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M
any years ago, watching

a performance of

Sakharam Binder in

Calcutta, I heard someone in the

audience say, “What kind of play

is this? The language is so plain,

the characters are so vulgar —

where is the upliftment?”

“Where is the upliftment”:

indeed, that was often how the

Indian establishment greeted a

new work from Vijay Tendulkar,

the great Marathi writer who died

yesterday after many years of

fighting myasthenia gravis. His

plays were often heralded by

clashes with the censor, or

greeted with horror by the more

conservative.

But Sakharam Binder is still

watched; Tendulkar’s portrayal

of a man who could be

benefactor and abuser, who

makes his bargains openly with

the women he simultaneously

rescues and uses, remains one of

the most intricate and compelling

character studies in Indian

theatre. And it was that “plain”

language, those ordinary,

“vulgar” characters who struck a

chord with audiences across five

decades; we recognised

something of ourselves in all of

Tendulkar’s plays, even if we

didn’t always like that

recognition.

His play, Gidhade (The

Vultures), featured a woman

character wearing a sari that had

a large red dot in front. The

symbolism of the dot was

considered shocking, even

vulgar; in one production of the

play, Satyadev Dubey switched

the colour of the dot to black —

and then urged the audience to

imagine that it was red, in

accordance with Tendulkar’s

wishes.  

One of his most searing and

best-known plays, Ghasiram

Kotwal, was written by Tendulkar

as he witnessed the rise of the

Shiv Sena in Bombay. His

portrayal of Nana Phadnavis was

considered scandalous in more

conservative quarters, and for a

while, every performance of the

play had to be preceded by the

ludicrous announcement that

“Nana Phadnavis was a great

Peshwa leader”. He couldn’t have

written better black farce himself

— and he was one of our best

mordant writers.

There are few Indians who

don’t know at least some of

Tendulkar’s plays — Ghasiram

Kotwal, Sakharam Binder and

Silence! The Court is in Session —

have been staples of the theatre

circuit for years. What made him

such a great writer was that he

couldn’t be easily slotted. He

dealt in ambiguity and

ambivalence, he bore witness to

his times, but he understood the

complexity of human beings, and

he had no tolerance for

hypocrisy. 

He spoke once of the

environment he had grown up in

— a Mumbai chawl, the father

who ran a small publishing

business, books and literature

threading through what outsiders

might assume was only middle-

class poverty. He loved this

environment. His father often

took him to see plays, and he

liked going backstage, watching

the transformation as the men

who played women’s roles sat

back in their costumes and

smoked beedis. He was

precocious, writing his first play

at the age of 11 — he also

produced, directed and acted in it. 

Many years later, when he

worked on screenplays for films

such as Manthan, Ardh Satya and

Aakrosh, he sought out the

directors who shared a certain

sensibility, a way of looking at the

world without flinching and with

honesty — Shyam Benegal,

Govind Nihalani, Saeed Mirza.

(He didn’t do a screenplay for

Mirza, but he wrote the dialogue

for Arvind Desai ki Ajeeb Dastan.)

The best of his work has a

timeless quality about it; plays

that he wrote in response to a

particular event, a moment

caught in time, remain just as

relevant and arresting today. His

plays, screenplays and short

stories have a clarity about them

— his directions in his

screenplays are crisp and vivid,

he preferred short, pithy

sentences, and he listened, really

listened to the way ordinary

people spoke, catching the

rhythms of their language

perfectly. 

This made him an easy writer

to read in translation — the

Marathi of the original writing

slides fluidly into English, or

indeed into most other

languages. The plays he

translated, in turn, demonstrate

the range of theatre he loved,

from the historical to the deeply

personal — Girish Karnad’s epic

Tughlaq on one hand and

Tennessee William’s gripping,

haunting A Streetcar Named

Desire on the other.

