
Fill in the Blanks and 
You Get the Reshuffle 

Opposition parties are calling Manmohan Singh In-
dia’s weakest prime minister. But they are missing 
the trees for the woods. As the frivolous cacophony 
over the New Look Cabinet gets louder, Manmohan’s 
spin-doctors are busy spinning their own yarns about 
its real purpose. Is it meant to fill up vacant slots? Or 
to drop the tainted and the old, and induct the clean 
and the bold? Is it meant to appease the allies or to 
rein them in? Or is it meant to induct Rahulites who 
will carry his agenda forward? 
Since nobody except the 
Congress president and the 
prime minister are aware of 
the compulsions, composition 
and contours of the reshuffle, 
party spokespersons, media 
pundits and even the poten-
tial ministers are at sea. If 
newspapers and TV are to be 
believed, the prime minister is 
unlikely to change any mem-
ber of the Cabinet Committee 
on Security that includes P 
Chidambaram, Pranab Mukherjee, S M Krishna and 
A K Antony. He is also unlikely to change ministers 
heading Commerce, Petroleum, Communications, 
Law and Fertilisers & Chemicals. It leaves Manmo-
han with very few options. Rejuggling Tribal Welfare, 
Child Development, North-East Affairs, Social Wel-
fare, Medium and Small Scale Industries, and Minor-
ity Affairs, Manmohan would invite ridicule that his 
has been the most immobile Cabinet since 1980 with 
the balance of power remaining static. Most minis-
ters running Railways, Petroleum, Commerce and 
Industry stayed on for more than three years. The 
last Cabinet reshuffle on January 19 saw no dismiss-
als; it was a game of musical chairs in which over two 
dozen ministers moved from one office to another. 
Political observers are debating on both the timing 
and desirability of the new look.

From all indications, the primary criterion for 
keeping or dropping a minister has little to do with 
age or performance. Most members of India’s larg-
est, and perhaps most aged, Council of Ministers owe 
their berths to caste, community or loyalty to the 
Congress high command. This leaves the prime min-
ister with limited manoeuverability. Since Manmo-
han doesn’t control the Congress party, he has been 
waiting for the list of ministerial names from 10 Jan-
path. He had toyed with the idea of inducting tech-
nocrats or professionals like Montek Singh Ahluwalia 
into the Cabinet, but didn’t press further.

Undoubtedly, there is a pressing need to induct 
new ministers to fill the vacancies caused by the res-
ignations of Mamata Banerjee, A Raja and Dayanidhi 
Maran—all UPA allies. The prime minister could 
have asked the allies for replacements and be 
done with it. Constitutionally, the prime minister 
chooses his colleagues, but it’s not the political real-
ity. Barring some individuals, Manmohan has never 
been permitted to choose his own Cabinet. He needs 
a lean, mean and clean Cabinet. But it is likely that 
the nation will only get more of the same.

■

But First, a Clean Sweep of Things
Though it is the prime minister who sends the list of 
ministers to the President for induction into the Cabi-
net, it is the Cabinet Secretariat that provides the full 
dossier on each to the PMO. Since Cabinet Secretary A 
K Seth is new to his job, it was left to his office to dis-
creetly dig out the details of those on the probables list. 
The purpose behind the PMO and Congress President 
Sonia Gandhi gathering all this information is to avoid 
future embarrassments over corruption. Over a dozen 
names from Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Andhra 
Pradesh, West Bengal and Punjab are under the scan-
ners of the IB and other investigating agencies. The 
message was clear: the prime minister will not induct 
any new politician with deal-making tendencies. Even 
names suggested by the allies were sent for extensive 
scrutiny at the state level. Earlier, well-connected and 
resourceful candidates could influence the agencies 
but this time around, the exercise was kept a well-
guarded secret. Even in the case of existing ministers, 
a fresh round of checks was conducted through direct 
and indirect means. No wonder, many aspirants were 
seen wooing those who could give them clean chits 
while ignoring those who appoint them.

■

The Man They Sent to Tell Maran
For the Congress, Agriculture Minister Sharad Pawar 
is the most untrustworthy of allies. Not for the prime 
minister. According to party insiders, when its core 
group decided to get rid of Textile Minister Dayani-
dhi Maran, it couldn’t find the means to convey it to 
the minister. Manmohan has always been wary of 
conveying bad news to his colleagues. Former prime 
ministers Indira Gandhi, Rajiv Gandhi, P V Narsimha 
Rao and Atal Bihari Vajpayee used their political 
aides like R K Dhawan or M L Fotedar, Jitendra Pras-
ada or Brajesh Mishra to extract resignation letters 

