
The survival of de-
mocracy depends 
on dialogue and 
debate. Sadly, the 
Indian democratic 
system is being 

subverted by the very individuals 
who are expected to hold healthy 
discussions to resolve conten-
tious issues. The picture of a chief 
minister seeking justice from the 
president of India against 
the atrocities unleashed by a 
nominee of the Rashtrapati 
Bhawan defines the impend-
ing collapse of India’s institu-
tional framework. Last week, 
Karnataka Chief Minister B S 
Yeddyurappa accompanied 
by 121 of his MLAs walked up 
Raisina Hill in New Delhi to 
meet Pratibha Patil because 
back home, Governor Hans 
Raj Bhardwaj had refused to 
engage the chief minister in 
sane dialogue. For Bhardwaj, 
the language of threats and 
dismissal was the best means 
to settle political disputes. As 
the BJP leaders were meet-
ing the president, the gover-
nor issued yet another veiled 
threat to a democratically 
elected government which 
has been repeatedly winning 
the people’s mandate during 
the past few months. 

The crisis in Karnataka 
symbolises the sickness that 
plagues Indian politics. Con-
sensus has been replaced 
with confrontation, effusive-
ness with ego and accom-
modation with arrogance. As five 
new chief ministers took over in 
states which went to the polls last 
week, the mood at nearly every 
swearing venue was the jubilation 
of a bloody war won. It didn’t look 
anything like the celebration of an 
electoral victory. Those who were 
defeated by the voter were con-
spicuous by their absence; those 
who won were least concerned 
about their missing rivals who 
had earlier ruled the state for five 
years. It was a change without the 
continuity of democratic tradition. 
In both Tamil Nadu and West 
Bengal, no political party that 
vied for power had ever opened a 
dialogue with each other. Mamata 
Banerjee had been leading a re-
lentless campaign against Marxist 
misrule for the past 15 years but 
not one photograph of her with 
former chief minister Buddhadeb 
Bhattacharya has appeared any-
where. When did anyone last see 
J Jayalalithaa and M Karunanidhi 
sitting across the table to discuss 
issues concerning their state? In 
fact, the leaders of the opposition 
(read whichever party that lost the 
elections) have made it a point not 
to attend Assembly sessions for 
five years in the wilderness.

No wonder, former chief minis-
ter Karunanidhi and his clan were 

missing in Chennai when Amma 
was sworn in. So were all promi-
nent Left leaders in Kolkata and 
Thiruvanthapuram when the new 
chief ministers took charge. In 
Assam, there was no opposition 
worth the name left to represent 
those who lost to the Congress. 
This trend looks ominous for the 
survival of a pluralistic political 
system in which the majority must 

have its way while the minority is 
allowed to have its say. For the 
past few years, both the opposi-
tion and the ruling parties—at the 
Centre and in the states—have 
abandoned the democratic tradi-
tion of consulting each other on 
problems facing the people. In al-
most every state, the ruling party 
has hardly ever made an attempt 
to even invite the leader of the 
opposition for an informal meet-
ing to discuss issues. For exam-
ple, Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister 
Mayawati has never met a single 
opposition leader in the past so 
many years. In Bihar, even the 
normally affable Nitish Kumar 
has kept the opposition at a dis-
tance, as if he doesn’t need their 
suggestions on tackling the state’s 
thorny problems. In Jammu and 
Kashmir, Mehbooba Mufti has 
spurned every offer of Chief Min-
ister Omar Abdullah to participate 
in all-party meetings. Kashmir 
faces daily threats of terror and 
is still one of the least developed 
states despite liberal grants from 
Delhi. But never have the ruling 
party and the opposition con-
fabulated even once to get rid of 
poverty and ensure security. 

Even when helpless Tamilians 
were being mowed down by the 
Sri Lankan army, it didn’t occur to 

Karunanidhi to invite the leader of 
the opposition for a brainstorming 
session. In the north, have we ever 
heard of the Chautalas of Haryana 
breaking bread with Chief Minis-
ter Bhupinder Singh Hooda in the 
past seven years?