“My writing has always been

honest,” he often said. “I don’t

know any other way to write

except to look at life, to really

look, without prejudices or

blinkers, and then to write what I

see as honestly as I can.” His

friends, and they were many, in

the literary world will miss him;

the rest of us have the

consolation of knowing that we

will always have Vijay

Tendulkar’s work with us.
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W
ith the procurement of both

wheat and rice set to hit new

highs this year, the worries

over the country’s food security seem

to be over. The official grain reserves

have already been refurbished ade-

quately, swelling way beyond the as-

sessed buffer requirement. For the gov-

ernment, it is a reassuring factor, es-

pecially when it seemed to be fight-

ing a losing battle against inflation and

the elections to the assemblies in some

key states, and the Lok Sabha subse-

quently, are not far. Moreover, it also

obviates the need for grain imports

which invariably turn controversial in

view of the abnormally high global food

prices.

However, regardless of these gains,

the situation should lead, at best, to cau-

tious optimism. For, the mopping up

of such a large chunk of the marketable

grains surplus by the government can

create its own problems. In the case

of wheat, for instance, the Food Cor-

poration of India (FCI) and state agen-

cies together have bought 20-21 million

tonnes, constituting nearly 90 per cent

of the total market arrivals. The wheat

purchases by the private trade, includ-

ing the milling industry, on the other

hand, are reckoned at merely around

340,000 tonnes, down nearly 85 per cent

from the previous year’s 2.5 million

tonnes. The fear, therefore, is that the

open market may face a shortage, par-

ticularly in the lean season, exerting an

upward pressure on prices. What needs

to be realised is that the public distri-

bution system (PDS), for which 90 per

cent of the grains have been cornered,

is accessible to no more than 35 to 40

per cent of the population. The bulk

of the food demand is met by the private

trade and wheat industry, which have

been deliberately prevented from stock-

ing up grains by imposing stringent

stock-and-purchase declaration norms

and holding out threats of coercive

action on the plea of de-hoarding. 

Admittedly, the big wheat growers

do tend to withhold part of their pro-

duce for deferred sales in the off-sea-

son in the hope of getting better prices,

but the number of such farmers is not

too large. Therefore, the open market

may not have enough grains to meet

the demand unless, of course, the gov-

ernment decides to offload part of its

own grain inventory in the market

through open sales, as has been done

so often in the past. Otherwise, the gov-

ernment’s current approach to wheat

management can, potentially, prove

counter-productive, defeating the very

purpose for which the all-out effort has

been made to boost procurement. 

As far as rice is concerned, the glitch-

es are of a different nature. These em-

anate largely from the government’s ill-

advised moves to ban the export of non-

basmati rice and impose an export

tax on basmati rice, the burden of which

is likely to be passed on by exporters to

the basmati growers. Such measures,

ultimately, hurt the interests of the grow-

ers by depressing the domestic prices.

This often proves counter-productive

in the end. India had become the world’s

second largest exporter of rice, which

had enabled the paddy producers get

good prices. But that incentive seems

to have been taken away now. Thus,

considering such a potentially adverse

fall-out, and in view of the spectacu-

lar turnaround in the food reserves, the

government should be well-advised

to revisit some of its recent policy de-

cisions and relax the shackles on the

private sector to improve open mar-

ket grain availability. Otherwise price

stability can be in jeopardy.

Procurement lessons

M
aharashtra Finance Minister

Jayant Patil’s proposal to set

up an exclusive club of pro-

gressive states to act as a pressure

group for their developmental needs

is an interesting one. The real purpose

of the move is to lobby with the 13th

Finance Commission for a larger share

of central taxes for the progressive

states. The logic is simple, and Patil is

not the first chief minister to make

it. There are two arguments. One, there

is a positive disincentive for a state

to do well on improving tax adminis-

tration and collection if, as has hap-

pened with successive Finance Com-

missions, more funds are to be given

to poorer states. One has only to see

the contribution made by states like

Maharashtra and Bihar to the cen-

tral tax kitty and compare this with the

share of central taxes that go to these

states. The second argument is that,

since these poor-performing states have

a poor absorptive capacity anyway,

funds given to them are not utilised as

effectively as in the states that perform

better. So, why give them more mon-

ey if the same can be utilised more ef-

fectively elsewhere? But if the purpose

is to ensure more balanced develop-

ment across the country, as indeed is

the logic used by the Finance Com-

mission, then states have to be given

additional assistance in the form of

a larger share of the central revenues

to allow them to develop the necessary

infrastructure which will allow them

to grow faster in the years to come.

