
The National Advisory Council has Become the Super Central Cabinet

T h e  U n i t e d 
P r o g r e s s i v e 
Alliance (UPA) 
seems fated to 
slip into fatal po-
litical darkness. 

For the past seven years, com-
munal harmony and sustained 
economic growth were the pride 
of the UPA. It was also credited 
with having some of India’s best 
administrators as Cabinet 
ministers. They delivered on 
promises and also solved many 
predicaments of the Govern-
ment. One of them is Finance 
Minister Pranab 
Mukherjee—the 
short man with 
the tallest stature 
in the UPA—who 
is finding himself 
in the middle of 
everything and 
every mess. The 
joke doing the 
rounds in the cor-
ridors of power 
is that the UPA 
without Pranab is 
like a powerhouse 
without energy. 
Take  him out 
of the equation 
and the coalition 
will collapse like 
ninepins. Exces-
sive deployment 
of its most pro-
ductive asset has 
started to affect 
Pranab’s capac-
ity and capabili-
ties to deal with 
crises. Pranab is 
the fire hydrant 
used to douse 
sparks from the 
DMK. Pranab is 
the main Con-
gress draftsman on party policy. 
Pranab is the right man to talk to 
the Americans during the upcom-
ing strategic steps meet in July.

Drafted to douse raging fires 
everywhere, his own courtyard 
is engulfed in a fierce conflagra-
tion. For the first time in years, 
the economy is floundering, with 
high inflation and policy slow-
down dragging it down. Pranab 
spent over three months keep-
ing feisty ally Mamata Banerjee 
in good humour and fighting the 
West Bengal elections. The ace 
minister, who usually spends 
over 12 hours a day in his North 
Block office dealing with fiscal 
policy, was asked to forget good 
economics in favour of bad poli-
tics. As chairman of the Cabinet 
Committee of Parliamentary Af-
fairs, he was burdened with the 
onerous task of keeping the entire 
opposition on the Government’s 
right side to enable legislative 
business to function smoothly. 
Once the Congress chose con-
frontation instead of dialogue, 

it was Pranab’s thankless job 
to play Field Marshal. He is the 
chairman of over 50 Groups of 
Ministers; never before has a 
Union minister been chosen by a 
prime minister to head so many 
GoMs. Now the law of diminish-
ing returns is catching up. Aver-
age inflation has risen to over 
9 per cent and food inflation to 
13 per cent. Lacking a magic 
wand, banks have raised lending 
rates for homes and education 
to around 11 per cent to contain 
inflation; two years ago, it was it  
was less than 8 per cent.

The finance minister is harried 
to find extra funds to finance the 
populist schemes floated by the 
Sonia Gandhi-led National Ad-
visory Council, which is insist-
ing on a Food Security Bill with a 
higher populist quotient. To add 
to Pranabda’s woes, the Rahul 
Brigade is demanding the inclu-
sion of more districts and money 
to be paid to the jobless under 
the Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme. Another quandary the 
finance minister faces is keeping 
petroleum product prices under 
control. The Government has 
raised diesel and petrol prices 
11 times in the past one year; oil 
producing companies are seek-
ing yet another raise, citing ris-
ing global crude oil prices. 

His next worry is his old friend 
and Agriculture Minister Sharad 
Pawar asking for extra money 
to raise the minimum support 
prices for agricultural products. 
As the Uttar Pradesh poll count-
down begins, the Rahul Brigade 

will demand special packages for 
various backward regions in the 
state as the Congress plank to 
take on the mighty Mayawati.

Pranabda’s worst dilemma is 
convincing the naivé opinion-
making classes that bringing 
back black money is chasing a 
mirage. Since the finance minis-
ter has been too busy in political 
firefights, he lacks the time to 
discuss with advisers and present 
a viable course of action on the 
issue. Instead he announced 
panel after panel, committee 
after committee. At present 

over half a dozen 
groups have been 
asked to assess 
the scale of hush 
money abroad— 
ignoring data al-
ready available 
with the Govern-
m e n t .  A d d i n g 
to  Pranabda ’ s 
burdens are the 
Posco, Vedanta 
and Air  India 
messes. 