Perhaps, our state leaders are 
taking the cue from their bosses 
in New Delhi. For the past few 
years, all opposition parties have 

been locked in the foulest 
slanging match ever with 
UPA leaders. The most 
recent example is the total 
demolition of the Public 
Accounts Committee—an 
institution whose cred-
ibility had survived until 
now amid political scandal 
for decades. Confronted 
with the 2G impasse, its 
members resorted to the 
use of offensive language 
against each other rather 
than civilised and mature 
discussion. The political 
air has been fouled by mis-
trust so much that neither 
the Government nor the 
Opposition has met even 
once so far to take stock of 
the security situation aris-
ing out of the threat posed 
by the ISI chief’s outburst 
against India. It seems 
even the UPA’s coalition 
partners have forgotten to 
hold the usual meetings 
of the coordination com-
mittee. The fact is they are 
involved in an internecine 
secret war.

Their only agenda has been to 
dislodge, besiege and besmirch 
the reputations of one another 
through means both fair and foul. 
In the process, even daily political 
discourse has acquired venomous 
overtones with most leaders using 
acerbic, sometimes even abusive, 
language against each other. Per-
haps, the current crop of political 
leaders have forgotten how Ti-
tans—who are part of their own 
political lineage—like Jawahar 
Lal Nehru, Ram Manohar Lohia, 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee conducted 
their political lives; each one of 
them was capable of going for the 
jugular within the legislature but 
would be seen dining together 
and sharing the same venue later 
in the evening. Lal Bahadur Shas-
tri invited the RSS to work for 
civil defence and Vajpayee called 
up Indira Gandhi after India won 
the 1971 war against Pakistan. For 
them, the nation came first and 
not their names on the front pages 
or their faces on prime-time news. 
Now politicians use newspapers 
and the small screen to convey 
anger through abuse. Their dis-
courses are not about solutions 
but slandering one another. Gen-
Next is certainly a master of words 
but severely lacks wisdom.
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An American narrative on a major event 
involving it always manages to sustain the 
myth of invincibility tagged to that country. 
It happened, again, earlier this month when 
President Barack Obama appeared on televi-

sion and said Osama bin Laden has been killed. Your re-
alise that a country can support a dozen tyrannies outside 
and still be pious about democracy and security inside.

The American narrative is intact, but can the argu-
mentative Indian—watching it on TV—accept it quietly? 
He sips his tea and proceeds with a quiet ethnography. 
He begins with words, with the announcement that jus-
tice has been done. The word justice seems a bit sim-
plistic. Justice appears like revenge—a retaliation in a 
feud—than an appeal to universal principles of rights, 
fairness, openness. Is justice, the right of might or is it 
something more? One recognises the punitive compo-
nent of justice, but power here has other messages. The 
Indian accustomed to contrary arguments then asks, 
“Will everyone see it that way?” Does the event stop here 
on would more innocent people die?

Sitting in his couch, the Indian feels like a specta-
tor waiting out the battle of two fundamentalisms. He 
chews on the word terror. Terror, he thought, was im-
personal, a violence which combined the anonymity of 
threat with the strange intimacy of torture. Terror ap-
peared faceless. It was a label, a mask. Yet the US gives 
terror a face called Osama. One asks does it personalise 
terror, reduce it to a vendetta, an insurgency. It is as if 
Americans do not quite understand terror.

Like all Indians obsessed with and concerned about 
Pakistan, he tries to grasp, to feel how people there feel. 
One must emphasise the word ‘people’. One is not refer-
ring to regime. The Pakistani regime is a cunning one 
with a military capable of 
genocide as Bangladesh 
proved. What does it mean 
to people to see a foreign 
army conduct an opera-
tion with impunity? The 
regime seems to hide be-
hind the fact that it was not 
informed. It uses its lack of 
trustworthiness almost as 
a guarantee of innocence. 
Yet the Indian always con-
cerned with the gossip of 
people wonders how de-
mocracy in Pakistan feels caught in the triple strangle-
hold of tribalism, fundamentalism and militarism? The 
US behaves like the Salwa Judum, an army of the domi-
nant castes which has destroyed a nuisance.

Democracy seems brittle in this violence-ridden state 
where democracy has been constantly betrayed by the 
limits of politics and politicians. The Musharrafs, the 
Kayanis and the Gilanis seem like mechanical cuckoo 
clocks mouthing tired scripts. He wonders where the 
genuine Pakistani voices are. He asks himself where 
India stands. The first statements of the PM and the 
home minister sounds like handouts from the US Em-
bassy. India appears to work like a PA to US foreign pol-
icy. He looks at the TV media and the sense of hysteria, of 
betrayal seems jingoistic. He realises the ordinary India 
is more pragmatic and realistic than the regime. Indians 
realise that Pakistan has been home to terror and yet 
this same Indian knows that there is no alternative to di-
plomacy to negotiations, to a wager about democracy in 
Pakistan. An Indian peace has to be a South Asian peace. 
He sits back and wonders where he has failed. He wants 
to talk, quarrel, open up possibilities to worlds beyond 
Obama, Osama, or Musharraf or Kayani.

