. When they were airborne
from Kolkata to Delhi on October 31, 1984 after Indira’s assassination, he told Rajiv that
the most senior minister was sworn in as Prime Minister when Prime Ministers died in
office twice earlier. Mr. Mukherjee said he never demanded the post for himself - an
account corroborated by P.C. Alexander, a confidant of both Rajiv and Indira. But he
would be in wilderness for long during the Rajiv era before being reinstated. He wrote
that his conventional ways were one reason why Rajiv did not develop a liking for him.
Rajiv was for market economy and computers.
Mr. Mukherjee was the Finance Minister in the early 1980s, and the grip over
economic actors that he gained would remain handy for the rest of his life. He held
the three of the four big portfolios - Defence, Finance and External Affairs. He signed
the nuclear agreement with the United States in 2008. As the key interlocutor of the
UPA with its allies on the issue, he carried the Left along until the last milestone.
After the Left withdrew support to the government, the Samajwadi Party came to its
rescue.
His knowledge and short temper intimidated all his interlocutors. He managed the
two critical relationships, with Ms. Gandhi and Manmohan Singh, with sagacity and
sensitivity. As Finance Minister, he signed the appointment of Dr. Singh as RBI Governor
in 1982. But unlike Natwar Singh, who could never achieve a working relationship with
the accidental Prime Minister and burned his own career in the process, Mr. Mukherjee
put on the act of being the constant number two until he seized the title of the First
Citizen. But he completely messed up one relationship - with Cabinet colleague P.
Chidambaram. By then he was a prisoner of his own advisers.
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Daughter Sharmistha Mukherjee lived with him in the last days though she had not
accompanied him to the Rashtrapati Bhavan. His wife Suvra had passed away in 2015.
His son, Abhijit Mukherjee, was elected a Lok Sabha member once but his political career
did not take off. Another son, Indrajit, has no public profile.
A Bangla cultural aficionado, the former President was extremely popular in
Bangladesh also. He maintained close personal ties with Sheikh Hasina.
West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee did not like him for his affinity to the
State’s Left leaders and for other reasons, and she opposed his nomination as
presidential candidate until the last moment. The Left supported him in the contest. Mr.
Mukherjee’s ability and willingness to offer counsel to others extended to non- Congress
leaders, including Narendra Modi when the latter was the Gujarat Chief Minister and
after he became the Prime Minister too. Congress leaders have not been treated kindly
by Mr. Modi but “Pranab da” was an exception. Mr. Modi remained a regular visitor of
Mr. Mukherjee; Ms. Gandhi too occasionally dropped in, the last time in January.
In 2018, the Government of India announced Bharat Ratna, the highest civilian
honour of the country, for him. Around the same time, he addressed a gathering of the
RSS in Nagpur, in a stunning reincarnation of a man who had never let his intense
religiosity impede his secular vision. RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat had pleaded with him to
address the organisation’s conclave as President, but Mr. Mukherjee waited until after
he left the office. He made a speech to RSS volunteers on nationalism that had a
Rashomon effect on listeners - it was an endorsement of Hindutva nationalism and a
critique of it at once. One could take what one wants.
Ms. Sharmistha Mukherjee, a Congress politician, had warned him: “The speech will
be forgotten, visuals will remain and those will be circulated with fake statements”.
h t t p s : / / w w w. t h e h i n d u . c o m / n e w s / n a t i o n a l / p r a n a b - m u k h e r j e e - o b i t u a r y - t h e - e n d - o f - a - l o n g walk/article32488452.ece
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Pranab Mukherjee, India’s ‘Tall’ Son,
Was No Accidental President
Sudheendra Kulkarni*

P

ranab Mukherjee was short - only 5 feet 4 inches. Not very short by Indian
standards, but he somehow looked shorter, whether he was dressed in dhoti,
Bengali bhadralok style, or in bundgala (buttoned-up coat) and trouser. But his
height in India's political life, before he passed away on was comparable to the tallest
among his contemporaries.
HANDPICKED BY INDIRA, DROPPED BY RAJIV
His parliamentary life spanned 37 years, starting from 1969, which now seems such
a long time ago. At 34, he was handpicked by Indira Gandhi, who effected a split in her
own party in that year to give the Congress a decidedly socialist orientation. Mukherjee
retained that socialist streak in him throughout his life even though he was never
dogmatic in his ideology.
He held all major ministries - finance, defense, external affairs and commerce besides serving as deputy chairman of the Planning Commission, which was a highly
influential body in the past, unlike its present disempowered avatar as the Niti
* The writer has served as an aide to India's former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee and is founder of the 'Forum for a New South
Asia - Powered by India- Pakistan-China Cooperation'
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Aayog. He served under four Congress prime ministers - Indira Gandhi, Rajiv Gandhi,
PV Narasimha Rao and Dr Manmohan Singh. Even though prime ministership
eluded him, his political stature was almost equal to that of Dr Singh under UPA I
and UPA II.
Within the Congress, he was an important member of the party's brain trust and his
counsel was valued by every top leader.
He had razor sharp knowledge of history. It is a tribute to his intellectual acumen that
he quickly regained the respect and confidence of his colleagues even when his political
career sometimes suffered setbacks. The biggest setback came when Rajiv Gandhi
dropped him from the cabinet in 1985, following the tragic assassination of Indira
Gandhi. In recalling this incident Mukherjee is at his candid best in his book The
Turbulent Years: 1980-1996:
"All I can say is that he made mistakes and so did I. He let others influence him and
listened to their calumnies against me. I let my frustration overtake my patience."
NO 'ACCIDENTAL PRESIDENT'
The crowning glory of his life was when he was elected President of India in 2012. He
brought to the high office enormous experience, encyclopedic knowledge, and a balanced
understanding of the complex realities of society, politics and governance in India that
frequently test the canons of the Constitution. As the custodian of the Constitution, he
conducted his responsibilities with rectitude and independence, earning the respect of
two prime ministers of diametrically opposite personality traits- Dr Singh and Narendra
Modi, who represented a party that he, during his long career as a committed
Congressman, had strongly opposed.
True, he lacked the mass popularity of Dr APJ Abdul Kalam, a scientist who became
an 'Accidental President', but made the best of the opportunity that came his way.
Pranab da was a different kind of person. Even as a politician, he never played to the
gallery. He never hesitated to speak his mind in party forums, cabinet meetings and even
in parliamentary debates. In Rashtrapati Bhavan, he imparted the gravitas of an elder
statesman to the highest office of the Republic.
CAUTIONING THE GOVERNMENT
The President of India occupies the largest real estate in the national capital.
However, in the constitutional scheme of governance, not only are his powers limited but
there are also limitations on what he can and cannot say in public. Despite this,
Mukherjee used appropriate occasions to caution the government of the day, and also the
society at large, whenever India's core republican values were under stress. He often