from allies or party colleagues. 
Manmohan usually depends on 
Pranabda to do the dirty work, 
who didn’t oblige this time. 
Manmohan drafted Pawar in to 
persuade Maran to quit before 
last Thursday’s Cabinet. Maran 
sought at least a month to de-
cide, but Pawar cautioned him 
against the negative political 
impact on the UPA. A stickler 
for rules, the Maratha leader 
had spoken to Karunanidhi 

before phoning Maran. Though the final deal between 
the DMK and the Congress will unfold only after the 
reshuffle, Pawar kept alliance interests in mind. Be-
cause he didn’t want the Congress party to decide the 
fate of ministers belonging to regional parties, Pawar 
is believed to have assured Karunanidhi that Pranab 
Mukherjee will personally meet him and explain the 
future course of action. By obliging the Congress, 
Pawar made sure that the formula and the principle 
of power-sharing wouldn’t change for him. 
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I could prove God 
statistically, George 
Gallup said famous-
ly. So can, it would 
seem, sarkari sta-
tistics. Depending 

on where you stand, the prism of 
numbers with the attendant glare 
of contradictions, government 
surveys can prove the divinity and 
the existence of the devil. And all in 
the same breath! 

Consider the latest survey on jobs 
by the National Sample Survey Of-
fice. Between 2005 and 
2010, India created fewer 
jobs and yet its unemploy-
ment has gone down de-
spite a clear rise in work-
ing age population. And 
you don’t have to wade 
through 235 pages of riv-
eting text and numbers for 
proof. Earlier this week at 
the Statistics Day Con-
ference, RBI Governor 
Duvvuri Subbarao said, 
“The recently put out data 
on employment throw 
up a paradox as they 
simultaneously indicate 
fewer jobs created in 
the five-year period to 2010 
along with a decline in 
the long-term unemploy-
ment rate.” 

Of course economists 
are blessed with two 
hands to explain this. 
So, on the one hand you 
can have fewer jobs and 
on the other hand, lower 
long-term unemploy-
ment if the number of 
people willing to work 
comes down. A whop-
ping 35 million—the pop-
ulation of Canada —have 
moved from the “can and 
unable” to find work cat-
egory to the “can afford 
not to work” category. 
Reason: rural wages have 
risen and men have chosen to lose 
the second income to buy leisure 
for their wives by taking them off 
the list of job seekers.

The thesis of hope comes em-
bedded with scepticism. Indeed, 
one could argue that the empiri-
cal conclusion is derived from the 
deployment of casual hypothesis 
as causal evidence. It may have a 
ring of believability, but it also begs 
many questions. Have wages gone 
up enough to compensate for the 
loss of the additional earner? Does 
this mean lower number of poor 
people? If wages are higher, what 
explains high unemployment in 
the unorganised sector? And if ru-
ral wages have gone up, how come 
agricultural GDP growth is yet lag-
ging at an average of 2.01 per cent 
for the last seven years? 

It isn’t just the job survey that 
has unveiled puzzling findings and 
questions. On June 8, the NSSO 

released the results of the survey on 
consumption expenditure covering 
the period June 2009 to June 2010. 
It informs us that average monthly 
per capita expenditure in rural India 
has gone up from Rs 597 to Rs 953, 
and in urban India from Rs 1,104 
to Rs 1,856 between 2004-05 and 
2009-2010. After applying price 
deflator, the rise is from Rs 175 to 
Rs 187 for rural India and Rs 311 to 
Rs 355 for urban India.

It gets curious thereafter. The 
survey informs that since the last 

survey five years back, share of 
expenditure on food has fallen by 1.5 
per cent from 55 to 53.5 per cent of 
expenditure in rural India and nearly 
2 per cent from 42.5 to 40.7 per cent 
in urban India. More curious is the 
assertion that share of expenditure 
on cereals has registered the largest 
decline in share among all the item 
groups—from 26.3 per cent to 15.6 
per cent in rural India and from 15 
per cent to 9 per cent in urban In-
dia. Indeed, the survey adds that “in 
the urban areas, practically all the 
food groups have suffered a decline 
in share and in the rural sector bev-
erages, etc.” show a distinct rise in 
share, while pulses, edible oil, sugar, 
and “salt and spices” show a fall. In 
other words, the share of expendi-
ture on all those goods where prices 
have shot up— and doubled in some 
cases—has fallen, thanks to rising 
wages. The paradox is interesting 
to say the least, and has a plausible 

two-handed explanation: rising 
prices on one hand have been com-
pensated for by rising wages on the 
other hand. It would seem the UPA, 
worried about and pilloried on infla-
tion, is fighting the wrong war!

There is no denying that India’s 
economy by scale, geography and 
heterogeneity is complex to analyse. 
Perhaps the way forward is to rid the 
system of omnibus surveys. Consid-
er this: The employment survey has 
over 42 categories of findings across 
36 geographical definitions, while 

the consumption survey 
details expenditure on 309 
food items and 659 non-
food items. The aspiration 
for detail is essential but it 
cannot be allowed to cre-
ate a numerical fog that 
obfuscates objectives and 
leads to policy paralysis. 

