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EDITORIAL

T
he passage of the Mental Healthcare Bill in the

Lok Sabha, putting it on course to become law

and repealing the Mental Health Act of 1987, will

potentially help India catch upwith the advancesmade

in the ield by other countries. India urgently needs to

make a transition from old-fashioned approaches to

providing care for those sufering from mental ill-

nesses, something that China, for example, has

achieved through state-led policy reform. Even the

sketchy studies on the nature of care available to Indi-

ans indicate that in terms of population coverage the

new law faces a big challenge. The country’s grossly in-

adequate base of professional resources is evident from

its ratio of 0.3 psychiatrists for 100,000 people (with

marginally higher numbers taking independent private

practitioners into account), compared to China’s 1.7.

Then there aremassivedeiciencies in the availability of

trained clinical psychologists and psychiatric social

workers. Evidently, the National Mental Health Pro-

gramme has not been suiciently funded within the

health budget; neither has capability been built inmost

States to absorb themeagre allocation. Delayed though

it is, the new legislation can bring about changewith its

positive features. The importantprovisions relate to the

recognitionof the right tomedical treatment, decrimin-

alisation of attempted suicide, explicit acceptance of

agency of people withmental illness and their freedom

to choose treatments, prohibition of discrimination

and regulation of establishments working in the ield.

Raising efective primary and district-level coverage

of mental health services for the general population,

without requiring people to travel long distances to see

a specialist and get medicines, should be a priority.

Since the base of psychiatrists is low in relation to the

need, theuseof trainedgeneral practitioners as theirst

lineof contact assumes importance. Somestudies show

manyof themarenot conident enoughwith their train-

ing to detect, diagnose and manage mental illnesses.

With a concerted efort, primary care physicians canbe

trained to help people with mild and severe problems,

ranging from anxiety disorders to depression,

psychoses and conditions arising fromalcohol and sub-

stance abuse. Being able to get professional counselling

will reduce the complications arising from extreme

stress, often the trigger for suicide. Extending health in-

surance cover is also a step forward, sinceout-of-pocket

expenditure has risen along with the expansion of the

private sector in this sphere, just as for other ailments.

The provision in the new legislation prohibiting seclu-

sion of patients, something that is frequently resorted

to in asylums, and the general use of electro-convulsive

therapy must be welcomed. Modern treatment ap-

proaches rely more on family and community support.

The new Central and State regulatory authorities

should speedily weed out shady non-governmental re-

habilitation organisations in this ield.

Themodern way
The government should use the newmental

health law to strengthen primary care
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or most of those who hit Cairo’s Tahrir Square in

2011 demanding democracy and a freer society,

President Hosni Mubarak was a symbol of repres-

sion. After his ouster, the dictator was tried for corrup-

tion and causing the death of hundreds of protesters.

Still, his release last week, after six years of detention at

Cairo’s military hospital, was received by Egyptians as

just a routine development. There were no major

protests against his release, norwere there any rallies in

support — an indication of what Egypt’s state and soci-

ety have become six years after theArab Spring. The re-

leasewas long expected.Most of his associates and fam-

ily members, who also faced serious charges, were

already released. His sons, Alaa and Gamal, accused of

embezzlement of public funds, were released in Octo-

ber 2015. Corruption charges againstMr.Mubarakwere

overturned in January 2015. Earlier this month, he was

acquitted by Egypt’s highest appeals court of conspir-

ing to kill protesters, paving the way for his release.

Itmay appear ironic thatMr.Mubarak,who ruled the

country with an iron ist for almost 30 years and was

toppled by public protests in which hundreds were

killed, is now a free man, while Mohamed Morsi,

Egypt’s irst democratically elected President, is in

prison. But this irony also symbolises Egypt’s complex

contemporary politics. Though the government of Ab-

del Fattah al-Sisi claims the legacy of the 2011 revolu-

tion, it took a lenient view of Mubarak-era crimes while

cracking downonMr.Morsi’sMuslimBrotherhood. It is

diicult to gauge the political mood in Egypt. Despite

large-scale concentration of power in the hands of the

military, the Sisi regime doesn’t face any existential

threats. For ordinary Egyptians, who went through the

instability and chaos of the post-Mubarak months and

the threats of Islamisation and economic miseries dur-

ing the Muslim Brotherhood rule, General Sisi at least

provided stability and order. The belief is that com-

pared to other countries that were hit by popular

protests in 2011 suchasLibya,YemenandSyria, Egypt is

doing better, thanks to the army’s intervention. Tunisia

is the only country that internally transformed itself

into a democracy after protests. Gen. Sisi projects him-

self as a guarantor of order and enjoys support among

the minorities and secular sections. But the question is

if the status quo is sustainable. Order was restored at a

brutal cost. Hundreds were killed when security per-

sonnel forcibly removed Islamist protesters fromCairo.

