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Lynching redux
In Jharkhand, another instance of mob

mentality combining with a communal motive

he death of a 24-year-old man in Jharkhand days
Tafter he was brutally beaten by a mob is a sordid

reminder that the disturbing phenomenon of
lynching is not going away any time soon. The assault
on Tabrez Ansari also followed a recognisable pattern.
The victim was Muslim and came under the suspicion
of a mob, which chose to mete out vigilante justice, and
someone in the crowd recorded trophy footage. This
one was not motivated by cow vigilantism or suspicion
of transporting cattle for slaughter or possessing beef.
Yet, the communal angle was on display, with the
crowd forcing him to shout ‘Jai Sri Ram’ and Jai Hanu-
man’, confirming that vigilante justice and mob lynch
mentality are invariably accompanied by a sectarian
motive in the present context. Following a public out-
cry, some of the villagers allegedly involved were arrest-
ed on suspicion of murder. However, the conduct of the
police typifies the official apathy and tacit acceptance
of mob justice as a way of life in some parts of the coun-
try. Ansari was tied to a tree and beaten for hours be-
fore they came to his aid. They merely took him into
custody based on a complaint of theft, and neither re-
corded his injuries nor mentioned in the FIR that he
was assaulted. It was only after his condition worsened
in jail that he was taken to hospital, where he died.

It is distressing that lynching, as a consequence of vi-
gilantism, communal bigotry and the dissemination of
hate messages and rumours on social media, has ac-
quired the status of a preponderant social trend. The
Supreme Court noted this when it observed in a judg-
ment last year that “rising intolerance and growing po-
larisation expressed through [a] spate of incidents of
mob violence cannot be permitted to become the nor-
mal way of life or the normal state of law and order”. It
directed States to take specific preventive, punitive and
remedial measures. It mooted a special law to deal with
lynching and the appointment of a nodal officer in each
district to combat the threat. While these measures are
not yet in place, the latest incident must be thoroughly
investigated and the perpetrators brought to book. Ho-
wever, the larger issue has to be faced squarely by the
political leadership. Organised vigilantism by cow pro-
tection groups was initially behind a wave of lynchings;
rumour-mongering through social media platforms
came next. The Ansari incident shows that the problem
has transmogrified into a sinister form of enforcing the
chanting of Hindu slogans by citizens professing other
religions. It may well be that the unseemly political use
of the religious chant of ‘Jai Shri Ram’ in Parliament by
some ruling party members to heckle those in the Op-
position ranks is finding its echo on the streets.

A city gone dry

The water crisis in Chennai needs
holistic and widely resonant solutions

hennai’s aspirations to grow into a global eco-
nomic hub appear considerably weakened as it

struggles to find water. The shadow of drought
from 2018 has stretched into the torrid summer this
year, evaporating not just the city’s reservoirs, but the
prosperity of its residents who are forced to hunt for
tankers, pay bribes and spend hours even at night wait-
ing for trucks to dispense some water. Ironically, Tamil
Nadu’s capital, which in a normal year gets anything
between 1,300 mm and 1,400 mm of rainfall, has been
laid low by the indifference of successive governments.
That residents are now given minimum piped water
and meagre tanker supplies totalling a third of the in-
stalled capacity of 1,494 million litres a day, that too
mainly from desalination plants, faraway lakes and
farm wells, is proof of the neglect of water governance.
Yet, even searching questions posed by the Madras
High Court to the ATADMK government have elicited
only vague assurances on meeting basic requirements
and restoring 210 waterbodies to augment future stor-
age, rather than a firm timeline. Chief Minister Edappa-
di K. Palaniswami was wrong to dismiss reports on wa-
ter scarcity as “an exaggeration”, and he must end this
business-as-usual approach. A time-bound plan is need-
ed to augment the resources in the Greater Chennai re-
gion encompassing the neighbouring districts of Thiru-
vallur and Kancheepuram. This plan should be tasked
to a Special Officer, to be framed by officials in consulta-
tion with credentialed experts in research and acade-
mia, and public comments invited before it is finalised.
Given the large base of tanks and reservoirs in Grea-
ter Chennai — over 4,000 waterbodies of significance —
prudent rainfall management can help it through with-
ering summers and weak monsoons. A white paper
with a full assessment of these wetlands and their stor-
age potential should be a priority for the State’s Sustain-
able Water Security Mission. Deepening storage in the
four major reservoirs must get priority. Such a project
must quantify the increase in storage and set an early
deadline of a year. These measures can harvest the bulk
of the rain in a good year, and prove superior to the fire-
fighting approach of installing expensive desalination
plants and bringing small quantities by rail from anoth-
er district. Tamil Nadu made rainwater harvesting man-
datory quite early, but failed to follow it up with an in-
stitutional mechanism to help citizens implement it.
The government should give monetary incentives to
NGOs, as NITI Aayog proposed in its Water Index re-
port, to encourage them to install systems and show
quantifiable recharge outcomes. On the consumer side,
devices and practices to reduce wastage should be pro-
moted, especially on commercial premises. Droughts
are bottlenecks for profit, and several actors have deve-
loped a vested interest in transferring water to the city
at high cost. Long-term solutions can end this cycle.