T H E

D I S C U S S A N T

PEER REVIEWED REFEREED JOURNAL

CENTRE FOR REFORMS, DEVELOPMENT AND JUSTICE | JULY-SEPTEMBER, 2020

<52>

DISCUSSANT_51_57.qxd

13-Feb-50

7:25 PM

Page 53

PRANAB MUKHERJEE, INDIA'S 'TALL' SON, WAS NO ACCIDENTAL PRESIDENT

warned against growing intolerance in our society. He underscored the importance of
safeguarding freedom of speech, expression and debate.
In his Ramnath Goenka Memorial Lecture on 25 May 2017, he spoke some blunt
truths. "The question that faces all of us including the media is whether we will choose
to define ourselves as a nation enriched by the diversity of views or allow partisan views
to dominate our national narrative…He [Ramnath Goenka, owner of The Indian
Express] was a fighter, who in the face of attempts to control the press, exemplified his
willingness to stake all for his principles and to set the highest standards for press
freedom in India. The blank editorial published by The Indian Express during
Emergency was perhaps one of the strongest protests ever published against censorship
in India. It spoke more loudly than any words could have… Democracy without a free
press [is] like a blank piece of paper."
The rapidly declining standards of debate in Parliament and State Assemblies are a
constant reminder of India's malfunctioning democracy. Mukherjee, who was himself a
dedicated parliamentarian, expressed his concern and anguish on several occasions.
In his farewell address to the two Houses of Parliament on 23 July 2017, he counseled:
"When Parliament fails to discharge its law-making role or enacts laws without
discussion, I feel it breaches the trust reposed in it by the people of this great country."
He also showed his displeasure over the executive's habit of misusing the instrument of
Ordinances, which he said "should be used only in compelling circumstances and there
should be no recourse to Ordinances on monetary matters."
WHAT PM MODI COULD LEARN FROM PRANAB DA
His farewell address was remarkable for two more reasons. First, for the
broadmindedness he showed in paying tribute to stalwarts belonging to all political
parties. He reminisced:
"I entered Parliament at a time when [it] was full of experienced Parliamentarians
and leaders of the freedom movement, many of whom were brilliant speakers: M.C.
Chagla, Ajit Prasad Jain, Jairamdas Daulatram, Bhupesh Gupta, Joachim Alva,
Mahavir Tyagi, Raj Narain, Bhai Mahavir, Loknath Misra, Chitta Basu and many more.
In fact, Bhupesh Gupta [who belonged to the Communist Party of India] was truly a
legend in the Rajya Sabha…"
"My years in Parliament were further enriched by the wisdom of PV Narasimha Rao,
oration of Atal Bihari Vajpayee, cryptic one-liners of Madhu Limaye and Dr Nath Pai, wit
and humour of Piloo Modi, poetic discourses of Hiren Mukherjee, razor sharp repartee of
Indrajit Gupta, calming presence of Dr Manmohan Singh, mature advice of LK Advani
and passionate support of Sonia Gandhi on social legislations…. Listening to the
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stalwarts for hours and days in Parliament sitting in the Treasury or Opposition
Benches, I felt one with the soul of this living institution. I understood the real value of
debate, discussion and dissent."
Have we ever heard Prime Minister Modi show such genuine and fulsome
appreciation of the greatness of opposition leaders, especially Congress leaders, present
or past?
Second, giving the example of Indira Gandhi, he sent a message to those leaders who
think they never make mistakes:
"My career as a Parliamentarian was no doubt mentored by Shrimati Indira Gandhi.
Her steely determination, clarity of thought and decisive actions made her a towering
personality. She never hesitated to call a spade a spade. I remember after the defeat of
Congress in the post-Emergency election, we had gone to London in November 1978. A
large number of media persons in a fairly aggressive mood were waiting to ask Shrimati
Gandhi questions. The first question that was flung at her was, 'What have been your
gains from the Emergency?' Looking at the journalist squarely in the eye, in a level voice,
Indira Gandhi replied, 'In those 21 months, we comprehensively managed to alienate all
sections of Indian people.' Big silence followed by loud laughter! Not one question was
asked after that and the media persons just melted away. And I also learnt an early
lesson of acknowledging my mistakes and rectifying them. Self-correction in such
situations is always a better option than self-justification."
To anyone who is willing to learn, unlearn and relearn from one's own and others'
experiences, democracy is a great teacher. It dissolves dogmas, has a sobering effect on
bloated egos, and encourages politicians to grasp the profound truth of what Lenin,
quoting Mephistopheles from Goethe's Faust, used to say: "Theory, my friend, is gray, but
green is the eternal tree of life."
Mukherjee demonstrated his propensity to learn from the eternal and evergreen "Tree
of Life". Notwithstanding his socialist convictions, he became a great admirer of Deng
Xiaoping, whose bold pro-market reforms catalysed China's miraculous economic growth.
Therefore, from the late 1980s onwards, he began to see the need to promote the private
sector, including big business. An example of this is his admiration for the late Dhirubhai
Ambani, in whom he saw India's potential to build world-class and world-scale
enterprises in critical areas of national development.
It was, however, his failure - and also the failure of the Congress party and the
country as a whole - that India did not evolve a long-term and nationally acceptable
conceptual framework for achieving what may be called "socialism with Indian
characteristics".
This is one of the main reasons for the slow and unbalanced progress of economic and
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political reforms in India, with no strong commitment to the goal of social justice and
egalitarianism.
PRANAB MUKHERJEE'S VISIT TO RSS HQ
After he left Rashtrapati Bhavan in 2017, Mukherjee demonstrated his non-dogmatic
personality even more boldly when he visited the RSS headquarters in Nagpur on 7 June
2018 at the invitation of its chief, Mohan Bhagwat. Many a disapproving eyebrow was
raised at his decision, especially when he called the RSS founder, Dr
K.B. Hedgewar, "a great son of Mother India". But he silenced his critics with his
speech on 'Nation, Nationalism and Patriotism'.
It is one of the seminal expositions on a theme that has created so much division and
heat among Indian politicians and thinkers. With Bhagwat and RSS swayamsevaks
listening to him - and the entire national audience watching him live on TV - the former
President elaborately defended 'secularism' as one of the foundational pillars of Indian
civilisation and Constitution, and effectively countered the Sangh's advocacy of India as
a 'Hindu Rashtra'. For proof, read the following excerpts:
He goes on:
"We see the whole world as one family ('Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam') and pray for the
happiness and good health of all. Our national identity has emerged through a longdrawn process of confluence, assimilation, and co-existence. The multiplicity in culture,
faith and language is what makes India special. We derive our strength from tolerance.
We accept and respect our pluralism. We celebrate our diversity. These have been a part
of our collective consciousness for centuries. Any attempt at defining our nationhood in
terms of dogmas and identities of religion, region, hatred and intolerance will only lead
to dilution of our national identity."
"The concept of Modern …Nation and Nationalism was not bound by geography,
language, religion, or race. As Gandhiji explained, Indian nationalism was not exclusive,
nor aggressive, nor destructive. It was this Nationalism that Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru
so vividly expressed in the Discovery of India, and I quote, "I am convinced that
Nationalism can only come out of the ideological fusion of Hindu, Muslim, Sikh and other
groups in India. That does not mean that extinction of any real culture of any group, but
it does mean a common national outlook, to which other matters are subordinated."
"The soul of India resides in pluralism and tolerance. Secularism and inclusion are a
matter of faith for us. It is our composite culture which makes us into one nation. India's
Nationhood is not one language, one religion, one enemy. It is the 'Perennial
Universalism' of 1.3 billion people who use more than 122 languages and 1600 dialects
in their everyday lives, practice 7 major religions, belong to 3 major ethnic groups -
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Aryans, Mongoloids, and Dravidians - live under one system, one flag and one identity of
being 'Bharatiya' and have 'No Enemies'. That is what makes Bharat a diverse and
united nation."
Finally, quoting Kautilya's Shloka from Arthashastra, "inscribed near lift No. 6 in the
Parliament House"