Another head-
ache is persuad-
ing all political 
parties to agree 
on fixing a Gen-
eral Sales Tax 
Bill and new di-
rect tax code. All 
child’s play for a 
seasoned leader 
like Pranabda— 
if only he isn’t 
d r a g g e d  a w a y 
from North Block 
periodically for 
disastrous mis-
sions l ike the 
Ramdev airport 
fiasco. Pranab 
can contain ris-

ing inflation if he is allowed to 
work uninterrupted rather than 
wasting time on arguing for and 
against Team Hazare on the Lok-
pal Bill and burning midnight oil 
formulating the Government’s 
response to aborted negotiations 
with civil society leaders. Since 
success has many fathers and 
failure has none, some of his col-
leagues are raising doubts about 
Pranab’s problem-solving skills. 
Digvijaya Singh, the Congress 
General Secretary with a differ-
ence, indirectly questioned the 
propriety of Pranabda’s airport 
visit, saying the finance min-
ister had put his career on the 
line. Sooner or later, Pranab’s 
adversar ies  are  bound to 
complain that the economy is in a 
mess because its Chief Financial 
Officer was messing around with 
minding all other businesses 
except his own. 

The time has come for Dada 
to return to what he does best—
managing the economy.
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Long after the Supreme Court’s decision in 
Aruna Shanbaug’s case permitting passive 
euthanasia, a national debate over whether, 
and to what extent, Parliament should legal-
ise euthanasia continues. The court’s judg-

ment was predicated on the distinction between ‘active’ 
euthanasia (positive steps taken to deliberately induce 
death) and ‘passive’ euthanasia (withdrawing life-support 
and treatment from a terminally ill patient). Furthermore, 
a right to die by refusing life-saving or life-preserving in-
tervention was conceded, but there is apparently no right 
to be assisted to die through positive interventions—thus 
rendering the right illusory for patients who are incapable 
of executing decisions about ending their own lives.

Public discourse, and even judicial reasoning, tends to 
accord an unwarranted degree of importance to an abso-
lutist version of the ‘sanctity of life’ (SOL) principle. The 
law, however, does not always contemplate an uncon-
strained notion of SOL. The moral basis for extending 
the right to die to encompass assisted/active euthanasia 
already exists in the present framework, especially since 
SOL has already been compromised to a large extent.  

First, SOL must not be conflated with the idea that 
human life should be preserved at all costs. To the con-
trary, the law’s recognition that withdrawing life-pro-
longing treatment is sometimes legitimate is actually an 
embodiment of SOL. To cite Denman, J. of the European 
Court of Human Rights, “A view that life must be pre-
served at all costs does not sanctify life (...) To care for the 
dying (...) and to free them from suffering rather than sim-
ply to postpone death is to have fundamental respect for 
the sanctity of life and its end.” Hence, as the process of 
dying is an inevitable con-
sequence of life, a ‘right to 
life’ implies the right to die 
a natural death, unless the 
individual does  not wish to 
artificially prolong his life. 

Second, SOL is only one 
of a cluster of important 
ethical principles, and must 
be balanced against indi-
vidual autonomy, privacy 
and self-determination. 

Third, the fact that 
mentally competent adults have the legal right to refuse 
medical treatment refutes the misconception that SOL is 
inviolable. They can even execute a binding advance direc-
tive stating their wishes regarding whether they should be 
kept alive on life-support. It is counter-intuitive to suggest 
that incompetent adults (those legally unable to make or 
communicate decisions because of mental/physical dis-
abilities) do not retain a similar interest in self-determi-
nation. In case the patient has not executed an advance 
directive, judges can employ devices such as (a) the US 
‘substituted  judgment’ test, whereby the decision-maker 
acts as a surrogate for the patient and determines what 
decision the patient herself would have taken; or (b) the 
UK ‘best interests’ test approved in Aruna’s case, whereby 
the decision-maker must follow whatever course is objec-
tively in the patient’s best interests. 