The Indian realises that a dialogue of democracies 
must begin. The American narrative or even the official 
Indian narrative is too simplistic. Both pre-empt the pos-
sibility of alternative futures, of dreams, possibilities not 
yet contained in the current dialogues. A South Asian al-
manac of violence would show that between Americans 
and our regimes we have devastated the area, virtually 
making it unlivable. One desperately needs a South 
Asian imagination. It is not Laden who has been killed. 
It is the South Asian dream of an alternative world and a 
different sense of peace. This much we have to pursue.

 The writer is a social scientist

There are many blessings in India show-
ered on a new bride, such as “may you have 
seven sons” or “may you be the mother of 
100 sons”. Outdated as it may seem in a 
world increasingly promoting fewer chil-

dren, the cultural dimension of son preference remains 
entrenched deep in societal thinking. In a country where 
women constitutionally have the right to equality, this 
blessing has become a significant marker of discrimina-
tion, as reflected in our declining child sex ratio. 

The Census 2011 brought some cheer as the sex ratio 
showed a seven-point increase from 933 to 940. Kerala 
remains the state with the highest female sex ratio of 
1,084 females vs 1,000 males. In contrast, Haryana re-
flects the lowest with 877 females. Broken down further, 
the state-level data shows the ratio in districts going 
down to as low as 583 in Leh and 533 in Daman.  

Unfortunately the 0-6 child sex ratio has shown a 
drastic decline in India, having fallen by 13 points. There 
are deep variations, with Jammu and Kashmir falling an 
unbelievable 82 points and Maharashtra falling below 
the 913-mark to 883. The north-west states, which have 
always been in the danger zone, showed overall improve-
ment with Punjab going up from 798 to 846. Eastern 
and southern India unfortunately demonstrates a wid-
ening regional decline. 

In general, research on sex ratio has shown that the 
economies of gender are explicitly reflected in the demand 
for dowry and income potential of a son. There are also the 
socio-cultural needs of a male heir to make one’s identity 
known through one’s name in this world, and help one’s 
entry into the next. In this demand-driven world, the result 
is the practice of female infanticide and female foeticide. 

Though the government passed the PCPNDT legislation 
banning sex determination, it has made little change to the 
now disturbing trend of missing girls in India. 

China is facing a worse problem due to its one-child 
policy which is acting as barrier to development. It is, 
therefore, advocating two children in some regions, but 
this policy as reported by the media is not paying off. To 
some extent, this is also reflected in India’s skewed sex 
ratio where now increasingly parents do not want more 
than two children. And those two, as observed, are sons.  

As society is masculinised, violence against women is 
increasing, including rape, abduction, trafficking, slavery 
and polyandry. Muna, a small shopkeeper from Punjab, 
could not find a wife in the neighbouring countryside and 
had to pay a broker to get a wife who was a Bangladeshi 
migrant. Nimmi, a woman who was detected to be car-
rying a female foetus, had to undergo a DNA test as the 
priest had predicted she would have a boy.  

There is another expected danger we should be aware 
of. The presence of large numbers of unmarried men in 
general will create more aggression and violence across 
the country. If the sex ratio in Jammu and Kashmir, for 
instance, is skewed so much in favour of boys, the state 
will see even more violence in future because there will 
be an imbalanced masculinised social structure. 

With newer and cheaper sex detection technologies 
emerging, the state is losing control. It is, therefore, no 
longer only the context of rich districts with high number 
of sonography centres with sex ratio problems, but also 
tribal and poor societies which are coming under the 
sweeping force of cheap technology.  

Above all, though India ‘modernises’ and lets in global 
market forces converting people to newer branded con-
sumer items, our patriarchal mindsets have not changed. 

The writer is former director of the School of Women’s Studies, 
Utkal University 
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Indians realise 
that Pakistan 
has been home 
to terror and yet 
this same Indian 
knows that there 
is no alternative to 
diplomacy to 
negotiations.