The tuture of parliamentary democracy

When any individual eclipses his party in a parliamentary election, it is uncharted terrain for the system

M.K. NARAYANAN

eeks after the nation gave
a decisive mandate to
Prime Minister Narendra

Modi and the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP)-led National Democratic
Alliance (NDA), political analysts
are yet to come up with plausible
reasons for what happened. No
one had forecast this kind of ma-
jority, though there are many who
now claim they saw it coming.

The magnitude of victory

The figures say it all. First and fore-
most, in 2019 the NDA eclipsed its
performance of 2014. It secured
352 seats, while the Congress-led
alliance came next with 91 seats.
The BJP tally of seats was 303
while the Congress secured 52. Re-
gional parties such as the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam, All India Tri-
namool Congress, YSR Congress
Party, Shiv Sena, Janata Dal (Unit-
ed), Biju Janata Dal and Bahujan
Samaj Party each secured 10-23
seats, demonstrating the over-
whelming nature of the Modi vic-
tory. In 224 of the 303 seats it won,
the BJP vote share exceeded 50%,
compared to 136 in 2014. The BJP
retained over 81% of the seats it
had won previously.

With regard to voting percen-
tages, the BJP vote share this time
was around 37.4%, while that of
the Congress was 19.5%. Analysing
the results on the basis of seats
won and voting percentages con-
veys an impression that the BJP
had enlarged its reach not only in
Gujarat, but also in Rajasthan and
Madhya Pradesh (which only a few
months earlier had dealt the BJP a
resounding defeat in the Assembly
elections). The reality may, howev-
er, be different. What is more true,
perhaps, is that the BJP’s vote
share among the Scheduled Castes

and Scheduled Tribes appears to
have gone up. Also interesting is
an analysis that first-time voters
and younger sections among the
electorate revealed a clear prefe-
rence for the BJP.

Mundane statistics still do not
explain the scale of victory. Va-
rious theories have been floated,
viz. that India was entering a new
epoch in which Mandir-Mandal
politics had no place; caste and
subaltern politics had receded into
the background; and we are seeing
a new India. These are mere facile
arguments being put forward to
explain an unprecedented victory
which no one saw coming. Certain
strategists meanwhile have specu-
lated that the “victory” could be
attributed to: the adoption of a
new revolutionary approach to
‘data-driven’ communications; the
utilisation of ‘influence politics’;
and the employment of new ‘so-
cial media tactics’, which had the
potential to change the behaviour
of the electorate. This again makes
for good copy, but the truth of
what led to such a massive victory
for the BJP still eludes everyone.

Without issues

What, perhaps, is nearer the truth
is that ‘issues’ as such had little re-
sonance in the just concluded
elections. The Opposition concen-
trated its attack on the weakening
economy, but it is conventional
wisdom that the true state of the
economy or the lack of jobs is of-
ten irrelevant to voters when other
matters of greater significance in-
trude. The Prime Minister, know-
ingly or unknowingly, never en-
tered into a debate on the
economic aspects, thus denying
the Opposition a platform. The
Opposition also had little occasion
to bring up the Mandir issue, since
the BJP never projected it as a ma-
jor election card this time. Mandal
politics has long since lost its edge,
as the benefits to be derived from
it have since become part and par-
cel of the political philosophy of
every party in the country. The
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Opposition, hence, had little am-
munition to deploy against the rul-
ing dispensation.

For its part, the BJP (as also
some analysts) has argued that it
was people-friendly policies such
as the cooking gas subsidy, the Atal
Pension Yojana, and the Ujjwala
scheme that had created a wave in
their favour. This again is more il-
lusory than real.