Finally, the permissibility of passive euthanasia in itself 
provides the strongest argument for extending the right to 
die to cases of assisted/active euthanasia. The mere fact 
that euthanasia is ‘passive’ in a particular instance does 
not mean that the intention to cause a patient’s death 
does not exist. Indeed, the House of Lords accepted (in 
the Bland case) that the doctors’ intention in passively 
euthanising Bland by withdrawing artificial nutrition and 
hydration was to bring about the patient’s death. Thus, un-
critical deference to the SOL principle works insidiously 
to ensure that only certain types of death—by suffocation, 
dehydration, starvation and infection, withdrawal/with-
holding of ventilation, nutrition and antibiotics—can law-
fully be brought about. Further, it prohibits doctors from 
acting quickly, and more humanely, by the administration 
of, say, a single lethal injection. Judges and ethicists have 
correctly said that the active/passive distinction often con-
demns a patient to a protracted death, while doctors and 
‘well-wishers’ withhold a more merciful death. 

The writer is a research scholar at Balliol College, 
Oxford. This is a modified version of a paper published in 

Economic and Political Weekly

There is no end to the UPA government’s 
troubles. Corruption charges against its 
functionaries are pouring in torrents. Pub-
lic protest is not confined to the media and 
Parliament; it has spilled over to the street. 

Manmohan Singh has given a new definition of honesty 
according to which nobody is really corrupt, he/she has 
only been misled; nobody is guilty because the system is 
flawed; the prime minister is never in the wrong because 
he is always uninformed and unaware of all develop-
ments. In this atmosphere, one thing which is being lost 
sight of is the crisis looming large on the economic front. 
The government appears helpless in the face of ever-ris-
ing inflation and has abdicated all its responsibility to the 
RBI. The only option available to the bank is to go on rais-
ing interest rates, squeezing liquidity in the market and, 
thus, making money not only expensive but also scarce. 

We are back to the bad old days of high inflation and 
high interest rates. Predictably, this is having an adverse 
impact on investment and the economy’s growth rate. 
The latest data shows that the economy grew at the rate of 
7.8 per cent in the fourth quarter of 2010-11 and though 
for the whole year the economy expanded 8.5 per cent 
compared to 8 per cent in 2009-10, tell-tale signs of slow-
down are already evident. Investment growth, or increase 
in gross capital formulation, declined to 0.4 per cent in 
the last quarter of 2010-11, so did private consumption 
growth. Industrial growth is showing sign of slackening 
despite the slight recovery in March 2011. The six core 
industries—crude oil, petroleum refinery products, coal, 
electricity, cement and finished steel—rose at their slow-
est in five months by only 5.2 per cent in April 2011. 

The Indian economy went through a phase of unprec-
edented high growth between 2003-04 and 2007-08. 

While all of us celebrated the high growth rate, few of us 
paused to ask the question as to what made it possible. 
The strategy which made it possible was simple and I 
know it first hand because I had a hand in formulating it. 
It consisted of unleashing the bottled up demand— both 
consumption and investment—in the economy; control-
ling inflation through a mix of fiscal and monetary policy 
and supply side measures; lowering interest rates to make 
cheaper money available for both the consumer and the 
investor; create a burst of activity on the infrastructure 
front to sustain the investment demand and start a hous-
ing revolution in the country. The key, therefore, was low 
inflation and moderate interest rates. 

The UPA government has abandoned this strategy. 
In the name of tackling the global financial crisis but in 
reality to improve electoral prospects, it went for a fiscal 
expansion in the last two years of UPA I. It is now finding 
it difficulty to put the genie back in the bottle. Housing is 
slowing down, highways are not being built, infrastruc-
ture bottlenecks are reappearing and high interest rates 
have emerged as the biggest road block to investment. 

Given the problems that the Government is facing on all 
fronts, it is highly unlikely that it will have the willpower 
to tackle this economic malaise. In any case, it is now 
evident that two USPs that propelled Manmohan Singh 
to the post in May 2004—honesty and economic exper-
tise—have let him down badly. He has earned the dubi-
ous distinction of leading the most corrupt government in 
Independent India’s history and he may soon acquire the 
dubious distinction of ruining an economy which he had 
inherited in the pink of health in May 2004. 

I used to firmly believe that we had put the economy on 
auto-pilot and its forward march could not be stopped. 
Now, I am not so sure. 