What the Jayant Patil formulation,

therefore, seeks to do is to once again

bring up the question of equity versus

efficiency. While it would be inap-

propriate to reverse the position on us-

ing the criteria of poverty and back-

wardness to determine tax devolution,

it is clear that the 13th Finance Com-

mission will need to come up with a

solution to the issue, perhaps in the

form of a special fund for states that

meet certain criteria.

Ideally, since states also get other

funds from the Union government

by way of assistance for their state

plans, this is the part that should be

used more actively to transfer funds

for developmental needs of states. This

will allow the Finance Commission to

provide more for states that are doing

well and contributing more to the cen-

tral kitty. But, as various NDA-ruled

states had pointed out last year at

the National Development Council

meeting that approved the XIth Five

Year Plan, the central government is

giving more funds to them through

centrally sponsored schemes whose

goals and structure are dictated by the

Centre. What complicates the matter

is that the 13th Finance Commission

has indeed been entrusted with the re-

sponsibility of examining whether the

money that the Union government gives

to states by way of gross budgetary

support should be taken into account

before deciding what share is to be al-

located for the states! In other words,

Mr Patil’s proposal for an exclusive

club of progressive states has ensured

that the 13th Finance Commission will

have its hands more than full in re-

solving the issues raised by him.

Redoing fiscal federalism

T
he fear that the recent rise

in the inflation rate will scup-

per their chances of re-elec-

tion has led the UPA govern-

ment to blame the usual suspects:

hoarders, monopolists, and of course,

foreigners. So bring back discredit-

ed policies: raid hoarders, torment

speculators and ban export of agri-

cultural products. But raiding mer-

chant’s stocks and banning forward

training merely short-circuits the in-

ter-temporal smoothing mechanism

— whereby traders make a profit by

buying stocks when prices are low,

and offloading their “hoards” when

prices are high. Preventing farmers

from benefiting from current high

world prices for commodities, apart

from not allowing them to become rich-

er, also reduces their incentives to raise

supplies. Even the purportedly eco-

nomically literate Finance Minister

has accused the domestic steel pro-

ducers of monopolistic practices, when

in the global economy their share (and

hence control) of output is small, and

hence it is inconceivable that their out-

put decisions can influence the world

price of steel.

Then, foreigners can be blamed for

the high price of commodities, lead-

ing to cost-push inflation. This harks

back to the Latin American “struc-

turalist” views, which claimed that as

money prices of individual goods and

services were sticky, any relative price

change could only occur through price

rises and thence inflation. This view

was thoroughly discredited and the

old classical view that inflation is large-

ly a monetary phenomenon was wide-

ly accepted around the world. It is this

“monetarist” view of inflation which

blames a presumed loosening of mon-

etary policy by the RBI, which is now

being reversed by the recent rise in

the repo rate and the higher reserves

banks have to hold with the RBI.

Prima facie, there seems much

to commend this view. In a recent

paper for the NCAER (Lal, Bery, Pari-

da: “The Australian Open Economy

Model and Macroeconomic Outcomes:

India 2001 to 2007-08) it was found

that whilst, till 1998-99, the monetarist

model seemed to explain the behav-

iour of the RBI pretty well, since then

it has broken down. This is largely be-

cause since then it has engaged in mas-

sive sterilisation of foreign inflows

to prevent the rupee from appreciat-

ing. But, in itself, just looking at the

increase in reserve money does not

tell us the net effects of the mone-

tary and fiscal stance of the authori-

ties on nominal aggregate demand and

thence on the price level. We need what

economists call a “general equilibri-

um” model of the economy, where

everything is interconnected and the

effects of the change in one particular

aspect affect myriad of other variables.

As I have argued previously, the so-

called Australian model of a small open

economy provides such a model.