This election was one of a kind,
in which issues did not matter.
This may seem like an ‘anomaly’,
but in much the same manner as
‘anomalies’ during revolutions in
science led to new paradigms, the
Opposition failed to recognise the
change that had taken place this
time. This, together with the unpa-
ralleled polarisation and a Hindu
consolidation, meant that the Op-
position had probably lost the
election even before the majority
of the electorate had got to the
polling booths.

It is hardly surprising in these
circumstances that the grand Op-
position alliance proved to be a
damp squib, and not only because
of their internal squabbles.
Whether in Uttar Pradesh or
across other States, the Mahagath-
bandhan was doomed from its in-
ception. The electorate could not
quite understand what the Maha-
gathbandhan was opposing. This
was an extraordinary situation,
the like of which has not been seen
previously.

The ruling dispensation was,
perhaps, as clueless as the Opposi-
tion about the changes taking
place. Bereft of any grand strategy,

The state of Indian prisons

The National Crime Records Bureau must be more prompt and open in releasing data

MRINAL SHARMA

there is a jail break, a prison

riot or when the lawyers of
high-profile businessmen or eco-
nomic evaders fight against their
extradition to India. And in the
midst of the election process this
year, the release of the data-driven
report, the Prison Statistics India
2016, published by the National
Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) in
April went largely unnoticed.

This edition of the report is dif-
ferent from its earlier versions on
account of its omission of certain
key demographic data. Despite
these gaps, the report raises a
number of red flags signalling the
rot in India’s prison system. But
before we go forward, a simple
question needs to be asked. Who
are our prisoners?

The report tells us that at the
end of 2016, there were 4,33,033
people in prison; of them 68%
were undertrials, or people who
have yet to be found guilty of the
crimes they are accused of. India’s
under-trial population remains
among the highest in the world

Indian prisons make news when

and more than half of all under-
trials were detained for less than
six months in 2016. This suggests
that the high proportion of under-
trials in the overall prison popula-
tion may be the result of unneces-
sary arrests and ineffective legal
aid during remand hearings.

No demographic details

The most significant shortcoming
of the report lies in the NCRB’s fai-
lure to include demographic de-
tails of religion and the Scheduled
Caste and Scheduled Tribe status
of prisoners, which are crucial to
understanding India’s prison pop-
ulation. This information was con-
sistently published for the last 20
years and instrumental in reveal-
ing the problematic overrepresen-
tation of Muslims, Dalits and Adi-
vasis among under-trials in
prisons.

The report of 2015, for instance,
said that Muslims, Dalits and Adi-
vasis accounted for 55% of the un-
der-trial population even though
they made up only 50% of the con-
vict population and 38% of the to-
tal Indian population.

Another disturbing point is the
rise in the number of people held
under administrative (or ‘preven-
tion’) detention laws in Jammu
and Kashmir (a 300% increase),
with 431 detainees in 2016, com-
pared to 90 in 2015. Administra-
tive, or ‘preventive’, detention is
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used by authorities in J&K and oth-
er States to unfairly detain persons
without charge or trial and cir-
cumvent regular criminal justice
procedures.

Data on prisoner release

But a new and important addition
to the report is the number of pri-
soners eligible to be released and
actually released, under Section
436A of the Code of Criminal Pro-
cedure, which allows undertrials
to be released on a personal bond
if they have undergone half of the
maximum term of imprisonment
they would have faced if convict-
ed. In 2016, out of 1,557 under-
trials found eligible for release un-
der Section 436A, only 929 were
released. Research by Amnesty In-
dia has found that prison officials
are frequently unaware of this sec-
tion and unwilling to apply it.

In 2017, the Law Commission of
India had recommended that un-
dertrials who have completed a
third of their maximum sentence

by default it took a leaf from the
strategy of the most consummate
politician in the ranks of the BJP,
L.K. Advani, viz. whipping up na-
tionalist fervour and passions, and
employing high decibel rhetoric
towards this end, not excluding
the demonisation of Pakistan. This
created an atmosphere in which
the BJP stood for patriotism, one
by which the Opposition could be
branded as anti-national if they
contested the arguments put for-
ward by the ruling party. Pulwama
and Balakot were critical to the
success of this strategy and the BJP
employed both to the hilt. Vast
segments, especially in the north-
ern belt of the country, were
swayed by this type of propagan-
da, and there was hardly any re-
quirement for the BJP faithful to
spread this message.

