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B
illions of blue blistering

barnacles, but what kind of

bashi-bazouk would want a

Tintin comic book banned some 77

years after it was first written?.

Herge—his real name was

Georges Remi—introduced Tintin,

“reporter for Le Petit Vingtieme” in

the 1929 The Adventures of Tintin

in the Land of the Soviets for the

children’s section of a Belgian

newspaper. The boyish reporter

with the trademark quiff, plus-

fours and a tendency to get

entangled in improbable escapades

was accompanied by Snowy the

dog right from the start. Other

members of the Tintin universe—

Captain Haddock, Professor

Calculus, the Thompson twins and

Bianca Castafiore—would appear

later. 

The first Tintin book was far

more successful than either Herge

or the editor of his newspaper,

Father Norbert Wallez, had

anticipated. The Land of the Soviets

ended with a panel depicting the

triumphal return of Tintin and

Snowy, met by cheering crowds on

their return to Brussels. Herge’s

newspaper, Le Vingtieme Siecle,

organised a similar show for

“Tintin” and “Snowy” when the

comic book came out. They were

“celebrated like princes,” the

newspaper reported. 

Herge was detached from the

world of politics. Father Wallez, his

mentor, was far more typical of the

time; he cherished a photograph of

Mussolini inscribed with a

personal message from the

dictator. He suggested to Herge

that Tintin’s next adventure should

educate Belgians about the values

of colonialism. The Congo was a

Belgian colony at the time, and

Wallez told Herge to depict the

many ways in which civilisation

had been brought to the

unenlightened natives. As one may

imagine, this is not a popular or

even acceptable perspective in our

times; in 1930, however, Wallez’s

sentiments were almost

unexceptionable. 

In later years, Herge would

refine his political views slightly,

and develop an interest in doing his

own research. Even the most

“enlightened” of the Tintin comics,

however, draw on cariacature for

their humour, and the comic books

have rarely been accused of any

degree of deep intellectualism.

Tintin’s forte was to be the fine,

upright boy hero, the embodiment

of kindness and fair play. He is

especially admired by journalists,

who have often remarked,

somewhat enviously, that Tintin

appears to have filed only one news

story in all his travels. 

Herge and Wallez saw nothing

wrong with Tintin in the Congo

when it first came out in 1931—in

fact, the “triumphal return of Tintin

and Snowy” was repeated in

another orchestrated parade in

Brussels, this time featuring

several “Congolese” people, to add

colour to the proceedings. 

But Tintin in the Congo became

an embarrassment to its author

within a very few years. The cast of

characters include a witch doctor

who attempts to feed Tintin to the

crocodiles (Tintin is rescued by a

Belgian missionary), Tintin wears

a monkey costume, and the

“natives” are bumbling idiots. And

there’s a trigger-happy side to

Tintin that is never repeated in

future comic strips. He shoots

antelope, hunts animals

indiscriminately and in one of the

most notorious panels in the

Congo comic book, uses dynamite

to blow up a rhinoceros. 

Many years later, Herge said,

“All I knew about the country was

what people said at the time:

‘Negroes are big children. Happily

for them we are there!’” His views,

he said, were merely a reflection of

how people thought at the time.

But by the 1940s, he had already

made some changes in the panels.

In later years, Tintin in the Congo

was not, perhaps, actively

disowned, but it was ignored as far

as possible. 

It was only in 2005 that a full

colour edition of Tintin in the

Congo was released—with an

explanatory apologetic foreword

from the publishers. It ruffled a few

feathers, but was by and large

ignored by all except the most

diehard of Tintin fans. Last week, a

human rights lawyer browsing in a

bookshop with his African wife and

their children came across the

comic book and was so offended

that he filed a complaint and asked

for it to be banned. 

Bookshops in the UK have

continued to stock Tintin in the

Congo, however, on the grounds

that readers must be allowed to

make their own choices, though

the book has been moved from the

childrens’ to the adult section in

several cases. And Tintin in the

Congo has, over the last week,

become one of the fastest-moving

titles on Amazon. 

It seems pointless to ban a book

that came out in a much more

racist age, which reflects those

times more strongly than it ever

reflected Herges’ own sentiments.