There is no substantive political opposition. Personal

freedoms are being curbed again, while media groups

and journalists are targeted. In efect,what hundreds of

protesters at Tahrir Square risked their lives for was

never achieved. Gen. Sisi has taken the country back to

square one.

Back to square one
Six years after Tahrir, Hosni Mubarak is

released, highlighting Egypt’s restive politics
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f symbols speak, and in the
layered culture deposits of the
Gangetic plain they do speak

loud, one of the most memorable
spectacles was PrimeMinister Nar-
endra Modi’s visit to Kashi Vish-
wanathTempleonMarch4, 2017. It
was preceded by a roadshow in the
narrow, winding streets of
Varanasi all decked up for the
grand efect, following the garland-
ing of the statue of Pandit Madan
Mohan Malaviya at the Benares
Hindu University. Within the
templeprecincts itselfMr.Modi ap-
peared the great performer, oozing
a burst of energy, while the
archakas were transixed in the ar-
chaic layout of the ancient temple
complex. Place this spectacle
alongside Mr. Modi’s salutation to
‘GangaMa’ at the Dashashwamedh
Ghat of the river on May 17, 2014, a
day after his victory from Varanasi
Lok Sabha constituency, three
years ago: and you have before you
one of the most powerful symbols
to reach out to the length and
breadth of India, Shiva and Par-
vathi, alongside Ganga, and their
complex personiications in
myriad forms, the principles of dy-
namism and recreation, galore
across India, in much more vivid
forms than Ram lalan of Ayodhya.

Yogi Adityanath, the new Chief
Minister of Uttar Pradesh, himself
heads a temple, the Gorakhnath
temple, named after a representa-
tion of Lord Shiva, a representa-
tion that gathers in its fold ele-
ments of Buddhism, the tantra
practices, the Nathpanthi tradi-
tions, and renouncer cults.

Shiva in political pantheon
While the Hindutva project is un-
likely to shedRam from its political
pantheon, it would be worth

watching the deployment of Shiva
and Shakti sites spread across the
length and breadth of the country,
particularly in its peripheral re-
gions. Lord Shiva is the lord of the
dissenter, the renouncer, the way-
ward, the very captive of his de-
votee, the great patron of arts and
crafts, the yogi par excellence,
while he is at the same time the
great destroyer, angry and disdain-
ful of the social order. He inhabits
the peripheries of the Brahmanical
dispensation that stipulates a
tightly ordered social universe. He
is primarily the lord of the lower
social orders, of the margins. He is
the presiding deity across the vast
expanses of theHimalayas,most of
the southern part of India, and the
hills and ghats where the
Brahmanical order is precariously
present.

For the Hindutva ideologues, at
least those who walk hand in hand
with Mr. Modi, the conquest of
Lord Ram’s place of birth at Ayod-
hya is over; what is important is to
bind India together, its myriad dif-
ferences and diversities through
new bonds. Was the Prime Minis-
ter, who said little on the Ram Jan-
mabhoomi issue during his numer-
ous public meetings across the
length and breadth of Uttar Pra-
desh, opening a new front for
Hindutva? Are we, therefore, step-

ping into a religio-political project
that was little seen as integral to
Hindutva so far?

Finger on the U.P. pulse
The socio-political space that con-
stitutes Uttar Pradesh today has al-
ways nurtured a complex internal
debatewith regard to the ideaof In-
dia from the later part of 19th cen-
tury. The great debate with regard
to the future of Muslims in the sub-
continent following the demise of
the Mughal Empire was centred
around this region in which the
ulema of Deoband and Barelvi
madrasas and later the Aligarh
Movement played a decisive role.
One always found in this region in-
formal groupings of religious ad-
herents, be they Hindus or
Muslims, who did not toe the line
of any one political party. Besides,
after the abolition of the zamindari
system this region, as a whole, was
not much shaken up by the power-
ful agrarian and anti-caste move-
ments that have had such powerful
impact in the neighbouring region
of Bihar.