iztklq[ks lq[ka jkK% iztkuka p fgrs fgre~A ukRefiz;a fgra jkK% iztkuka rq fiz;a fgre~AA
Mukherjee explained the fundamental duty and priority of the modern Indian State:
"In the happiness of the people lies the happiness of the king, their welfare is his
welfare…People are at the centre of all activities of the state and nothing should be done
to divide the people and create animosity amongst them. The aim of the state should be
to galvanise them to fight a concerted war against poverty, disease and deprivation and
to convert economic growth into real development. Let the objective of spreading Peace,
Harmony and Happiness inform the formulation of our public policy and guide all the
actions of our state and citizens in their everyday life."
MUKHERJEE-ADVANI INITIATIVE FOR CONGRESS-RSS DIALOGUE
As I look back at that important milestone in Mukherjee's life, I am gratified by the
fact that I was one of the few who praised him both before and after his visit to the RSS
headquarters.
In my first article in The Indian Express, I opined - "Pranab Mukherjee's proposed
trip to Nagpur holds a lesson for Rahul Gandhi: Don't be guided by the Left's view of the
Sangh." After the visit, I wrote - "Why Rahul and Bhagwat must talk", adding, "That
dialogue could weaken the centrality of 'secularism vs communalism debate".
I published another comment at The Quint explaining how "Gandhian Pranab and
'Half-Nehruvian' Bhagwat Won the Day At RSS Headquarters".
Finally, I must add a personal note to this homage.
As someone who worked closely with LK Advani during my long years with the BJP,
I can say that the BJP veteran is among the most grief-stricken persons today because
he has lost someone for whom he had high respect - and Pranab da reciprocated it in
equal measure.
I was very happy when, in May 2013, Mukherjee readily accepted my invitation to
grace a function organised by the Observer Research Foundation (ORF) Mumbai, with
which I was associated, to commemorate the 120th anniversary of Swami Vivekananda's
historic voyage from Mumbai to the West to participate in the Parliament of World
Religions in Chicago in 1893.
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A devotee of the teachings of Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and Vivekananda, he used
the occasion to make an important exhortation:
"I do believe that our foremost goal should be the revival of our proud traditions in
morality, ethics and social conduct. Our nation's progress should not be hampered by the
tarnishing of our national character or a weakening of the moral fibre of our society. We
seem to be losing our sense of right and wrong and good and bad as we pursue our
respective short-term objectives. As a result, not only is the greater public good being
sacrificed, but even the private search for success and happiness is yielding short-lived,
illusory and often counter-productive outcomes. Therefore, to remember Swami
Vivekananda is to remember his call for re-building India's national character."
I especially remember my long conversation with him, early last year, at his 10 Rajaji
Marg residence in New Delhi. I congratulated him for his effort, as a bridge-builder, to
initiate a dialogue between the RSS and its ideological adversaries. I further said, "This
dialogue is crucial for national unity and national progress. Now, this mission should be
expanded by you and Advaniji working together to start a sustained dialogue between
Mohan Bhagwat ji and Congress leaders." He responded positively to this suggestion. He
also listened very attentively to my views on the need for India to take the lead in
creating a bright future for South Asia.
This, I said, requires early normalisation of India-Pakistan relations on the basis of
an innovative solution to the Kashmir issue, and also comprehensive cooperation
between India and China. He said: "This is very close to my heart. I am ready to make
my contribution to this cause. Not only India-Pakistan, but we should also strengthen
India-Bangladesh friendship." Alas, Pulwama and Balakot happened soon after, followed
by CAA, NRC and the COVID crisis. And COVID hastened Pranab da's departure from
this world.
And a tall Indian has left us.
https://www.thequint.com/voices/opinion/former-president-pranab-mukherjee-obituary
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A Copybook President who
Played with a Straight Bat
Zafar Agha*

O

h my friend, where have you been” he greeted me effusively when I called on him
at his grand ministerial office in South Block. He had just taken over as Defence
Minister in Dr Manmohan Singh’s cabinet. He seemed to be in good humour and
was clearly having a good time and enjoying it. Pranab Mukherjee was positively
glowing.
I had also met Pranab da, as he was endearingly called by one and all, soon after his
homecoming to the Congress Party in 1989 after he had spent almost five years in
political wilderness. He fell from Rajiv Gandhi’s grace in 1985 and he refused to induct
him in his cabinet. The gossip mill maintained that after the assassination of Indira
Gandhi, he had staked his claim to be the caretaker Prime Minister and it was not taken
kindly by several Congress leaders.
Pranab Babu was the finance minister in 1982 and also the leader of the House in the
Rajya Sabha when Mrs Gandhi was assassinated. It was a snub he found hard to bear.
He left the Congress and formed his own party which never quite took off. He returned
to the Congress in 1989 and never looked back.

* The writer is the Editor-in-Chief of National Herald and was the former Editor-in- Chief of Qaumi Awaz
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He was spotted by the then West Bengal chief minister Sidharth Shankar Ray in the
early 1970s when Mukherjee was teaching Political Science in a Calcutta college. Ray
sent him to Rajya Sabha. Once in the Rajya Sabha, Pranab da came close to Indira
Gandhi, who in 1976 appointed him a junior minister.
He got along famously with Indira Gandhi when she returned to power in 1980. Indira
Gandhi gave him the big assignment of handling the economy as her Finance Minister.
It was the period when Pranab da learnt the art of managing power, developing contacts
both in the world of business and commerce as well as in politics. Dhiru Bhai Ambani
among many other big names in the Bombay industrial world befriended him and he
soon began to be seen as their man in Delhi. They were just a phone call away.
Pranab da was known as a trouble shooter within the Congress Party, a job he began
to do for Narasimha Rao in the early 1990s when Rao felt threatened from his colleagues
Arjun Singh and Sharad Pawar.
After aspiring to be the Prime Minister and having burnt his fingers in the process
earlier, he was content to be number two in the power hierarchy. It was a job he did with
such finesse that every Congress Prime Minister loved to keep him as his number two.
When Manmohan Singh took office as Prime Minister in 2004, he leaned heavily on
Mukherjee who served him as his master trouble shooter all through a decade between
2004-12. Even Congress President Sonia Gandhi took his counsel in party matters.
Mischievous newsmen would try to provoke him by telling him that he deserved to be
the Prime Minister since Dr Manmohan Singh was the RBI Governor when he was the
Finance Minister. But Mukherjee would deftly fend off the bouncers by declaring that
since he did not speak Hind well, he could never be the PM. One could never be sure if
he really meant it.
All those who came in close contact with Pranab da understood that he wished to be
the Prime Minister of the country when Manmohan Singh pipped him to the post. I once
bluntly asked him: “Dada, I expected you to be the Prime Minister in 2004; what went
wrong.” He looked at me, smiled, shrugged off his shoulders and just uttered a word:
“Destiny”.
But destiny did compensate him with the highest job in the country as President of
India in 2012. Pranab da served this post with dignity and poise that is required of a
president. Imagine, the man who served the Congress Party for almost five decades was
conferred Bharat Ratna by the NDA government headed by Narendra Modi in 2019.
Prime Minister Modi claimed to be charmed by Pranab da and acknowledged that he
had benefitted from Mukherjee’s advice. Like most deft politicians, Dada was a charmer
indeed. Modi publicly praised Pranab Mukherjee, who raised eyebrows by visiting the
RSS headquarters in Nagpur after relinquishing office of the President. He also
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addressed RSS volunteers. It shocked many Congressmen and his liberal admirers
outside.
Pranab da served India well for almost five decades in almost every key position in
the government, as minister and finally as India’s President. As President he played an
active role in the affairs of central universities. He was fond of interacting with Vice
Chancellors and often invited them to the Rashtrapati Bhavan for long workshops. He
also tried to spruce up a museum in the Rashtrapati Bhavan and threw the President’s
House open to visitors. While he tried to be a copybook President, he either did not or
could not restrain the Modi Government from taking controversial decisions including
the cancellation of the Rafale deal. Could he have played a more constructive and
restraining role, especially since he and Prime Minister Modi seemed to get on like a
house on fire?
The answer is possibly tucked into the last volume of his autobiography that he had
decreed would be published after his death. This volume is likely to deal with the UPA
years and his stint in the Rashtrapati Bhavan.
Earlier volumes have been staid and politically correct. It remains to be seen if the
last volume turns out to be the tell-all memoir that he was hinting at.
Rest in Peace, Pranab da. India will miss you.
https://www.nationalheraldindia.com/obituary/pranab-mukherjee1935-2020-he-was-a-copybook- presidentwho-played-with-a-straight-bat
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Pranab Mukherjee: People’s President
Jayant Ghoshal*

A

bout Pranab Mukherjee, Congress leader Jairam Ramesh once told me that he
was like Dhrupad Sangeet. If you don’t understand Dhrupad or if your ears are
not trained to listen to Dhrupad, then it will be difficult for you to enjoy the music.
The analogy with Dhrupad gives the impression that Mukherjee, senior Congress
leader and former President was a dreary person, who stayed a thousand hands away
from so-called modern gadgets, modern lifestyle, late night parties and instead
remained engrossed in politics and reading - a person from whom people might have
heard, when they went to him, about Congress politics before Indira Gandhi.
It also happened, when someone went to his place, that he would narrate details of
the first Congress session and explain how, from there, the party got transformed. So
many times listening to his references from 1956 and 1962, many would think that he
was a dreary person. I am absolutely in agreement with Jairam Ramesh, that to
understand this captivating persona one needs to understand him as a person.
Pranab Mukherjee had a long political career and began his journey with Ajoy
Mukherjee’s Bangla Congress. In 1969, he became a member of Rajya Sabha as the