Policy orientation of this nature
required a towering symbol and
voice. Mr. Modi with his powerful
oratory was the quintessential per-
son for this task. He did his part
splendidly, addressing over a 100
rallies in the space of six weeks,
covering over one lakh kilometres,
in which economic issues, unem-
ployment, farmers’ distress, Man-
dal-Mandir were conspicuous by
their absence. Nationalism was the
theme, and defending the nation’s
integrity from threats of every
kind, especially terror attacks
from Pakistan, was the line of pro-
paganda. The strategy succeeded
far beyond the expectations of the
BJP. One person alone was the ar-
chitect responsible for this victory.
The 2019 verdict was, hence, a ver-
dict for Mr. Modi, and not for the
BJP.

What does the 2019 election vic-
tory of Prime Minister Modi pres-
age for parliamentary democracy?
Parliamentary democracy is the
cornerstone of the edifice sancti-
fied by the Constitution. If any part
of the edifice, and especially its
cornerstone, is affected or dimin-
ished, it could spell damage to
what we have come to believe
since 1950. The question is not

for offences attracting up to seven
years of imprisonment be released
on bail. Perhaps the NCRB should
consider including the number of
such undertrials in its upcoming
report for informing the policy on
the use of undertrial detention.
The 2016 prison statistics do not
mention the number of prison vi-
sits by official and non-official visi-
tors which typically include dis-
trict magistrates and judges, social
workers and researchers. This
number, while not as disaggregat-
ed as it should be, must neverthe-
less be used to provide some infor-
mation on independent
monitoring of prisons. This is es-
sential to uncover torture and oth-
er forms of ill-treatment, increase
transparency and balance the
power asymmetry in prisons.

Mental health concerns

The relevance of prison visits is
underlined by the number of “un-
natural” deaths in prisons, which
doubled between 2015 and 2016,
from 115 to 231. The rate of suicide
among prisoners also increased by
28%, from 77 suicides in 2015 to
102 in 2016. For context, the Na-
tional Human Rights Commission
in 2014 had stated that on average,
a person is one-and-a-half times
more likely to commit suicide in
prison than outside, which is an
indicator perhaps of the magni-
tude of mental health concerns

rhetorical, but requires a well-con-
sidered answer.

When any individual, the Prime
Minister included, eclipses his par-
ty that is notionally responsible for
victory in a parliamentary elec-
tion, then we are entering un-
charted waters, where current
rules do not apply. Across the
world, there is a wave today in fa-
vour of tall and powerful leaders —
from Donald Trump to Vladimir
Putin and Xi Jinping — but they do
not head parliamentary democra-
cies. In a parliamentary democra-
cy, the Prime Minister is clearly
the first among equals, but is not
larger or bigger than the party.

Presidential-style vote
In 2014, Mr. Modi had crested the
wave of disillusionment against
the then ruling dispensation,
which had been in office for a de-
cade. This was not, however, the
case in 2019, where incumbency
and the inability to deal with a va-
riety of issues had led to a degree
of disillusionment with the BJP.
Yet, Mr. Modi proved invincible,
and the party benefited from it.
Few among the electorate possibly
voted for the BJP; they voted for
Mr. Modi and what Mr. Modi stood
for. The reality is that the electo-
rate voted as if it were a presiden-
tial election to elect Mr. Modi.
Where does this leave parlia-
mentary democracy? If political
parties are redundant, can parlia-
mentary democracy survive? If the
current trend is maintained, it
could well mean the end of parlia-
mentary democracy. Now that the
elections are over, it might be
worthwhile to look dispassionate-
ly at the growing trend of favour-
ing ‘maximum leaders’ to the de-
triment of the parties they lead,
and to the policies and practices
the latter espouse. This does carry
risks for the future of parliamen-
tary democracy.

M.K. Narayanan is a former National
Security Adviser and a former Governor
of West Bengal

within prisons.

The NCRB has said that about
6,013 individuals with mental ill-
ness were in jail in 2016. It does
not provide information on wheth-
er these prisoners were diagnosed
with mental illness before enter-
ing prison, making it difficult to
determine whether prison condi-
tions worsened their plight.