In this model, the domestic price

level can be decomposed into two broad

groups of commodities. The first are

“traded”, whose domestic prices are

set by the foreign currency “world”

prices and the nominal exchange rate

(Rs 1=$x). The second are “non-trad-

ed” (like housing, infrastructure and

domestic services) which cannot be

exported or imported, as well as goods

which could be, but because of ad-

ministrative controls (as for oil) or im-

port quotas, their domestic prices are

not set by “world prices”. For these

foods the domestic price is set by

domestic demand and supply.

The domestic price level is then

a weighted average of the domestic

prices of traded and non-traded goods.

The former (traded) depends upon the

nominal exchange rate (NER) and for-

eign currency prices. Thus the effects

of a rise in foreign currency price of

imports can be fully offset by an equiv-

alent appreciation of the NER. The lat-

ter (non-traded) will depend upon the

equilibrium real exchange rate (RER)

in the economy, defined as the relative

price of non-traded to traded goods.

This cannot be controlled by the au-

thorities. It is established as a result

of the general equilibrium effects to

three factors: inflows of foreign cap-

ital and remittances; excess aggregate

demand; and changes in the terms

of trade (TOT- foreign currency prices

of traded goods). The first two factors

lead to RER appreciation as does a

worsening of the TOT. The NCAER se-

ries of the RER is the only one avail-

able for India. It is different from the

RBI’s and IMF’s real effective exchange

rate (REER). These 3 series are chart-

ed in the Fig.   

An inappropriate assignment of

the NER, which (for any foreign cur-

rency price change) determines the

domestic price of traded goods, can

then lead to a rise in the price level.

Thus we estimate that, in 2004-05,

when there was a large terms of trade

loss of -10.9%, which would have

required an RER appreciation. But,

the minuscule increase in capital flows

counterbalanced by a small fall in ex-

cess demand would possibly have re-

quired a small fall in the RER. How-

ever, the RBI inappropriately kept the

NER stable, allowing traded goods

prices to rise by 7%, which then re-

quired non-traded goods prices to rise

by about 6% to yield the small fall re-

quired in the RER. But the domestic

price level rose as a result by nearly

7%.

Similarly, we conjecture that, in

2007-08, the large fall in the TOT would

have required a substantial apprecia-

tion of the NER, for which the actu-

al rise of 8% was insufficient, lead-

ing to a 5% rise in traded goods prices.

But as the rise in capital inflows was

counterbalanced by an equivalent fall

in excess demand, the required fall in

the RER of about 3% was accommo-

dated by a small rise in non traded

goods of 2.4%, leading to an overall

inflation rate of about 4.4%.

The lessons from our exercise are

1) it is not excess demand, but the

inappropriate assignment of the NER

(which in turn affects the price of non-

traded goods to establish the equilib-

rium RER) which is largely responsi-

ble for the recent inflation scare; 2) as

the extent and even direction of the

requisite NER changes in the face of

exogenous shocks is uncertain, it would

be best to adopt a fully floating NER.

Third, instead of the current muddled

macro-economic framework, the RBI

should be made independent and asked

to fulfil an inflationary target as its sole

mandate.  

T
he 1st of June 2006 seemed like

an unusually good day for the po-

lice: three heavily armed Pakistani

fidayeen were shot dead while storm-

ing the RSS headquarters in Nagpur.

Alert policemen had apparently fore-

stalled a massacre within the com-

plex; and a communal bloodbath across

India.

In fact, that one-sided fire fight was

the climax to a superb Indian intelligence

operation. The terrorist cell that aimed

to set RSS blood boiling had been deeply

infiltrated; an intelligence mole risked

his life to pass on every detail of the com-

ing attack. He should, but will never,

publicly receive a medal from the Pres-

ident. Others like him work anonymously

to thwart most terror attacks that are

planned against Indian targets.

But our intelligence agencies failed

to predict the Jaipur blast conspiracy,

which took 80 lives last Tuesday. The

important question — of why couldn’t

the agencies zero in beforehand —

has been lost in the destructive finger

pointing that characterises the Indian

response to such tragedy. As always, the

post-mortem has revolved around po-

litical charges and counter-charges: the

revocation of POTA; being “soft on

terror”; Bangladeshi migrants; and

the need to press Pakistan for action

against terror.