But to have Herge’s least

interesting, most stupidly

stereotypical work become a

modern-day bestseller is such a

bizarre outcome that it would take

all of the Thompson Twins

investigative abilities to get to the

bottom of this. 
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Trouble in the Congo
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T
he public distribution system (PDS)

has long been criticised for

both its ineffectiveness and its in-

efficiency. One more damning piece

of evidence on both these fronts has

emerged from an analysis of the Na-

tional Sample Survey Organisation’s

(NSSO) survey of consumer expen-

diture carried out during 2004-05, which

provides the basis for the government’s

most recent estimates on poverty in-

cidence. The survey finds that, amongst

the rural population, more than half

of the country’s marginal farmers do

not possess ration cards. However, as

the size of land holdings increased, the

likelihood of the household possessing

a ration card also increased. The dif-

ferentiated Below Poverty Line (BPL)

card, which entitles the holder to greater

access to subsidised commodities, was

held by about 26.5 per cent of rural

households. This is not bad, consid-

ering that rural poverty is estimated

to be around that level. However, the

survey reveals that about 40 per cent of

the BPL cards are possessed by house-

holds which are not poor. In urban

areas, only about 10 per cent of

households have BPL cards, while pover-

ty is estimated to be over 20 per cent.

So much for effective targeting,

which is supposed to be at the heart

of the BPL programme.

The picture is equally bleak when

it comes to the purchase of com-

modities from the system by those who

have these cards. Only 16 per cent of

rural households and 12 per cent of

urban ones bought sugar from the PDS.

While the use of the system for cere-

al purchases varied across states, it was

typically a rather small number.

The question must be asked: Is

the system as it stands worth what it

costs? After all, its raison d’etre is

the delivery of necessities to the poor

at low and, most importantly, stable

prices. The survey confirms the im-

pression that neither do the poor

have access to the system nor is it a ma-

jor source of purchases for the ma-

jority of households. The objective

remains paramount, but it is clearly time

to start thinking of alternative deliv-

ery mechanisms, including those in

which the private sector plays a sig-

nificant part. For most of the commodities

that the system provides, keeping prices

low on average is a matter of ensur-

ing adequate supplies at all times. These

can come from domestic producers

or imports, depending on market cir-

cumstances. For some of them, keep-

ing prices stable involves the mainte-

nance of some level of stocks, which

the government could do itself or

contract out. Ensuring that households

below the poverty line can afford these

necessities  requires that they have

the purchasing power necessary to buy

them from the most convenient and eco-

nomical source—very possibly, a neigh-

bourhood, privately-owned, provisions

store that sells at competitive prices.

This power can be provided by in-

struments ranging from outright

cash doles to more restricted mecha-

nisms such as food stamps or vouch-

ers, which can only be exchanged for

specific commodities. 

What the alternative system should

look like and whether it should be a “one

size fits all” across states is a matter for

expert analysis and recommenda-

tion. What is clear, though, is that the

prevailing system is not serving its

intended purpose. That in itself is a

strong reason for change; the fact

that these interests have a decisive

political influence makes the case even

stronger.

Pathetic distribution system

D
oes India have an unusually

large chasm between its lead-

ers and followers? So it would

seem, judging by some recent mul-

ti-country surveys. For instance, Ip-

sos sought out “elite” opinion (most-

ly politicians and businessmen) on

how they thought things were going

in their country. Those “satisfied with

the way things are going” in India were

46 per cent of those polled among

the elite, while a similar sounding

of the general population by Pew

Research turned up an embarrass-

ing figure as low as 9 per cent. The gap

between the opinions of the two groups

was much smaller in other countries—

the figures being 75 per cent and 48

per cent in China, and 43 per cent and

20 per cent in Russia. In Brazil, the

numbers were 15 per cent and 11

per cent. Note that satisfaction lev-

els among the general population

are lower in India than in the other

countries, whereas the leaders in

India are happier than those in

Brazil and Russia. 

There could be several explana-

tions. One is that the rich are hap-

pier—which is a key finding of an-

other recent multi-country poll

done by Gallup. It has also been ar-

gued that what makes for happi-

ness is not the absolute level of wealth

(Americans are much richer today

than in the past, but there has been

no improvement in their happiness

levels) but whether you are doing bet-

ter than your neighbour—i.e. relative

wealth. And since the poor out-

number the rich, greater inequality

should increase levels of dissatis-

faction. But whereas both China

and Brazil are more unequal than

India, both have more satisfied

populations. Perhaps the explanation

for that lies in rapid GDP growth—

rising income, no matter at how

low a level, is usually a source of

satisfaction and the income of the av-

erage Chinese is growing faster

than for the people of any other na-

tionality. Indeed, a 75 per cent sat-

isfaction level among the Chinese elite

must reflect national pride in the coun-

try’s enormous achievements and ris-

ing international status. 