* The writer a veteran political journalist and has been closely associated with late Pranab Mukherjee for long
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representative of the Bangla Congress. Later, he caught Indira Gandhi’s eye. How this
happened is a famous story, recounting which seems relevant today.
In 1969, Indira Gandhi was on the verge of nationalizing banks and Morarji Desai
was removed as Finance Minister, for which one of the reasons was that he was
planting the seeds of the syndicate that would go against Indira Gandhi - his vision
and ideology was Rightwing and he was against the nationalization of banks.
Indira Gandhi understood the importance of state-owned corporations and
nationalization of banks and wanted to move ahead with it. It was during that time,
one late evening when the Rajya Sabha was nearly empty and Indira Gandhi was
present because the Quorum could not be completed that she heard Pranab
Mukherjee’s speech in the House.
In his speech he noted why it was necessary to nationalize banks, contradicting
those who opposed it saying that according to Article 19 of the Constitution, Right to
Property was a Fundamental Right and banks being private property, their
nationalization would be interpreted as intervening in the rights of the people.
Mukherjee mentioned that in London, when (nineteenth century) Conservative Prime
Minister Robert Peel was discussing the abolition of slavery in Britain, those opposed
to it gave an explanation of the same sort - claiming it was a fundamental right and,
therefore, could in no way be abolished. Mukherjee said that these opponents of the
abolition of slavery ultimately lost and the reason for this was that with time things
change, hence a Fundamental Right was also correlative in democracy and it was
unjustified to consider it a permanent notion and move towards undemocratic
backwardness. India was also going through economic transformation and hence we
need to free ourselves from the primitive idea of private property and bring in changes
like nationalization of banks, he noted in his speech. In much the same way that, in
spite of much opposition by John Locke and John Stuart Mill in the House of
Commons, the Bill to continue with slavery was not passed, similarly the privatization
of banks could not happen.
This explanation of connecting slavery with the nationalization of banks was
extraordinary. Listening to it, Indira Gandhi was surprised and impressed at the same
time. She asked Om Mehta, then the party’s chief whip, about the young man who had
delivered the brilliant speech. Om Mehta found out about Mukherjee and told her
about him as also did the veteran Communist leader Bhupesh Gupta, who was close to
her.
Since then Pranab Mukherjee was under the benign eye of Indira Gandhi and
gradually became her favourite. What happened following the merger of the Bangla
Congress with the Congress is now history. He became very close to Indira Gandhi.
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Since then he was omnipresent in the Congress party, be it the era of P.V. Narasimha
Rao or of Manmohan Singh. Although he left the Congress when Rajiv Gandhi was
Prime Minister, it was a decision that he came to regret, saying it was a grave mistake.
When we got into journalism in 1984, he had formed the Rashtriya Samajwadi Party.
I would travel with him to the Election Commission and saw his dire situation. Not
many people attended the meetings, yet he fought his best. Later on, even Rajiv
Gandhi realised his mistake and in the Tripura Legislative Assembly he involved
Pranab Mukherjee and brought him back into the party.
Unfortunately, Rajiv Gandhi passed away. I’ve heard that he had planned on
making Mukherjee the Finance Minister. He had made him the chief of the economic
cell of AICC. But Mukherjee’s luck did not favour him at the time. After Rajiv Gandhi’s
death, Mukherjee became the crisis manager in the tumultuous politics of the time in
order to protect Indian democracy. I met Mukherjee in 1984. I met him through Amiya
Dutta, president of the District Congress, who joined Mukherjee’s party, the
Rashtriya Samajwadi Congress. Back then he would be on tour with Mukherjee,
who I finally met at his apartment in Southern Avenue. He was on his divan and that
was my first meeting with him.
After that, I have travelled with him to quite a number of places in India or abroad.
Today I feel one thing that I saw when he was President, holding a major constitutional
post as head of state - that all his life he had carried on with the anguish that he knew
he had the capability to be Prime Minister. When he joined the government of
Manmohan Singh he was not very excited about it. The day Manmohan Singh became
Prime Minister, he was thinking about his role in government because at first there
was a discussion regarding giving him the Ministry of Home Affairs.
Later on, that got altered and he was given the Defence Ministry. He understood
that somewhere there was a trust deficit with the Gandhi family, which did not end till
the last day. He was number two to Indira Gandhi. Howsoever effective he might have
been, it was difficult for him to be acquiescent to any other leader. He had worked with
many other leaders, like Sitaram Kesri. He would tell me that whoever held the post,
he respected the chair.
Let me share a funny incident. Once, I went to Pranab Mukherjee’s room and I was
standing because he was going through a file and didn’t look up. I was standing as he
hadn’t asked me to sit. Looking up, he saw me and said, “Why don’t you sit down? Sit
down please!” Then, he narrated a story he said he remembered when he saw me
standing. When he was Deputy Minister in the Finance Ministry, the Finance
Secretary was elder to him. It so happened that once he entered the room and
Mukherjee failed to notice him and he kept standing. On being asked, the bureaucrat
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told him, “I might be senior to you in age but you’re the minister and I am your
secretary and according to the Constitutional protocol I must abide by it. I will only sit
if you ask me to.” Then, jokingly sharing the story with me, he said, “You’re no
bureaucrat, you’re a journalist, then why are you abiding by all these protocols?”
Everytime I spoke to him, I would come away enriched by stories from the past and
many such anecdotes.
Today, on the sudden demise of Pranab Mukherjee, many memories are coming
back. He had incredible distinguishing aspects about himself. Many are aware of him
being a foodie. As much as he loved food he used to fast as well. He would fast on
various occasions and performed the Chandi Path. It so happened that Sonia Gandhi
got to know about the Chandi Path - unless it was really an emergency, he would never
take calls before 10 am for this. I am not sure in Indian politics if it would have been
possible for anyone barring Pranab Mukherjee to chant the entire Chandi Path in
Parliament.
I knew about Kamalapati Tripathi and Pranab Mukherjee was practically his
disciple. Congress is a secular party but the party abided by Hindu culture and hence
many used to say that Pranab Mukherjee was maintaining the tradition of Hindu
Brahmin since Rajendra Prasad, yet was not communal. He had maintained the trait
of Kamalapati Tripathi, which Congress never really paid much heed to.
However, as a Bengali, in no way was he ever seen as a Hindu Brahmin. Although
while dealing with the BJP’s Hindutva, Pranab Mukherjee’s characteristics were
composite in nature and involved unity amongst the diversity in religion including
Hindus, Muslims. He always represented India’s variety and diversity. I’ve said this
about Pranab Mukherjee: that his individuality is of consensus making.
He was never really a confrontationist. He was known as the Chanakya of Indian
politics because he was a great negotiator, manipulator and everything which was
necessary for politics he had them all. I remember, when Manmohan Singh had raised
the cry of financial liberalism, Narasimha Rao was Prime Minister and was going
ahead with economic reforms. At this time, during the assembly polls in Andhra
Pradesh, N.T Rama Rao started to give out rice at Rs 2 per kg and the populist
measure helped him to become Chief Minister. As for Rao, in spite of being a Telegu
scholar, he lost in his own state to NTR.
Manmohan Singh and his economic reforms were blamed for the loss. It was said
that the hard reforms affected the poor people. Pranab Mukherjee was Deputy
Chairman of the Planning Commission and at the meeting of the Congress Working
Committee a midway was proposed, that is economic reforms but with a human face.
Rao had faith in Manmohan Singh’s policy and so was the case with Pranab Mukherjee
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but he suggested a way that would serve the purpose without chaos. This is one of the
characteristics of Pranab Mukherjee. He was always the crisis manager, he brought
people out of conflict and found a midway.
He was not born with a golden spoon in his mouth. His father was a freedom fighter,
a Congress leader. But he made it. He held the highest constitutional position in India.
It is very difficult to find someone like him. With experience, he had enriched himself
but not with familial exposure. We christened him the Chanakya of Indian politics. In
Bengal, from Subhas Chandra Bose to Chittaranjan Das, an anti Delhi politics was
evident. Pranab Mukherjee, a Bengali, instead of doing anti Delhi politics became the
key Bengali in national politics. I keep saying that the way Pranab Mukherjee had
made it, nobody else had.
On July 25, 2012, Pranab Mukherjee stepped into Rashtrapati Bhavan as the
thirteenth President. Of all the leaders who have been President, he was the only one
who became President with so much experience - as in, he was Foreign Minister twice,
Commerce Minister, Deputy Chairman of the Planning Commission, member of the
Congress Working Committee, to name some posts he held. Actually, apart from the
Prime Ministership, there was hardly any important post that he did not hold. If it is
asked, how was he as President, then I would say India had two kinds of Presidents:
Zail Singh, who while in Rashtrapati Bhavan wanted to prepare the blueprint for the
plot against Rajiv Gandhi which he failed. On the other hand was the most obedient
President, Pratibha Patil, who never showed signs of disagreement.
Pranab Mukherjee was somewhere in between. He told me that, “In the
Constitution, a President’s post is full of splendour but as a titular head, abiding by the
Constitution, whatever the Cabinet decides, a President has to follow. If a dispute
arises regarding any Bill, a President may look at it to review it but if the Bill comes
back, the President has to sign it anyway. If I cannot change in spite of showing
disapproval, so what is the use of any kind of protest.” To highlight the thoughts of the
President, some of the presidents can do such via the news media.
But Pranab Mukherjee did not want to do that. By studying the British system and
the role of the Queen in relation to the Cabinet, he saw that the President had a
creative role as well even as he followed the Constitution. He took the middle path,
that is whenever he had any objection he used to state it to the Prime Minister over
the phone. The Prime Minister would come and explain and a discussion would take
place. For example, he signed the Bill on capital punishment because he believed that
even as one observed human rights, there could be capital punishment. He decided in
favour of capital punishment although he was criticized for this. But in case of issuance
of ordinances by avoiding Parliament, he had his objections. But instead of going to the
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news media, he informed the Prime Minister. In many cases, the Prime Minister had
agreed with the objections. He visited Israel. He wished to visit Palestine as well,
which was not part of the original time-table.
Since we were never anti Palestine, the Modi government had spoken with the
Israel government and there was no objection from their end either. Post Arafat, new
dimensions have opened between Israel and Palestine and according to his wishes, the
tour and time-table and itinerary were prepared and Mukherjee visited Palestine.
Hence as president he had taken up an active role without complaint or
dissatisfaction. This is how our Pranab Babu was. Pranab Mukherjee means unity, a
crisis manager throughout his extensive political career from 1969 to date and he had
always given primacy to the voice of democracy and unity.
https://indianewengland.com/2020/08/obituary-pranab-mukherjee-peoples-president/
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India's former president who
never became Prime Minister
Devjyot Ghosal*