However, recent evidence sug-
gests that a large number of tradi-
tional upper caste religious group-
ings in the region have been
veering round to theHindutva pro-
ject, and orthodoxy has spread its
appeal much wider among

Muslims. The egalitarian social
imaginary of the lower rungs
among Hindus has thrown up new
modes of religious gatherings, re-
vitalised marginal deities, and
much social efort has gone into
the construction of shrines and
temples and writing caste histor-
ies. The Hindutva expressions in
this region have reached out to this
imaginary while the other political
formations in the region have had
little say on it.

The cryptic comment that
Samajwadi Party leader Mulayam
Singh Yadav made, that Chief Min-
ister Akhilesh Yadav’s defeat is on
account of his departure from Lo-
hiawad, has a ring of truth about it,
although the former himself
reached out to this social imagin-
ary very little. The secular hat that
the Congress wears is totally dis-
connected from this groundswell.
The Bahujan Samaj Party did little
to disabuse the charge that the
Prime Minister made in his elec-
tion rallies that it serves the goodof
one against its claims to represent
the many. Besides, the imper-
meable walls that the dominant
discourse within this party erects
across castes and communities
makes it diicult for it to access
complex modes of oppression and
cultural nuances that play a decis-
ive role in an electorally sur-
charged arena such as Uttar
Pradesh.

The strategy
In sum, over the years there has
been little attempt to make the
deep diversities that crowd Uttar
Pradesh speak to one another. The
Hindutva project has succeeded in
projecting itself as speaking to this
diversity through a phalanx of or-
ganisations. Mr. Modi was only the
presiding deity, the organising
centre of this process. The Uttar
Pradesh strategy also demon-
strates that the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) will adopt very distinct
strategies in diferent regions of In-
dia, with a few slogans such as
‘Sabka sath, sabka vikas’ as
common.

It is a pity to watch the plight of
the Muslims in Uttar Pradesh if we
ignore the local bravado on display
in some places. The Hindutva pro-
ject has been surreptitiously rede-
ining the Muslim world in this re-
gion that has global ramiications.
It has selectively extended support
to the Sui heritage, and Mr. Modi
even addressed the World Sui
Forum in Delhi in March 2016. It
has tried to win over a section of
the Shias with an eye on Pakistan,
Iran andWest Asia, but also tapped
the historic Shia-Sunni rivalry in
the State to its advantage. It has not
been sympathetic to the demand
of Aligarh Muslim University for
minority status and has expressed
strong resentment against the rel-
atively doctrinaire strand of Islam
upheld by the Deoband madrasa.
Organised Muslim political opin-
ion has largely concentrated in
carving out electoral strategies
rather thanproposeways bywhich
people who subscribe to deep dif-
ferences in beliefs and values but
sharemuchof everyday life in com-
mon can live together. The coexist-
ence and toleration argument does
not apply here because everyday
life is deeply caught in conlicts
and the language of sterile secular-
ism does not ofer a line of ad-
vance.

The language of vikas that the
BJP spoke during the electioneer-
ing, therefore, may have to be seen
through the lens of this expansive
Hindutva project. Everyone is wel-
come toparticipate in the common
economic endeavour, but the
normative and cultural codes of
such an endeavour will be gov-
erned by this project. The invoca-
tion of Shiva and Shakti in this pro-
ject that hitherto held irmly to a
graded order and paternalism
would have implications for Indian
democracy that have been little en-
visaged so far.

Valerian Rodrigues is formerly professor
at the Centre for Political Studies,
Jawaharlal Nehru University, and
currently National Fellow, Indian Council
of Social Science Research

An expansive Hindutva agenda?
The Hindutva project has succeeded in projecting itself as speaking to the deep diversities that crowd U.P.

valerian rodrigues
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t theCarnegie Endowment In-
ternational Nuclear Policy
Conference in 2015, a polling

question asked to the hall full of
global diplomats and foreign policy
expertswas: “Is there a likelihoodof
more than 50% that by March 24,
2017, India will become a parti-
cipant in the Nuclear Suppliers
Group?”

Only one panellist and 37% of the
audience responded positively.
Three panellists and 67% of the
audience were naysayers, and they
were proved right.