India’s elite, in comparison, comes

in with a 46 per cent satisfaction

level—and the fact that this is not a bet-

ter score must reflect the wide-

spread frustration with everything from

the physical infrastructure problems

and the shortage of electricity to the

poor standards of sanitation facili-

ties and the general urban chaos.

The greater source of worry, though,

would be the 9 per cent satisfaction

level among the general population. Is

this a reflection of the poverty all around,

of the lack of health care facilities

(an important consideration for

happiness), and of the lack of “in-

clusive” growth (only a small minor-

ity of families has the luxury of at least

a two-room home)? Does it explain,

then, the routine manner in which elec-

tors throw out those in power and

try a new bunch—a manifestation of

what someone has termed the revo-

lution of rising frustrations? 

The problem of course is that the

sword can be used to cut both ways.

It can be argued that the low satis-

faction levels are proof of the fail-

ure of “Manmohanomics”; equally,

it can be argued that the plethora of

government programmes designed to

deliver inclusiveness have not worked—

like the public distribution system and

BPL cards for the poor. Whatever is

the better reflection of reality, it is hard

to get away from the fact that the rulers

in India seem to have an infinitely bet-

ter time today than the “aam aad-

mi” of electoral rhetoric. 

Measuring satisfaction

W
e recently went to see Bertolt

Brecht’s Galileo, which pro-

vides interesting parallels

between the last large par-

adigm shift about Man’s relationship to

the stars, and the current one, in the new

theory of cosmoclimatology discussed

in my last column. The scientific estab-

lishment was wedded to a theory which

the celestial observations of the scientif-

ic sceptics Copernicus and Galileo con-

tradicted. The Inquisition tried to sup-

press the heretics, by excommunication

(Copernicus) or silencing them through

showing them the instruments of torture

(Galileo). Today, the peer reviewed

process of funding and validation of sci-

entific research in climatology is equal-

ly controlled by the modern equivalent

of the Collegium Romanum (the Vatican’s

Institute of Research), the Inter-govern-

ment Panel of Climate Change (IPCC).

They in turn answer to the equivalent

of the Inquisition, the Green ideolo-

gists, who, mercifully, can only torment

through derision or denying the heretics

research funding, and not the frighten-

ing instruments of torture. But, even

the Collegium Romanum was imbued by

the rational scientific spirit and confirmed

Galileo’s discoveries in his lifetime, though

it took the Pope till 1993 to formally recog-

nise the validity of Galileo’s work. Finally,

in both cases the new theories were

dismissed by the theologians as they

seemed to downgrade the primacy of

God’s agents (human beings) in the

universe.

Fortunately, it is much more diffi-

cult to suppress the scientific enter-

prise today. A recent seriously flawed pa-

per (Lockwood and Frolich, Proc. R. Soc.

A, 25 May, 2007) hyped in the media seeks

to reinforce the CO2theory. It argues that,

whilst the sun had an effect on the climate

during most of the 20th century, since

1988 its activity has declined but global

warming has continued. However, the pa-

per’s data stop in 2000. In fact, the

global temperature record shows that,

when the sun was active the world warmed,

and since “it peaked in the late 1980’s

within a few years global warming stalled”

(Whitehouse: “The truth is we can’t ig-

nore the sun,” Sunday Telegraph, July 15,

2007). When the CERN CLOUD exper-

iment is completed in 2010 and (hope-

fully) vindicates Svensmark’s cosmo-

climatology theory, the CO2 theory of

climate change will be buried. It will be

recognised that humans cannot con-

trol the climate and must adapt as they

have done for millennia to its continual

changes.

Hence it is ironic that many econo-

mists (and policymakers) base their

climate change policy recommendations

on acceptance of the CO2 theory up-

held by the IPCC as the irrefutable sci-

entific truth, the latest example being the

Stern Review put out by the UK gov-

ernment. There is nothing particularly

novel about the cost-benefit methodol-

ogy which is used, nor about the mod-

el used to incorporate the scientific

judgments, as William Nordhaus (the au-

thor of the most serious previous study

of the economics of climate change)

has noted in a recent review (W D

Nordhaus: “The ‘Stern Review’ of the Eco-

nomics of Climate Change,” NBER

WP. 12741, December 2006). What is nov-

el is its conclusion that, without drastic

immediate action to curb greenhouse

emissions, the world faces economic

catastrophe “on a scale similar to those

associated with the great wars and the

economic depression of the first half of

the 20th century”. 