D

uring five decades in Indian politics, Pranab Mukherjee, who died on Monday
after a lung infection, led some of the nation’s most powerful ministries and
eventually became its president, but the ultimate prize still eluded him: the
prime ministership. Mukherjee tested positive for COVID-19 on Aug. 10 and had been in
hospital since. He was 84.
Valued for his ability to build consensus by exerting his charm to bring together
disparate groups, Mukherjee never won the top job, despite decades of loyalty to the
Congress party.
The former college teacher and journalist lacked a grassroots political base, but held
more than a dozen federal portfolios between 1973 and 2012, ranging from commerce and
finance to defence and foreign affairs.
But he could also raise hackles, as when finance minister in 2012, he demanded a
$2-billion payment from Vodafone, then India’s largest overseas corporate investor, as
part of a retrospective tax on long-concluded corporate deals.
Mukherjee entered parliament in 1969, following his father into the Congress party
led by Indira Gandhi, just as she steered the country on a sharp turn towards socialism.
* The writer is a correspondent with Reuters in Delhi
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He rose under Gandhi’s mentorship, only to be sidelined by her son, Rajiv, after
elections in 1984.
But Mukherjee managed to regain his proximity to the Congress leadership and the
Gandhi family, becoming one of India’s most influential politicians during the 1990s and
2000s, by building a deep network of inter-party relationships.
“Everybody realised he was so clever that they would rather have him as a number
two than a number one,” said Sanjaya Baru, a former adviser to Manmohan Singh, the
architect of India’s financial reforms who beat Mukherjee to the top job in 2004. “He had
a tremendous role on policies, right from the 1980s.”
Mukherjee’s reward then should have been a stint as prime minister, by his own
estimation as well as that of some others, but he was passed over by Rajiv’s Italian- born
widow, Sonia, who gave it instead to Singh, an Oxbridge-trained economist.
In 2012, Mukherjee resigned from parliament to take the largely figurehead role of
head of state. He was sworn in as India’s 13th president, with cross-party support that
underlined his wide acceptability, an attribute rare in Indian politics.
A corruption scandal two years into his presidency led to a defeat in general elections
for Congress, which has ruled India for most of its independent history, and Mukherjee
had to swear in Hindu nationalist leader Narendra Modi as prime minister.
Born on Dec. 11, 1935 in the village of Mirati, in the eastern state of West Bengal,
Mukherjee studied history, political science and law.
“My passion has been the service of the people of India,” Mukherjee said in a speech
summing up 50 years in public life when he left the office of president in 2017.
https://www.reuters.com/article/india-mukherjee-obituary-idUSL4N2FD2VV
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Pranab Mukherjee: The politician with
an impeccable sense of timing
Anand Vardhan*

A

s he entered his eightieth year in December 2014, and almost midway through his
presidential term, Pranab Mukherjee got his sense of timing right again. He
began publishing his reflections on over four decades in public life.
“A boy who moved from a flickering lamp in a remote village in West Bengal to the
glittering chandeliers of India’s capital” is how he described himself in The Dramatic
Decade, the first book in the trilogy of his memoirs. The Turbulent Years would be
published while he was still in Rashtrapati Bhavan and The Coalition Years three
months after his term had ended in 2017.
It was a measure of his presence and influence in the corridors of power that the
account of his long career could also be read as an insider’s view of the shifting sands of
Indian politics.
Five years earlier, in the twilight of his life, he had reconciled with the reality that he
would never be the Congress party’s candidate for prime minister. So, he signed off active
politics to become the country’s thirteenth president. And over two decades before that,
a similar adjustment had paved his return to the capital’s power elite. In the end, it was