 The writer is a senior BJP leader and former finance minister
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In the Indian politi-
cal theatre, the present 
prime minister got the 
most coveted job because 
Sonia Gandhi, for known 
and unknown reasons, 

declined to don the mettle. Several 
stalwarts within the Congress never ac-
cepted this elevation of Dr Manmohan 
Singh though they could not dare to be 
vociferous about it for obvious reasons. 
Now, after seven years, one could sense 
strong undercurrents within the party 
and also among the general public on 
how long the prime minister shall, or 
should, continue. To deny the presence 
of this public discourse would be turn-
ing a blind eye to the pragmatic assess-
ment of the current political scenario 
on one hand and the prevailing public 
perceptions on the other. 

The present Government remains 
in power only on technical ground, not 
because of nation’s confidence in it or 
its credibility. Presiding over numerous 
scandals, it appears to be shielding the 

guilty, trying to delay every action and 
initiative that could bring back some 
semblance of governance in the coun-
try. The erosion of the Central govern-
ment’s credibility has been gradual. 
The recent downslide has been very 
fast, particularly after the Anna Hazare 
fast and Ramdev ripples. A series of 
scandals—Raja and his 2G perform-
ance, the theatre of absurd enacted by 
Suresh Kalmadi; the high-rise spectacle 
of Adarsh Society; the affluent mush-
rooming of family-owned TV Channels  
in Tamil Nadu and many more—had 
already prepared the background.

For the common man, the way 
Ramdev was hounded out of Ram-
lila Maidan and people assaulted and 
removed has left a bitter taste, irre-
spective of political affiliations and 
ideological compulsions. In every dis-
course, the common refrain is: what is 
the prime minister doing? 

The presence of the prime minister 
is rarely felt by the people even on mat-
ters of urgent national concerns. Was 
the June 4-5 police onslaught ordered 
without his knowledge? Can he just 

glance over it by merely making a cryp-
tic statement that it was “unfortunate 
but necessary”? These queries are in 
continuation of the general perception 
that the seat of power lies somewhere 
else. Instead of making efforts to re-
move these apprehensions from the 
public mind, his party simply fuelled 
it by creating the National Advisory 
Council (NAC) which has gradually 

become the super central cabinet and 
whose emergence would always be ad-
judged as an avoidable creation. 

Several NAC’s members unhesitat-
ingly enjoy all the sarkari privileges 
and, at their sweet will, revert to their 
USP to lodge protests against the Gov-
ernment. For them, everything they ap-
prove is in national interest. From every 
consideration and provision, it is the 

prime minister’s responsibility to en-
sure that the constitutional authority of 
the Cabinet is not usurped by any other 
formation, but he quietly accepted this 
additional baggage of making the Gov-
ernment subservient to NAC.

Interestingly, the NAC is expected 
to advise the prime minister, and its 
members are to be nominated by him. 
Those who know Manmohan Singh 
can clearly infer that the nominations 
are finalised somewhere else. The 
composition indicates that self-pro-
claimed secularists, those on the pay 
rolls of foreign-funded NGOs, are the 
favourite ones. Capacity to criticise and 
indulge in the vilification of the oppo-
sition party is, of course, an additional 
qualification to become a member. 

Of the several instances when the 
NAC created embarrassing conditions 
for the Government, the most recent 
is the Food Security Bill which was 
a move to create favourable climate 
among the weaker sections for electoral 
purposes but which totally ignored the 
limitations under which the Centre 
functions. This advice was found be-

yond the capacity of the Government to 
implement. It was an avoidable confu-
sion that was deliberately created by an 
extra-constitutional authority.

The NAC has taken another task 
that is creating ripples of discontent. 
The draft of Prevention of Communal 
and Targeted Violence (Access to Jus-
tice and Reparations) Bill has already 
alerted even the minority communi-
ties. The members of the drafting com-
mittee are known for their vociferous 
attacks on certain set of their fellow 
countrymen whom they dislike. It is 
clear to ever concerned citizen that 
this is a highly motivated exercise with 
a hidden agenda. The politicians who 
thrived on the minority vote-banks in 
initial years after independence, then 
lost it when the game got exposed, are 
now making fresh bid to regain it. Vital 
elements like social cohesion and re-
ligious amity are just ignored for pre-
sumed gains. Those who criticize Anna 
Hazare and Ramdev for usurping the 
rights of the elected representatives 
need to come clean on the NAC.

 The writer is former director, NCERT
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sive’ in a particu-
lar instance does 
not mean that the 
intention to cause 
a patient’s death 
does not exist.
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