Not one politician or public figure

has asked: why are just 20,000 people

authorised to an Intelligence Bureau (IB)

that is charged with the security of a bil-

lion people? Even if every IB employ-

ee was a field operative, of the kind that

infiltrated the Nagpur cell, each would

need to watch over 50,000 Indians. In

fact, barely 2,000 of the IB’s employ-

ees are field operatives; the remain-

der are tied up in administration — man-

ning headquarters, liaison with bu-

reaucracy, budgeting and accounting,

and the myriad tasks that the govern-

ment creates for itself. 

Nor has anyone questioned why the

already understaffed IB has 4,000 em-

ployees less than it is authorised. The

numbing answer: an “optimisation

scheme” to cut down on government

employees froze recruitment for sever-

al years.

Not a single politician has asked why

the recommendations of a Group of Min-

isters (GoM), constituted after the Kargil

intelligence debacle, have not yet been

implemented. Recommendations to ex-

pand the IB at the ground level; to set

up Joint Task Forces for Intelligence (JT-

FIs) in each state; and to create a Mul-

ti Agency Centre (MAC) to bring to-

gether, compare and assess intelligence

from different agencies; all these gath-

er dust while terrorists gather strength.

Nor are there questions about why

attempts to strengthen intelligence agen-

cies immediately founder on the rocks

of bureaucracy. Police and intelligence

officers swear this is the dastardly hand-

iwork of the “IAS lobby”. Whether or

not there is a deliberate design here, re-

quests for manpower and resources are

successfully blocked by endless ques-

tions by junior IAS officers about why

those are needed. The result: the IB has

cobbled together an ad hoc Joint Task

Force for Intelligence, without any

permanently deputed members, and run

with resources gathered from within the

agency.

If good intelligence is essential for

thwarting terrorist attacks, a well-struc-

tured police network picks up early warn-

ings about an impending attack. But

ground level policing is even more neg-

lected than intelligence. Societies across

the political spectrum — from western-

style democracies to authoritarian

regimes — divide their territory into po-

lice “beats”, assigning each a poli-

ceperson. That policeperson intimately

monitors his beat, which could consist

of a market; or a group of houses; or

even a couple of villages. In India, though,

there are too few policepersons for re-

alistic monitoring.

The country’s 11,840 police stations

are manned by some 10,12,000 poli-

cepersons; each cop must police some

1,000 citizens. In geographical terms,

there are 43 cops for every 100 square

kilometres; each average beat is more

than 2 kilometres long and 1 kilome-

tre wide. But who has heard a politician

ask the questions: can a single poli-

ceperson effectively cover so many peo-

ple in such a large area? Why are we not

boosting police manpower?

Compounding the shortage of man-

power is a legislative framework that is

147 years old: the Police Act of 1861.

There have been many failed attempts

at creating a new structure: a Nation-

al Police Commission submitted a re-

port in 1981. In the years that followed,

the National Human Rights Commis-

sion, the Law Commission, the Ribeiro

Committee, the Padmanabhaiah Com-

mittee and the Malimath Committee al-

so reported on this issue. A committee

under Soli Sorabjee has prepared a mod-

el draft Police Act in 2006.

And here political point scoring

begins again. Since law and order is a

state subject, each state must legislate

its own police act. Just ten states —

Assam, Bihar, Chhatisgarh, Gujarat,

Haryana, Himachal, Karnataka, Kerala,

Rajasthan, and Tripura — have actu-

ally drafted new police laws. Others, like

Tamil Nadu, have complained that the

Centre is encroaching into the legisla-

tive domain of states.

In 2006, in one of its periodic huffs,

the Supreme Court laid down directions

for each state to implement before Jan-

uary 1, 2007. These include structures

to insulate the police from political in-

terference, and the separation of the in-

vestigative wing of the police from its

law and order machinery. But the ground

reality remains evident in the lack of suc-

cess in solving — and, therefore, failure

to pick up useful information from —

the terror attacks in Malegaon (Sep 06),

the Samjhauta Express (Feb 07), in Hy-

derabad’s Mecca Masjid (May 07) and

Lumbini Park/Gokul Chat (Aug 07),

Ajmer Sharif (Oct 07) and now in Jaipur. 
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