* The writer is a staffer with Newslaundry
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the political instinct of cautious recalibration that proved far more useful to him than the
brief spells of anxious, even adventurous, response.
Born in 1935 at Mirat, a village in what is now Bengal’s Birbhum, Pranab Mukherjee
was introduced to public life early. His father, Kamada Mukherjee, actively participated
in the independence movement and went on to represent the Congress in the West
Bengal Legislative Council from 1952 to 1964.
After completing his early education in Birbhum, Pranab Da, as he was fondly called,
earned a master’s in political science and history from Calcutta University and
supplemented it with a degree in law. As a young man, he tried middle-class professions
in Kolkata - a clerk in the Post and Telegraph department, a journalist with the Bengali
publication Desher Dak, a political science teacher at the Vidyanagar College. It was in
politics, however, that he found his calling.
His political management skills came to wide attention when he successfully anchored
VK Krishna Menon’s Lok Sabha byelection campaign in Midnapore in 1969. Indira
Gandhi’s Congress spotted him as a resource to be used in Delhi and gave him a Rajya
Sabha seat, which he would hold on for five terms until 2004.
In the early 1970s, Pranab Da’s role as a key aide to Indira grew and so did his stature
within the party. His position as a minister of industrial development didn’t explain his
growing stature. What did was that Indira found him valuable for two reasons.
First, as her confidence grew after wresting control of the splintered Congress and her
popularity as a national leader soared with the liberation of East Pakistan after the 1971
war, she needed trusted aides and political managers more than leaders with popular
bases. A sense developed that her popularity was enough to cover for the lack of mass
appeal of her close loyalists and even the new protégé. In a phase when her dependence
on bureaucrats such as P N Haksar was widely known, Pranab Da was instrumental in
creating a pool of her political aides.
Second, his competence in understanding constitutional provisions, parliamentary
procedures, and drafting notes was seen as an asset.
In spite of its vagaries, the 70s ensured a larger role for Pranab Da in any future
power establishment led by the Congress. In his memoirs, he calls it the “dramatic
decade”, listing the 1971 war, the events leading up to and following the declaration of
the Emergency in 1975, and the emergence of coalition politics with the rise of the Janata
Party as the “epochal events” of the period.
Pranab Da’s discomfiture or otherwise with apparently authoritarian measures was
unknown, but the Shah commission appointed by the Janata Party government did
question his role in the excesses of the Emergency. He emerged unhurt, though, as the
commission itself lost credibility in the face of allegations of exceeding its brief.
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He certainly reaped the reward for standing firmly with India after her electoral
setback in 1977. By the time she returned as prime minister in 1980, Pranab Da had
risen to be the party’s leader in the Rajya Sabha. A few years into Indira’s new regime,
he found himself elevated as the finance minister, in which role he helped India repay its
IMF loan.
In his memoirs, he would mark this phase as the beginning of India’s “turbulent
years’’ that lasted until the mid-90s. Pranab Da attributed the turbulence to the change
in Indira’s style of governance, the tragic loss of her son, Sanjay Gandhi, in 1980, and
that Indian politics had changed quite a lot since her last previous in power.
After Indira’s assassination in 1984, Pranab Da couldn’t sustain the momentum of his
rise. Any possibility he had of succeeding Indira disappeared when the Congress handed
over its leadership to her son, Rajiv Gandhi.
Two factors worked against Pranab Da. First, Rajiv had his own coterie, the Babalog
brigade of schoolmates and sundry camp followers. Second, the perception gained ground
that Pranab Da was siding with a section of the Congress that was unhappy with Rajiv’s
leadership.
Then, Rajiv won a landslide victory in the 1984 parliamentary election and
consolidated his hold on the party. He instantly dropped Pranab Da from the central
ministry and sent him to head the Congress in Bengal. By 1986, Pranab Da could not
take his marginalisation anymore and floated his party, the Rashtriya Samajwadi
Congress.
But his lack of mass appeal proved to be his party’s undoing and it was routed in the
1987 Assembly election. This led to a moment of stock-taking of his career and the
important realisation that, in the power play of democratic politics, even the most skilled
backroom operator can’t replace a leader with popular support.
Pranab Da let his party merge with the Congress in 1989, but the loss of the Congress
in that year’s parliamentary election ensured that he couldn’t be rehabilitated in Delhi’s
power structure. Two years later, Rajiv was assassinated and a new political
dispensation came into being in Delhi. P V Narasimha Rao led the Congress back to
power, and brought Pranab Da back into the reckoning, making him deputy chairman of
the now-defunct Planning Commission and, later, India’s foreign minister.
After the Congress was voted out in 1996, Pranab Da focused on helping the Gandhis
wrest back the control of the party from the growing ambitions of leaders such as
Sitaram Kesari, its then chief. In doing so, he not only won back the Gandhi family’s
confidence, he made himself vital to the political strategy of Sonia Gandhi, who had
witnessed the value her mother-in-law placed in him but also the rather mixed record of
misgivings and reconciliation with her late husband.

T H E

D I S C U S S A N T

PEER REVIEWED REFEREED JOURNAL

CENTRE FOR REFORMS, DEVELOPMENT AND JUSTICE | JULY-SEPTEMBER, 2020

<71>

DISCUSSANT_69_73.qxd

13-Feb-50

7:25 PM

Page 72

PRANAB MUKHERJEE: THE POLITICIAN WITH AN IMPECCABLE SENSE OF TIMING

After Sonia took control of the Congress in 1998, Pranab Da was reinstated in the
party’s top rung as a general secretary. As a key party strategist, he was reluctant to
embrace the idea of coalitions and alliances, even though he describes this phase of
Indian politics as the years of coalition. In the Coalition Years, he recalls that when the
Congress decided on alliance-building as a strategy to defeat the BJP-led
National Democratic Alliance, he was “the lone voice stating a contrarian view as I
believed that sharing a platform or power with other parties would undermine our
identity”.
In some ways, his reluctance was rooted in an absorptive, though old, idea of the
party, what political scientist Rajni Kothari describes as the “Congress system”. It was
the idea of a Congress that could assimilate and represent diverse interests and
ideologies. But that era was gone; the party could no longer do so as Pranab Da would
realise.
In 2004, when the United Progressive Alliance, led by the Congress, took power and
Sonia refused to be the prime minister, Pranab Da expected to be the party’s choice for
the post. Indeed, in his book, he alludes to the support he had in the party to get the job.
Sonia had different ideas, however, and Pranab Da quickly made peace with being the
number two in the government, led by Manmohan Singh. One of his less noticed but
important moments in 2004 was his win from the Jangipur Lok Sabha constituency in
Bengal. It was satisfying for him to enter the parliament by winning the popular vote.
Until then, he had only been in the Rajya Sabha. He retained the seat in 2009, and later
his son, Abhijit Mukherjee, represented the constituency until 2019.
In the five years of UPA-1 and three years of UPA-2 before he left for Rashtrapati
Bhavan, he served as the minister for defence, finance and external affairs. Moreover, he
headed as many as 97 Groups of Ministers.
In spite of being denied his preferred home ministry, the UPA years were when he
enjoyed the most power in his political career. According to his account, he was closely
consulted on every important and strategic matter by the Congress president as well as
the prime minister. Political observers could see that he had an easy relationship with
the party president - mutual respect built on his role as the responsible party patriarch
and troubleshooter and her leadership of the party rooted in the legacy of the Gandhi
family.
Two years after deciding to end his innings as a career politician and move to
Rashtrapati Bhavan, he witnessed one of the most defining moments of the last three
decades in Indian politics. In 2014, the BJP became the first party since 1984 to win a
clear majority. In the tradition of the non-partisan office of the president, Pranab Da
struck up a smooth relationship with the new prime minister, Narendra Modi. The
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rapport was borne out of mutual respect: Pranab Da praised Modi for his “unique
capacity to work very hard”, while Modi regarded Pranab Da as a “father-like figure” and
guide as well as a statesman. A definite testimony to this appreciation came in January
2019 when the Modi government chose to confer Bharat Ratna on Pranab Da.
After completing his tenure, Pranab Da found himself unfettered by the constraints
of office and his past association with the Congress. He chose to engage with the ideas
and institutions which he thought were crucial in India’s social, cultural and the political
life. Unmoved by attempts at dissuasion by a few Congress leaders, including his
daughter Sharmistha Mukherjee, he accepted the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh’s
invitation to attend its annual valedictory function at its Nagpur headquarters in 2018.
In the last days of his life, Pranab Da longed for his native place. He asked his son
Abhijit to bring him jackfruit from their village. Abhijit went to Mirati and brough
jackfruit to Delhi. “He had some jackfruit. He was so happy,” Abhijit remembered. In
what could be seen as a measure of his longevity in and grasp of the vagaries of Indian
politics and intricacies of governance, Pranab Da’s was a sought-after address for
political education. Admirers of his elephantine political memory were as diverse as
Sonia Gandhi and Narendra Modi.
However, besides the slice of good fortune that he admitted in his reaction to receiving
Bharat Ratna, his success in public life showed how a blend of restraint with a sense of
timing can be the political virtue of the silently ambitious. After all, Pranab Da gave a
sense of organising even the political life into compartments, in which each had a time.
After getting jackfruit from his village, he seemed happy enough with the last of those
compartments.
https://www.newslaundry.com/2020/08/31/pranab-mukherjee-the-politician-with-an-impeccable-sense-oftiming
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The Telegraph*