The world population was 250 
million in 1950; it’s 7 billion 
in 2011. It was six billion in 

1999—adding one billion in just 12 
years. At the present rate, it will be 
10.6 billion in 2050. Only remedial 
measures can clamp it at the tar-
geted 8 billion or less by then.

Recently, the United Nations 
Population Division made a radical 
shift in its population projections. 
Previously, it had estimated that 
the number of people living on the 
planet would reach around 9 bil-
lion by 2050 and then level off. Now 
everything has changed: rather than 
levelling off, the population size will 
continue to grow, reaching 10 billion 
or more at century’s end

Demographic projections are just 
predictions. They only tell us what 
can happen if we make a variety of 
policy decisions and investments. 
As is the case with these projections, 
they include a lower and higher esti-
mate—and where we end up in that 
range depends upon what we do in 

the meantime. Hence, it would be 
a mistake to focus only on the me-
dium UN projection of 9.3 billion 
people by 2050—as most commen-
tators do. The high projection would 
take us to 10.6 billion in 2050. The 
low projection would mean 8.1 bil-
lion. (Just for a sense of scale: the 
difference between these high and 
low variants is equivalent to the en-
tire global population in 1950.) Why 
this spurt in population? Put sim-
ply, fertility rates. Across much of 
the world, women are having fewer 
children, but African countries have 
seen a far slower decline in popula-
tion growth. Preferences for smaller 
family size and better access to fam-
ily planning haven’t happened. High 
HIV/AIDS rates too haven’t made a 
deleterious impact.

In fact, outside a handful of 
countries, HIV/AIDS has only a 
tiny impact on overall population. 
In the first five months of this year, 
the world population grew by enough 
to equal all the AIDS deaths since the 

epidemic began 30 years ago.
That 2050 figure is vital in deter-

mining how large the population will 
grow by 2100—either as high as 15.8 
billion or as low as 6.2 billion. With 
so many people reproducing, very 
small differences in family size have 
a dramatic impact over time. The 
difference between a world of 6.2 

billion and 15.8 billion will depend 
on a change in the average number 
of children that women have—a 
change that is so small that demog-
raphers are reduced to using the odd 
image of “half a child” to describe it. 
Over the coming 40 years, however, 
if the average woman bears half a 
child more, on average, it will have 

an almost unimaginably profound 
effect on virtually everything else 
that happens in the 21st century.

Let’s imagine how different our 
world could look, depending upon 
its population. Already, we face a 
host of challenges: feeding growing 
numbers of middle-class meat-eat-
ing citizens, lifting the bottom third 
of the world’s people out of poverty, 
and ensuring that our ever-growing 
economies are environmentally sus-
tainable. All these necessities will 
become more urgent and more diffi-
cult if the population grows quickly, 
particularly in poor countries where 
adequate food supplies and suffi-
cient sources of water often can’t be 
taken for granted.

Ironically, the future problem 
stems from today’s success: Women 
are not having more children than 
in the past, but fewer of them are 
dying. Globally, the number of in-
fant deaths per 1,000 births fell 
from 126 in 1960 to 57 in 2001.

That so many women lack access 
to family planning may come as a 
surprise to many who have watched 

women’s rights improve through-
out the world in recent decades. But 
after much attention to population 
control in the 1970s, interest began 
to wane in the 1990s.

In all our research, we have not 
found any country, with the excep-
tion of a few oil-rich states, that has 
developed or extricated itself from 
poverty while maintaining high av-
erage family size. Countries with 
high birth rates tend to find it dif-
ficult or impossible to expand their 
education systems or their health 
systems adequately to keep up 
with the need. This matters beyond 
any one country or region. We’ve 
now been warned. If measures are 
taken now, we could still keep the 
2050 world population at around 
8 billion. Fail to do so, and we may 
give birth to a new, difficult era of 
poverty instead.

Potts is Bixby professor at the School of 
Public Health, University of California, 
Berkeley. Campbell is president of Ven-
ture Strategies for Health and Develop-
ment and a lecturer at the University of 
California, Berkeley.
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With declining sex 
ratio, the presence 
of large number 
of unmarried men 
in general will 
create more 
aggression and 
violence across 
the country.
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Now politicians use newspapers 
and the small screen to convey 

anger through abuse. Their 
discourses are not about solu-

tions but slandering one another.
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