World over, data on 
jobs, wages, consump-
tion is collected in real 
time and analysed on a 
quarterly basis. India 
though even in 2011 con-
tinues to reel under the 
Mahalanobis hangover of 
quinquennial or five-year 
surveys and plans. The 
system is also replete with 
estimates and revisions. 
The GDP assessment for 
the year 2009-10, for in-
stance, was changed from 
6.8 per cent in February 
2010 to 7.7 per cent in 
May 2010, and to 9.1 per 
cent in February 2011. In-
flation figures for Janu-
ary and February of 2011 
were revised from 8.2 
per cent and 8.3 per cent 
to 9.5 per cent—a differ-
ence of 120 basis points, 
unheard of elsewhere. 
Small wonder, inflation 
management is tardy.

The economy is dogged 
by systemic issues but 

does it have to afflict data and anal-
ysis also? India is no stranger to 
statistical analysis. The department 
of statistics was founded in 1847 
and the first set of data released in 
1853. So it is not about experience. 
Enough commissions and commit-
tees have suggested what needs to 
be done. India must be the only 
country which spends over Rs 5 lakh 
crore on poverty alleviation without 
knowing the number of poor; ad-
ministers 200 social schemes with-
out an audit of outcome; and is now 
planning to offer food security with-
out any guarantee that the grains 
will reach the impoverished. 

The political class may well believe 
that the systemic flaws suit their va-
garies. But it is also the reason why 
there is so little trust in what they or 
their government claims.

Shankkar Aiyar, senior journalist 
on sabbatical, specialises in 

the politics of economics
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Judicial Hyperactivism? Recent judg-
ments of our Supreme Court are criticised as 
displaying judicial hyperactivism. For exam-
ple, its judgment striking down Salwa Judum, 
Chhattisgarh’s state-armed tribal militia 
aimed at fighting Naxalism, and particularly 

its observations that the state’s policy of privatisation is the 
central problem that actually and ideologically stopped Chhat-
tisgarh from building its capacity to control the social unrest. 
Such observations have a political flavour and are out of place 
in a judgment of the apex court.

In its judgment relating to black money stashed away in foreign 
accounts abroad, the court appointed two retired Supreme Court 
judges, B P Jeevan Reddy and M B Shah, to head the already ex-
isting SIT in order to ensure prompt and effective investigation. 
Fine. But where was the need for the court to blame the so-called 
‘neoliberal drift’ for causing much of the trouble in our world? 
The Supreme Court rightly upheld the Allahabad High Court’s 
order quashing the land acquisition projects in Greater Noida. 
Unfortunately, it coloured some of its observations in terms of 
ideological opposition to corporate rapacity and the state’s abdi-
cation of duty, thus laying it open to the charge of playing politics 
which temptation our judiciary as a whole has eschewed.

A well-intentioned bench of the apex court issued several 
directions about the storage and distribution of foodgrains to 
prevent its wastage in the godowns and to make it available to 

our people. The court’s sensitiv-
ity to the people’s basic right to 
food is commendable. However, 
it is problematic whether such 
directions are within the judicial 
sphere and are capable of judicial 
monitoring or are really in the 
domain of the administration.

Quest for social justice and 
relief of human suffering should 

be the paramount motivation of judicial activism. When the ex-
ecutive persistently fails to implement laws made by Parliament 
and the failure results in violation of fundamental rights—for ex-
ample, failure to enforce laws enacted to protect young children 
in workshops or prohibiting their employment in dangerous 
occupations—the court must promptly respond and order the 
executive to implement the laws. In such cases, judicial activism 
is most welcome and is beneficial, and the judiciary cannot be 
said to have taken over the administration of the country. At the 
same time, the judiciary replete with missionary zeal must guard 
against the belief that it alone can solve all the problems that 
afflict our nation like increase in the price of onions or kerosene 
or upward revision of railway fares. Besides judicial activism 
does not warrant venturing into fields where the judiciary does 
not have the requisite expertise. If these caveats are observed, 
judicial activism is certainly a boon and not a bane.

Dark Disclosures: The founder of Pakistan’s nuclear bomb 
programme, A Q Khan, alleged that the North Korean govern-
ment bribed top Pakistani military officials to obtain access to 
sensitive nuclear technology in the late 1990s. He claims that he 
transferred more than $3 million in payments by North Korea 
to senior Pakistani military officers. In support of his allegation, 
Khan relies on a copy of a North Korean official’s 1998 letter to 
him, written in English, which purportedly discloses the secret 
deal. Pakistani military officials have denied the charges and said 
the letter is fake and a fabrication. 