P

ranab Mukherjee was an unusual politician and his success was unusual given that
the odds were stacked against him. He was not a grassroots politician and he lost
most of the elections he contested. He was not an intellectual in the Bengali sense of
the word and he didn’t come from an English-speaking background (all his life he spoke the
Queen’s language with a heavy Bengali accent). He was also singularly lacking in charisma.
He thus broke all the rules that had governed Bengal’s politics harking back to C.R. Das and
Subhas Chandra Bose to Siddhartha Shankar Ray and Jyoti Basu.
But he had other strengths. Most notable was the fact that he was born into politics.
From their home in Mirati village, his father Kamada Kinkar Mukherjee controlled, and
had an iron grip on, Birbhum district politics. Along with his alphabet, his son learnt the
first rules of public life: influence-peddling and networking. He was a zealous student
and never forgot the lessons.
Mukherjee’s first big opportunity came soon after he had moved to Calcutta in the
1960s and dived into the thick of state politics. The Syndicate that ruled the Congress
Party in Bengal, as elsewhere, threw a dissident leader out of the party. Mukherjee
sensed that politics in India was changing and he chose to side with the dissident leader
and was also expelled.
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He had timed it perfectly. Feelings against the Congress party were rising and in the
assembly elections the dissidents scraped together enough seats to be the deciding factor.
The Left successfully wooed the breakaway Congress by agreeing to make the Congress
dissident leader the chief minister. Even Jyoti Basu agreed to serve as the deputy chief
minister.
Mukherjee knew though that no good could come out of an association with the
Communist party. By then, the Congress Party had split into two parties - the Indira
Gandhi Congress and the old Congress. Mukherjee skilfully negotiated a way for his
group to ally with Indira Gandhi and even managed to win himself a junior minister
portfolio in Delhi. His senior in the ministry was Kamlapati Tripathi, a UP Brahmin who
preferred temple-hopping to ploughing through ministerial files.
That task was left to the young Mukherjee who learnt the other important lesson, one
his father had not taught him, namely that if you want to run India, you must know your
files. He was not house tamed by the babus -- he became one.
Mukherjee was not quite the ultimate old-school politician. True, he had friends in
every political nook and cranny and beyond, and he knew when to cash in on his
friendships. True, he held almost all the great offices of state, shuttling between finance,
defence and external affairs with equal ease. But he had one redeeming feature which
the rest lacked. He could read, and he read, every file that came his way. Jagjivan Ram,
the most outstanding of all Indira Gandhi’s ministers, was once asked who was the best
minister he had seen. “Pranab Mukherjee,” Ram replied.
Why? “He reads the files” was Ram’s response. Others had different views. Arun
Jaitley who regarded Mukherjee highly thought there was always a danger of losing the
tree for the wood. Pranab had a fondness for Jaitley but thought that without spending
time on files, one could never have a grip on the Ministry. Understandably, Mukherjee’s
role model as Finance Minister was C.D. Deshmukh, a civil servant who went on to
become the governor of the Reserve Bank and then the Finance Minister.
Mukherjee harboured ambitions of being prime minister but being elevated to the
presidency was an impressive consolation prize.
In the political world, he was famed for his elephantine memory that made him the
go-to man during any political discussion. Whether it was Bengal or any other part of the
country, he could rattle off events and even the dates on which they occurred. “He was a
‘human computer’ like Shakuntala Devi. In most states, he could also give you the macro
picture. He was relied on for spot information,” said a former bureaucrat. In addition, he
was a meticulous diary-writer and brought out two books based on his memories and the
contents of his diaries.
Mukherjee held a law degree as well as an MA in history and political science. He
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often made jokes about his diminutive stature. Many in the political world turned up at
his doorstep for advice when they were in difficulties. Once he shifted into a counselling
role, many say, he would switch off his political side.
He was also an administrator who could keep his cool when all others around him
were losing theirs. Towards the end of his political career, bureaucrats reported he got
irritable more quickly but even that was only an occasional flare-up, such as on
TV when he ticked off interviewer Rajdeep Sardesai and told him to mind his tone
when speaking to a former president of India.
Above all, he was a man who cared about politics and political processes. One visitor
to Rashtrapati Bhavan found him intently watching the parliamentary proceedings on
Lok Sabha TV and muttering irately at the screen: “He should not have said that.” Early
in his career, he caught Sanjay Gandhi’s eye and was catapulted to high office even before
he was 40. It is said he won his attention with the help of Kamal Nath, who was, at the
time, a Calcutta businessman but making his mark in politics.
Mukherjee proved his worth as a junior minister in the finance ministry. Noida, on
Delhi’s outskirts, was Sanjay Gandhi’s pet project but even he could not get the State
Bank of India to open a branch in Noida. At Mukherjee’s suggestion, the Finance
Ministry was split into two independent entities -- Revenue and Finance -- both reporting
independently to the prime minister. As the revenue minister, Mukherjee instructed the
State Bank of India to open the branch. The problem was resolved and a legend, that of
the go-to man, was born.
By 1980, when Indira Gandhi returned to power after the brief Janata Party
interregnum, Mukherjee received a huge promotion and was made Commerce Minister
at the age of only 47 -- still very youthful by Indian political standards.
In 1982, two years later, his dreams came true. He became the Finance Minister of
India. Mukherjee fought the election against Indira Gandhi’s wishes and lost. Indira
Gandhi was reluctant to include a defeated candidate. It was Sanjay Gandhi who
persuaded his mother to change her mind. It also set the curious precedence for finance
ministers (or wannabe finance ministers) who lost the election to be inducted into the
Cabinet through the back door. Arun Jaitley and Jaswant Singh took advantage of this
unfortunate example. Manmohan Singh did one better. He became the Prime Minister.
Pranab Mukherjee was essentially a Sanjay Gandhi protégé but he was aware of the
negative consequence of this association. He downplayed this relationship and instead
pulled out all the stops to portray himself as an Indira Gandhi man.
But his relationship with Sanjay was to haunt him later in his career. Rajiv didn’t
trust the Sanjay men and Mukherjee’s clumsy effort to become an interim prime minister
when Indira Gandhi was assassinated was seen as an additional and very glaring black
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mark. Pranab was not included in the Rajiv Cabinet in 1984 and later at the first
opportunity, Rajiv Gandhi expelled him from the Congress Party. It took
him a great deal of effort (and a failed attempt to launch a party) to be allowed back.
Mukherjee admitted that being dropped from the cabinet left him “shell shocked and
flabbergasted”. The Rajiv years were for Mukherjee the years of wilderness and the
political aridity spilled over to the Rao era. He could regain a cabinet berth only in 1995
after 12 long years in the no-man’s land.
Earlier, it was during his time in the Commerce Ministry that he grew close to
Dhirubhai Ambani and the Reliance Group. At the Commerce Ministry, he learnt the
intricacies of how, especially in the heyday of the licence raj, duties could make or break
products and, indeed, companies.
By the time Mukherjee was back in favour, the Rajiv Gandhi government had lost its
energy amidst the artillery fire surrounding the Bofors gun deal, and also the Shah Bano
imbroglio. Later, he was pipped to the post to be finance minister in P. V. Narasimha
Rao’s government. Mukherjee had misread Rao as he earlier had misread Rajiv Gandhi.
He had also misread the change in ideological climate. Globalisation was beginning and
was being endorsed even by communist countries. Deng’s China and Gorbachev’s Russia
had all mended their ways. Mukherjee, a diehard statist, was the wrong man at the
wrong time.
Not merely did Rao have a new finance minister, he also had a radically new economic
policy. The nation had made a 180-degree turn. Mukherjee was history’s baggage. Still
he got another innings when Chidambaram was replaced by Mukherjee in the UPA era.
But he was clearly at odds with the new India. Worse, he was largely blamed for the
economic downturn of the UPA2 that paved the way for a Modi triumph. His last act as
the Finance Minister was to introduce the infamous Retrospective Taxation which
amended a 50-year-old regulation and gave the government power to change laws with
retrospective effect. This was Mukherjee’s last hurrah and a valiant last-ditch effort to
bring back the rules- regulation Raj. From all accounts, he succeeded. The new law is
said to be the single important factor in reducing foreign investments in India. His
departure in 2012 for the Rashtrapati Bhavan saved him some embarrassment.
Mukherjee himself always insisted he couldn’t become prime minister because he
didn’t speak fluent Hindi. Others joked that, with his strong Bengali accent, he didn’t
speak English either. Even after decades in Delhi and criss-crossing the world, his accent
didn’t change the slightest. Some put this down to his innate belief in Bengali superiority.
“Bengalis know there is only one language on earth and English is just a dialect of
Bangla,” said another bureaucrat who knew him well. Mukherjee was unfazed whether
he was meeting the Queen of Great Britain or any other world leader. “He would speak
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to the Queen in Buckingham Palace and he stuck to his village college-teacher English.
He didn’t care about his background or his height,” the bureaucrat said. Mukherjee’s first
job had been as a lecturer in a local college before he shifted to Calcutta.
It was common knowledge that Mukherjee, and many others, blamed former West
Bengal chief minister Siddhartha Shankar Ray - with whom he didn’t get along -- for the
Emergency. But Mukherjee, himself, was a prime beneficiary of the Emergency and a
charter member of the Sanjay Gandhi faction. He was also at odds with former minister
A.B.A. Ghani Khan Chowdhary, another Congress Party mass leader in Bengal.
In other ways, he was the quintessential Congressman and he took a stern line on
communalism. Once when a communal incident broke out and others were caught offbalance, he delivered a strong lecture, quoting, as he was wont, earlier instances when
the Congress had fought communalism - even throwing in the exact dates when the
incidents had happened.
Later in life, however, he took a milder line towards an organisation like the RSS. He
adopted the view, as one observer explained, that “if you keep them in the doghouse, they
will do many things in an effort to shock you”. Mukherjee argued that the RSS should be
mainstreamed and that would force them to “soften down,” the observer said. That
outlook may have been the reason for his trip to Nagpur in 2018 where he addressed RSS
swayamsevaks and even praised the institution’s founder, though he did also emphasize
the importance of tolerance.
It was an open secret that Mukherjee wasn’t Sonia Gandhi’s first choice for the
presidency. But he built up support at different levels and is said to have forced her hand
and easily won the largely ceremonial post. He had recognised he was growing older and
the one job he wanted wasn’t coming to him. Later, when Narendra Modi became Prime
Minister, he knew that nothing would induce the BJP to give him a second term, but he
did sound out Modi gently about his re-election. “You are a Congress nominee,” said Modi
almost mischievously. “If the Congress Party proposes your name, we shall consider it,”
Modi added. Mukherjee knew the game was lost. He bowed out quietly and gracefully,
citing “health complications relating to old age”.
Modi was otherwise kind to Mukherjee. He may not have given him a second term but
he did honour him with the Bharat Ratna. That was more a put down to Advani (who
certainly contributed much more to the nation from the Hindutva point of view) and also
to Manmohan Singh (whose contributions surpass Mukherjee’s by the long shot).
It marked a low-key close to a long and illustrious political career. While it wasn’t
perhaps the triumphant finale that he might have chosen for himself, it was very far
from an ignominious ending.
Mukherjee was predeceased by his wife, Suvra Mukherjee, who died in 2015. The
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couple had two sons and a daughter. Sharmistha Mukherjee is an accomplished Kathak
dancer and choreographer who contested the 2015 Delhi Assembly election as a Congress
candidate but failed to win. Abhijit Mukherjee served as a Congress MP from Bengal
from 2012 to 2019.
In 2012, Sharmistha wrote about her father for India Today, recalling he had to walk
nearly 10 km every day to school and there was a stream on the way that during the
monsoon became a gushing torrent. “Whenever I close my eyes trying to visualise my
father, I see this little boy standing by the roaring stream thinking about how to cross it.
He has crossed that and many other barricades in his life and walked a long way since
then,” she said.
https://www.telegraphindia.com/india/pranab-mukherjee-obituary-the-minister-who-read-toomuch/cid/1790549
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Pranab Mukherjee: In Memory of a Truly
Remarkable Individual
Bibek Debroy*