A similar question asked to some
800 delegates recently at a sub-
sequent chapter of the Carnegie
conference in Washington DC gave
way to a fragmented response. An
average of 25% were hopeful of a
50% chance of New Delhi making it
through by 2019. As India continues
to push for a seat at the nuclear high
table, it seems an uphill task, and
the view from the Hill isn’t rosy
either.

The former UN High Represent-
ative for Disarmament Afairs, An-

gela Kane, believes that India stands
a good 55% chance to make it but is
opposed to India’s push. “I do not
believe India shouldbe amemberof
NSG because of criterion. In ameet-
ing that I attended, the Chinese rep-
resentative, a high-ranking ambas-
sador, was very vocal, opposing the
U.S. position on this.”

Speculation is rife if over the next
two years, either India or India and
Pakistan or none could make it
through the NSG.

In the NSG plenary session in
Seoul in June 2016, New Delhi
blamed Beijing for the “Consensus
Minus One” hurdle to its bid even
though close to a dozen countries
including Mexico, Brazil, Norway,
Ireland expressed serious reserva-
tions over India not being signatory
to the Non Proliferation Treaty.

It is now learnt from U.S. diplo-
matic sources that calls were gener-
ated from the White House as well
as the State Department to some
naysayers including New Zealand
and Italy. Italyhadwantedawayout
on the diplomatic tangle around its
two marines charged with the
murder of Indian ishermen. They
had sought trial in a third country as
a possible option. New Delhi dis-
missed the proposals and Italy
stuck to its opposition in the closed-
door sessions.

Since the Seoul summit, a com-
mittee under Rafael Mariano

Grossi, Ambassador of the Argen-
tine Republic and Permanent Rep-
resentative to International Organ-
izations in Vienna and Chair of the
Nuclear Suppliers Group, was
tasked with backdoor consultations
for expansion of the elite club. Ac-
cording to him, “several formula-
tions are on the table to deal with
the central issue of relationship
with the NPT”.

“The jury is still out and we need
to wait a little bit,” he says.

The India-China-U.S. tango
Indian and Chinese interlocutors
too have held rounds of discussions
to resolve mutual issues. But with a
public opposition unlike a quiet one
in 2008,Beijing looks less relenting.

Laura Kennedy, former U.S. Am-

bassador and Board Member at the
World Afairs Council, says, “Even if
India were to allow Pakistan to
come in, some have suggested
China might still be averse because
they see this as elevating India to al-
most ranks of the P5 or Security
Council membership.”

A view from Capitol Hill is that
China is positioned as a focal point
of resistance for those who were
persuaded or coerced earlier in
2008 by the Bush regime but re-
main resentful of a country-speciic
waiver for India. But if China were
to shed its resistance, it would be
easier to achieve consensus.

Meanwhile, India would have to
ind ways to woo the dragon. With
the Trump administration busy
with domestic agendas ranging
from health care to the economy
and also North Korea, Iran and the
Islamic State being the focus areas
overseas, the U.S.-China dialogue
will hardly hinge on Beijing’s posi-
tion on the NSG tangle for now. The
U.S. continues to advocate support
for India’s membership. Dr. Chris-
topher Ford, U.S. President Donald
Trump’s adviser at the National Se-
curity Council, says that while the
NSG stand-of requires a change in
tactics or circumstances for resolu-
tion, there have beenno indications
of change in the U.S. administra-
tion’s approach to India’s member-
ship so far.

With the NSG plenary set tomeet
again in Bjern in June this year, des-
pite technical preparations, a resol-
ution will be diicult to reach
without political will. A top diplo-
mat privy to the negotiations
stressed that a green light to India’s
entry is a political decision that
China will have tomake.

Chinamay not shy away from ad-
vocating keeping out all-weather
friend Pakistan in order to keep In-
dia out. Meanwhile, American dip-
lomats advise patience as India
already has the functionality it
needed with the 2008 waiver for
nuclear commerce. A seat at the
high table will be required to inlu-
ence decisions and nuclear export
in future. So, any proposal to woo
baiters would have to be window-
dressed to look considerate of fu-
ture bids from other non-NPT play-
ers including Israel, instead of ap-
pearing to be tailor-made only for
India.