This is a dramatically different con-

clusion from earlier models of climate

change (Nordhaus: Managing the

Global Commons, MIT, 1994; Nord-

haus and Boyer: Warming the World, MIT,

2000) that find that the “optimal cli-

mate change” policies involve modest re-

ductions in emissions in the near fu-

ture. The reason for the contrary Stern

results is the near zero social rate of

discount used, representing a contentious

ethical judgment of the weight placed on

the consumption of future relative to pres-

ent generations. Apart from the “pure”

time preference component of the dis-

count rate, there is also the component

that depends upon the fact that, with

ongoing economic growth, future gen-

erations are going to be richer than the

current generation. Hence a rupee ac-

cruing to the richer future generation

should be less valuable than that ac-

cruing to the current poorer genera-

tion. How much less valuable depends

upon the inter-generational distributional

judgment.

The discount rate crucially determines

how far future costs and benefits need

to be counted. If the discount rate is close

to zero, the whole of the infinite future

stream of costs and benefits becomes rel-

evant. Hence, the highly speculative eco-

nomic damage the Stern Review adduces

from rising temperatures two centuries

from now can be valued equally with any

economic costs we have to currently

incur to mitigate them. But, as Nordhaus

rightly notes, this low discount rate

can lead to absurd results. It would imply

trading off a large fraction of today’s

income to increase the income stream

of those living two centuries from now by

a tiny fraction. For, with a near zero

discount rate, this tiny increase in the

future generations income stream is

cumulated to near infinity.

By contrast, the estimates I made

for the Planning Commission in the

early 1970s (see Lal: Prices for Plan-

ning, HEB, 1980) based on the same

methodology as the Stern Review, but

with more plausible parameters, yield-

ed a social discount rate of 7 per cent

for India. At this discount rate, the

present value of Re 1 accruing 75 years

from today would be worth nothing, mak-

ing most of the speculative economic costs

and benefits, and the apocalyptic pre-

dictions of the Stern Review, irrelevant

for India.

This does not downgrade the seri-

ous current environmental problems

caused by rapid growth in India and

China. Anyone who has choked in the

fetid air of Chungking, Xian, Beijing or

Delhi will know that no climate scares are

needed to provide a case for dealing with

their unhealthy air pollution. Similarly

India and China face a growing water cri-

sis irrespective of what is happening to

global CO2 emissions. Subsidies to en-

ergy and water use need to be removed

for efficiency reasons. Whilst, given

the political instability and growing po-

litical determination of supplies of fos-

sil fuels from the countries where they

are concentrated, it is sensible to diver-

sify energy sources. Both nuclear pow-

er and India’s coal reserves provide more

secure alternatives. Bio fuels, by contrast,

have the disadvantage of competing

for limited land with essentials like

food. However, the sun, which most prob-

ably controls the climate, also offers

the backstop technology which will

provide the unbounded energy for India’s

continuing economic growth. In think-

ing about all these economic issues,

the changing climate is a red herring. 

I
n Pakistan, where cynicism suffuses

political discussion, most people

are certain that President Pervez

Musharraf engineered the Lal Masjid

showdown only to deflect attention from

the growing political challenge from sus-

pended Chief Justice Iftekhar Chaud-

hary’s unlikely revolt. Bazaar gossip

aside, only the General himself knows

what drove him to flush out that den

of extremism. But whatever his moti-

vations, the Lal Masjid attack is a tipping

point, the start of a bloody confrontation

between the Pakistani establishment and

the extremists that they have long

nurtured and now turned their backs on.

The militant reaction has swept in

like a summer storm. The North West

Frontier Province (NWFP) erupted

immediately after the Lal Masjid was

stormed. On Sunday, the Taliban scrapped

the shameful deal that Islamabad had

inked last September, granting the

Taliban sway over Waziristan provid-

ed foreign militants were kept in

check. (At the time, Islamabad had claimed

that the deal had been struck with

“tribal elders” to empower them against

the Taliban and the Al Qaeda.) Over

the weekend, a spate of suicide at-

tacks in the NWFP has directly target-

ed Pakistani security forces.