A

lot has already been written about former president of India Pranab Mukherjee
(1935-2020). His life straddled many areas of public policy and this is not the
occasion to reflect on his economic legacy and imprint, spanning the licencepermit raj to liberalization-globalization. Many people have interacted with him in some
capacity. A less visible hat he wore was that of chairman of the Indian Statistical
Institute (ISI). He held the position for a long time, between 2004 and 2012. When he
was awarded the Bharat Ratna in 2019, its director Sanghamitra Bandyopadhyay and I,
as ISI president, thought it would be a good idea to honour Pranab Babu.
Accordingly, we went and met him. But the visit to ISI Kolkata was postponed. It
wasn’t quite appropriate that an ex-president should travel to states in the midst of a
general election. After the polls, we went and met him again, on 20 August 2019. Apart
from the felicitation ceremony, Pranab Mukherjee would naturally speak. What on? As
we discussed this, he spoke to us for about an hour, articulating his thoughts on
governance and economic development, pre-1991 planning, post-1991 reforms, and the
roles of the Planning Commission (he was its deputy chairman between 1991 and 1996)

* The writer is chairman, Economic Advisory Council to the Prime Minister
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and Niti Aayog. There wasn’t a single piece of paper in sight and he reeled off names,
facts and numbers without the need to consult any, illustrating the prodigious memory
he was famous for.
“This is almost like the talk itself,” I remarked. “We will think of a suitable title
around this theme.” So it was agreed. At the time of the Puja season, he invariably went
to his ancestral home in Mirati village, West Bengal. We would try and weave the
felicitation and talk around that trip. That idea didn’t work out. Organizing something
like this in Kolkata during Pujas is impossible. Eventually, the event was held on 12
December 2019. As he walked in, Pranab Mukherjee greeted several people in the
audience. Because of his West Bengal and ISI connections, he knew several of them by
name. The talk started. He told us he had no desire to not continue as chairman of ISI.
However, once he became president of the country, he was told it wouldn’t be advisable.
He told us he had a written text as his speech.
However, given the occasion, he would ignore it and speak extempore, instead, on the
state of the Indian economy and governance. It was another masterly exposition, not a
rehash of what he had discussed with Sanghamitra and me. A pity there was no
recording of either. Yes, he had a point of view that one didn’t necessarily agree with. Yes,
he pulled my leg (since I was an obvious representative of the present government), and
that made headlines the next day (at least in Bengali newspapers). But the point of
relevance here is the superb overview he offered . I don’t think any of his earlier books
does justice to that perspective. The Turbulent Years: 1980-1996 and The Coalition Years:
1996-2012 are more autobiographical and political. The conversation and ISI talk were
the words of a former deputy chairman of the Planning Commission, and rare was-or isa person with that kind of oversight.
Among several people, I have noticed that a deterioration in health doesn’t follow a
linear trajectory. Once it crosses a threshold, it declines fast. People suddenly seem to
age. While I haven’t had the opportunity to observe Pranab Babu from close quarters,
between August and December 2019, that seemed to happen to him. Perhaps it was the
travel. August 2019 was at his home in Delhi, December 2019 was after travelling to
Kolkata. But in December 2019, he didn’t look all that well.
As he sat next to me on the dais and reached for a glass of water, his hand trembled
a little. “Are you fine?” I asked. “Yes, just old age,” he remarked. There were three pens
in his pocket-blue, black and red. The red was striking. “Is that Sheaffer?” I asked. Yes,
it was. He said that he loved Sheaffer pens. Covid-19 may have triggered matters. But it
was just a matter of time. People who recognize that inevitability find peace within
themselves and handle ageing gracefully. Not everyone can do this. I think Pranab
Mukherjee could, and his faith and devotion, and reading of Chandi, helped.

T H E

D I S C U S S A N T

PEER REVIEWED REFEREED JOURNAL

CENTRE FOR REFORMS, DEVELOPMENT AND JUSTICE | JULY-SEPTEMBER, 2020

<81>

DISCUSSANT_80_83.qxd

13-Feb-50

7:25 PM

Page 82

PRANAB MUKHERJEE: IN MEMORY OF A TRULY REMARKABLE INDIVIDUAL

Early in 2006, I was with a chamber of commerce and industry. Every industry
chamber organizes events on the day of the Union budget. We decided to do something
novel, in addition to the usual discussions. We got some students from a college of art to
draw cartoons of every finance minister since R.K. Shanmukham Chetty (1947-48) and
put up an exhibition. None had name tags. You had to guess.
On the evening before that year’s budget, you couldn’t possibly get the incumbent
finance minister (P. Chidambaram then) to inaugurate the show. Therefore, we requested
Pranab Mukherjee, who was defence minister at the time, and he readily agreed. Among
all the people who attended the exhibition, Pranab Babu was the only one who got all the
names right. He stumbled a bit with K. C. Neogy, but eventually got it through a process
of elimination. I can’t think of too many people who’d be able to do that. For me, Pranab
Mukherjee’s death also represents the end of an era. It isn’t so much about what he did
during the Emergency, as commerce minister in early 1980s, as finance minister in the
1980s and 2000s, or as the best prime minister India never had. It is about reminiscences
of such a remarkable individual.
https://www.livemint.com/opinion/online-views/pranab-mukherjee-in-memory-of-a-truly-remarkableindividual-11598975226762.html
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