The report states that there was
only one mental health profes-
sional for every 21,650 prisoners
in 2016, with only six States and
one Union Territory having psy-
chologists/psychiatrists. Odisha,
Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pra-
desh, the three States with the
most prisoners with mental ill-
ness, did not have a single psychol-
ogist or psychiatrist.

All things considered, the re-
port has important information
which can be used to facilitate a
dialogue on improving prison pol-
icies. But these conversations will
be limited and the public’s right to
know about the functioning of the
criminal justice system thwarted if
critical information is delayed in-
ordinately or withheld without
credible reason. The NCRB’s appa-
rent reluctance to be prompt and
open about its prison statistics
does not bode well for the demo-
cratic discourse in India.

Mrinal Sharma is Policy Adviser, Amnesty
International India
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Minimally decent life

It has been proved time and
again that mere recognition
of a right and enacting it as
a law does not translate into
necessary action on the
ground (Editorial page,
“Basic needs, basic rights”,
June 25). The basic duty of
a democratic government,
which is “of the people, by
the people, and for the
people”, is to meet the
basic needs. If this basic
duty, for which the
democratic form of
government exists, cannot
be performed without it
being reminded by means
of a law, then the very
purpose of electing that
government becomes
meaningless.

Every political party in its
election manifesto
routinely promises all these
basic needs. But once
elected, its agenda appears

to be dictated by big
businesses and political
interests. Earlier, food
security and the right to
education were enacted as
laws. But they have made
little difference. In the
absence of a real and firm
commitment to address
basic needs, mere
recognition of a need as
right and enacting it as a
law will remain on paper.
Instances such as
Muzaffarpur will keep
repeating themselves.

KOSARAJU CHANDRAMOULI,
Hyderabad

= The writer may have made
a point with some of his
arguments (Editorial page,
“Basic needs, basic rights”,
June 25), but making the
Directive Principles of State
Policy enforceable to some
extent can address the issue
in simpler ways. As a mature

democracy, people are
expected to find a way out
against all odds, as there are
also constitutional and legal
provisions in place. The
government cannot be
expected to do everything. It
only ‘helps’ people to
achieve what they want and
what they ‘need’. Being
unable to meet our needs is
perhaps a reflection of our
failures as a cooperative unit.

BITRA RAGHUVEER,
Mangalagiri, Andhra Pradesh

= There have been numerous
instances of government
apathy and neglect as far as
our basic needs and rights
are concerned, especially
when it concerns those in
the lowest strata.
Governments, State or
Central, do not feel
threatened or worried as
they seem to have developed
a system which revolves

around issues that can be
stoked at periodical intervals
and are enough to win the
confidence of the masses.
Above all is an illusory pride
in achieving global standing
in some areas which matters
more than basic rights. The
writer’s justifiable demand,
that erring governments
should be held responsible
and accountable for their
inabilities and
incompetence, will not strike
a chord as governments have
a hold over the minds of
most people.

G.B. SIVANANDAM,
Coimbatore

Defection and ethics

It is well-known that in India,
politics and opportunism go
hand in hand (Editorial, June
25). Scruples, ethics,
principles, honesty and
service to the electorate are
fast-fading political traits. N.

Chandrababu Naidu did the
same by toppling his father-
in-law, N.T. Rama Rao, while
K. Chandrashekar Rao, the
Chief Minister of Telangana,
appears determined to
decimate the Opposition.
Unfortunately, even the
Speakers in Assemblies turn
a Nelson’s eye to
constitutional mandates. In
the present case, the
Chairman of the Rajya Sabha
should have made an
attempt to curb this
unethical practice.

Finally, money, numbers,
and a warped vision to
implement a political agenda
determine the future of this
country.

BHASKARA RAO SUDDAPALLI,
Muscat, Sultanate of Oman

A water vision

Many readers (“Letters to the
Editor” column) seem to be
looking at the water crisis in

peninsular India where most
of the rivers in this part of
India are rain-fed. But
contrary to belief, the
Gangetic regions and large
parts of northern India are
facing a water crisis. The
government’s move to have a
Jal Shakti Ministry should
look at water management in
a holistic manner.

Steps to build the water
pipeline infrastructure
should also promote
safeguarding precious
freshwater. We cannot pass
the next five to 10 years
relying on the government’s
promises on environmental
protection. Citizen’s
movements need to start
picking up the leads. The
participation of every citizen
is vital.

KIRTI WADHAWAN,
Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh
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