Be that as it may, this scenario raises grave concerns about the 
safety of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal whose location we are told is 
a well guarded secret known to only a few. Who will guarantee 
that the few knowledgeable persons will not disclose the secret 
location upon payment of substantial bribes? And is there any 
doubt that the Al-Qaeda militants and the jehadis who may gain 
access to the nukes will not unleash them against the perceived 
enemies of Islam which would include India along with the USA 
and Israel? We must cope with this terrifying prospect with reso-
luteness and urgency before it is too late to lament.

The writer is a former Attorney General of India

Judicial Activism Good, 
But Only Within Limits

SOLI J SORABJEEMUSINGS

JUDICIAL ACTIVISM 
DOES NOT WARRANT 
THE JUDICIARY TO 
VENTUR INTO FIELDS 
WHERE IT DOES 
NOT HAVE THE 
REQUISITE EXPERTISE.

Padmanabhaswamy Treasure Trove is Property 
of the Temple and Must Remain With It

Ever since the discovery of 
invaluable treasures in the 
vaults of Sri Padmanabha 
Swami Temple at Thiru-
vananthapuram, the secu-
larists of various hues—

atheists and Marxists—have been plead-
ing for its transfer for public purpose 
like poverty alleviation programme. Ap-
parently, either they have all missed the 
import and significance of these priceless 
findings or they think that Hindu temples 
are easy targets for such outright confis-
cation of what millions of devotees over 
centuries have donated as a demonstra-
tion of their faith.

Once you concede that these treasures 
have come from the devotees across cen-
turies, there is no other rational expla-
nation—the demand for confiscation is 
dishonest and an outright insult to their 
faith. Even Jesus Christ had said, when a 
Roman coin was shown to him, that one 
should give to God what is God’s and to 
Caesar what is Caesar’s, thereby keep-
ing the assets of the two apart. This is the 
basis of public trust which succeeding 
generations should respect if society is to 
have any meaning.

Considering that such vast treasures 
stated to be worth Rs 1.50 lakh crore or 
more (antique values have still to be ac-
counted for) were safely kept away from 
predators for such a long period through 

turbulent times, it is a tribute to the Tra-
vancore Royal family that they did not 
succumb to the temptation of appropri-
ating at least some of it. The presence of 
treasure was never a secret. Most likely its 
extent and vast spread was not known.

For centuries, till today, the king visits 
the temple like everyone else with his up-
per torso exposed, underlying his position 
as the servant of the deity. After the temple 
visit, the king gets his feet cleaned only to 
ensure that he did not carry even a par-
ticle of dust from the temple to his home. 
That was the scrupulous commitment the 
Hindu royalty had with referenced to the 
temple. It is, therefore, in the fitness of 

things that the newly installed UDF gov-
ernment in Kerala has refused to listen to 
the Leftist pleas to divert the treasure for 
purpose other than what the donees them-
selves wanted. It has also decided to con-
sult the royal family regarding the upkeep 
of the treasure.

In fact, the title “God’s Own Country” 
for Kerala comes from the large number 
of temples and their properties in the 
state. The Leftist evil influence in the state 
has seen to it that almost all the temples 
are deprived of the lands they had and 
instead depend upon government’s an-
nual grants managed by special statutory 
bodies called Devaswom Boards.

Not surprisingly, in the environment 
that the Congress and other ‘secularists’ 
have created in the country since Inde-
pendence, the Hindu interests do not 
count and Hind sensibilities could be 
trodden down freely, but when it comes 
to Muslim and Christian sentiments, it is 
another matter. Any attempt to take over 
the properties of churches and masjids 
for better management immediately 
raises the ante.

Why is there not a body like Devaswom 
Board to take over and manage the con-
siderable Church properties? Interest-
ingly, I am told, there is a 60- year-old 
dispute between two factions of a Chris-
tian sect in central Kerala. Even violent 
incidents have happened in the scuffle 
for property among these but the state as 
such has refused to intervene. Why ?

With the discovery of so much wealth 
in the Padmanabha temple in Kerala, it 
is important that this does not go into the 
hands of the politicians of various hues 
and what is the temple property remains 
part of the temple itself. It may cost a for-
tune to protect this treasure, but it can 
be met from within, and need not be a 
burden on the state budget. Many coun-
tries do so to preserve their heritage by 
keeping them open for public viewing 
and charging a fee to meet the cost. God’s 
Own Country would only be adding to 
its tourist attraction by providing public 
access to this treasure trove for a fee.

The writer is a BJP MP. 
E-mail him at punjbalbir@gmail.com
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SANJIT

Sonia Gandhi with 
Manmohan Singh

Sharad Pawar

THERE IS NO DENYING THAT INDIA’S 
ECONOMY BY SCALE, GEOGRAPHY AND 

HETEROGENEITY IS COMPLEX TO ANALYSE. 
PERHAPS THE WAY FORWARD IS TO RID 

THE SYSTEM OF OMNIBUS SURVEYS.