Islamabad has long differentiated be-

tween “our militants” and others. That

pretence is becoming impossible to sus-

tain. The Lal Masjid was always con-

trolled by “our mullah”, its head cleric

carefully screened by the ISI before

being appointed. An unknown num-

ber of Jaish-e-Mohammad fighters in-

side, who defended the Lal Masjid to the

end, were “our militants”, long nurtured

as a pressure point against India. The

Taliban suicide bombers who have blown

up nearly a hundred people in the NWFP

on Saturday and Sunday were “our

militants”, created and cultivated as a

lever against Afghanistan.

Today, Musharraf cannot choose

which militants he wants to fight. The

ideological, operational, financial and

logistical linkages that bind together glob-

al jehad are too interlinked for differ-

entiations to be made.

Superficially, Musharraf seems caught

in a dilemma, with little choice but bloody

confrontation. In fact, his chosen road is

a convenient one. For the first time

ever, all the stars that guide decision mak-

ing in Pakistan are in propitious align-

ment. Musharraf himself, under dire per-

sonal threat, has believed for some

time now that jehadi extremism must be

stamped out. Now the only Electoral Col-

lege that matters in Pakistan also

backs that view; after having to storm

the Lal Masjid, Pakistan’s corps com-

manders are rattled by the growth of a

Frankenstein’s monster that is staring

down the army. All-weather friend

China is nudging Islamabad towards

cracking down on terror. And finally, the

United States, with its own interests in

Afghanistan, has welcomed the Pakistani

army’s move back into the NWFP and

urged it to act more forcefully. Stephen

Hadley, the US National Security Ad-

visor, has promised Pakistan all assis-

tance. That translates into greater mil-

itary and intelligence cooperation along

the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. The

monthly stipend of $100 million that the

US gives Pakistan for operations in

the NWFP will be continued, perhaps

even upped.

Musharraf, far wiser than when he

believed that domestic politics was ir-

relevant, has arranged adequate polit-

ical cover for the battles to come. The re-

ligious alliance, the Muttahida Majlis-

e-Amal (MMA), for all its lack of polit-

ical scruple, can hardly be expected to

support Musharraf in cracking down on

Islamist militancy. So the General has

brought on board the ever-opportunis-

tic Benazir Bhutto, who has effectively

declared that she backs General Mushar-

raf’s battle against extremism and looks

forward to being elected Prime Minister

soon. That’s something that the Pakistani

military and intelligence establish-

ment should be able to organise for

her.

A notable aspect of this drama is

the deafening silence from New Delhi.

Washington, never a shrine to delica-

cy or circumspection, has made the mis-

take of publicly endorsing President

Musharraf’s deployment of additional

troops in the NWFP, laying him open

to the inevitable charge of acting at

the behest of the “alliance of Cru-

saders and Jews”. This is a constant

refrain from the extremist, as well as the

liberal chorus in Pakistan. India is doing

well to avoid gratuitous advice or sup-

port.

The temptation to crow is high in New

Delhi: the government has long warned

Pakistan against the dangers of spon-

soring terrorism, that lying down with

dogs risks waking up with flees. But even

the most indirect Indian blessing for a

Musharraf crackdown on terror would

be the kiss of death for this. Pakistan

is at last tackling terror head-on and New

Delhi must not retard that effort by mak-

ing it appear linked with India.

Sceptics will correctly point out

that this is not the first time that General

Musharraf has stepped up to the plate,

only to turn away when the decisions be-

came hard. Musharraf ’s list of dis-

carded promises is long: non-interfer-

ence in Afghanistan (September 2001),

outlawing of Pakistani terrorist groups

like the Lashkar, the Jaish, the SSP

and the Lashkar e Jhangvi (January 2002),

the ending of infiltration (May 2002) and

madrasa reform (2002). But each of those

pledges was opposed by important

sections of opinion in Pakistan, some-

times even by Pakistani public opin-

ion. This time the only significant op-

position comes from radical funda-

mentalists. Though vocal, and wide-

spread, their numbers are small.

Pakistan’s battle lines are drawn;

it must now shape the tools. Islam-

abad is rewriting the “anti-Talibanisa-

tion” blueprint, which its National Se-

curity Council formalised last month.

After the Lal Masjid the NSC believes

that the radical threat comes from towns

and villages alike, cutting across con-

ventional boundaries, both geograph-

ical and demographic.

ajaishukla.blogspot.com

Drawing the battle lines in Pakistan
BROADSWORD

AJAI SHUKLA

Climate change: Ethics,

science, economics - II
Inquisitors propagating the theory of climate change cannot do today

what had been done to Galileo, says DEEPAK LAL

SPEAKING

VOLUMES

Nilanjana S Roy

Illustration: BINAY SINHA