For now, NSG will be an uphill
task with China unwilling to play
nice, and contentious issues of the
H-1B visa, intellectual property
rights and trade dominating the In-
dia-U.S. agenda when Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi goes to Capitol
Hill.

Smita Sharma is a former broadcast
journalist with India Today and Network
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The dragon at the NSG high table
India’s bid for NSG membership will continue to see hurdles, with China being vocal in its opposition

smita sharma
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Hate at home
Indians are facing hate
crimes in the United States,
Australia and also New
Zealand and there is
pressure on the government
to ensure the safety of
Indians abroad. Considering
this, the gruesome attacks
on Nigerian students in
Greater Noida is a time for
Indians to turn themirror
inwards (“Five arrested for
attack on Nigerians”, March
29).
India’s racism is an open
secret, but, nevertheless, it
is shocking to ind it in the
very heart of India. All this
do not paint a very bright
picture of a young and
modern nation. India is a
preferred education
destination formany
African countries since they
ind the standards good and
feesmore afordable than in
theWest. A racist attack
must not be simply termed
as just another incident of
rage. A responsive police
and legal apparatus are

crucial for securing the
rights of the visitors from
Africa.
It is heartening that Foreign
Minister Sushma Swaraj
took cognisance of the
tweets by the distressed
African students and raised
the issue with Uttar Pradesh
Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath. But is he
listening?
K.S. Jayatheertha,

Bengaluru

Police reforms
The eiciency and
professionalism of the
police is always questioned
in almost every region of the
country; it appears to be
more pronounced in Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar
(“Mapping out the police
overhaul in U.P.”, March 29).
Political interference in the
working of the police has
resulted in a very bad state
of law and order, translating
into gross injustice for the
commonman. There have
been an array of discussions

on police reforms but the
political class seems to unite
against it because of its own
vested interests. In the end,
subtle police reforms such
asmaking it an independent
and autonomous force are
the only solution to ensuring
the best possible law and
order situation and
delivering justice to the
common citizen.
Karan Choudhary,

Pathankot, Punjab

Mental Healthcare Bill
The passage of theMental
Healthcare Bill is welcome.
A particular clause
emphasising an advanced
directive from the patient
for treatment to begin
requires reconsideration as
patients afected by
delusions andwho feel that
everyone is conspiring
against him or her cannot be
expected to give consent. A
rights-based approach to
mental health caremerits
efective implementation on
the ground.

M. Jeyaram,

Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

■ The pressure from severe
stress andmental illness to
commit suicide usually
overrides the fear of
criminalisation, making it
redundant to criminalise
suicidal acts. This Bill
rectiies the inefective
incentive to prevent suicides
through proscribing suicidal
behaviour and focusses on
obtaining health care for the
mentally ill. The time has
inally come to realise that
those who are tempted into
the suicide trap should not
be legally considered as
criminals, but victims of
psychological disorders.
Manickam Valliappan,

Coimbatore

■ Though health care is one
area where the 20th century
has seen signiicant
contributions beingmade to
it, we still have a long way to
go when it comes to dealing
withmental health. The

objective ofWorldMental
Health Day is to raise
awareness of mental health
issues andmobilise eforts
in support of mental health.
Initially, when someone
close to you is diagnosed
withmental illness, people
feel ashamed, lonely and
diicult to open up because
of the stigma. A change in
people’s perception and
encouragingmental health
literacy can help remove
stigma and discrimination
that stand in the way of
inding cures and helping
people diagnosedwith
mental illness live a
complete life they deserve.
T.S. Karthik,

Chennai

The heat will begin
The India Meteorological
Department’s warning to
brace ourselves for heat
waves is the direct result of
the collective failure of the
government and citizens
(“States get warning to brace
for heat waves”, March 29).

We havemindlessly cut
trees and the government
has turned a blind eye to
large-scale deforestation to
pave the way for industries,
factories and housing. This
has afected rainfall too.
T. Anand Raj,

Chennai

■ The poormonsoon has
only added to the intensity
of heatwaves. The
governmentmust now take
steps to tackle the water
crisis across the country.
Stepsmust also be taken to
recycle water. Making
adjustments inMGNREGA
work timings is a goodmove
since people would be
desperate to work
regardless of the diicult
conditions. Precautions that
peoplemust take while
being out in the sunmust
also be publicised
frequently.
S. Ramapriyan,

Dharmapuri, Tamil Nadu
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