
EDIT pg 5
THE ASIAN AGE | THURSDAY | 23 OCTOBER 2025 | NEW DELHI

T
he Supreme Court judgment last week quashing five first information
reports against a set of people for alleged mass conversions under the
Uttar Pradesh Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion of Religion Act,
2021, comes as a welcome relief. The right-minded people in the coun-

try who fear for the survival of several values, including secularism, that
guide its governance have reason to feel comforted as the ruling has sought to
address several issues worrying them.

While quashing the FIRs against several persons including Rajendra Bihari
Lal, vice-chancellor of Uttar Pradesh’s Sam Higginbottom University of
Agriculture, Technology and Sciences (SHUATS), the court observed that
“criminal law cannot be a tool to harass innocent citizens” and even ques-
tioned the constitutionality of several sections of the law. It issued a stern
warning against the misuse of the law, saying “the criminal law cannot be
allowed to be made a tool of harassment of innocent persons, allowing prose-
cuting agencies to initiate prosecution at their whims and fancy on the basis
of completely incredulous material”. The court has also brought to the atten-
tion of the country how legal processes can, after all, be abused by vested
interests when it pointed out that the FIRs were vitiated by procedural lapses,

lack of credible material and legal infirmities.
Prosecuting people with such documents will
amount to a travesty of justice, it has said.

The court’s order and the accompanying com-
ments point to a pattern where laws are being
brought to undermine the Constitution and the
principles it espouses, misused to take on people
who are on the wrong side of the establishment,
and finally cited to invoke the legal processes in
order to harass them. This is a disquieting phe-
nomenon and the Supreme Court has rightly
intervened to stop it.

It is no secret that the Hindu conservatives in
India have serious differences of opinion with the
values enshrined in the Constitution of India,

every article of which has been passed by the Constituent Assembly after
exhaustive debates. Their objections start with Article 1 which defines “India
that is Bharat” as a “union of states” as it sets the tone for the nation-building
process based on diversity and other democratic ideals. Right from day one,
there have been concerted efforts to undermine the Constitution through
devious means, and several of them have taken the legislative route.

Article 25 of the Constitution guarantees the fundamental right to freedom
of religion, ensuring that all individuals have the freedom of conscience and
the right to freely profess, practise and propagate their religion. This right is
fundamental to all modern democracies as it respects citizen as the founda-
tional block of the country and ensures that nothing comes in their way as a
thinking individual. However, religious bigots do not like it one bit and would
by legal or other means try to make life hell for those that do not subscribe to
their murky views. They have even won in some countries, which have
dropped secularism as a value to follow and made themselves into monothe-
istic fiefdoms. India has till now resisted it, successfully, on the strength of the
Constitution, the institutions that are built on it and the people who swear by
it. The Supreme Court’s judgment will strengthen their resolve to run the
country as the Constitution-makers wanted it to be.
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UP FIRs: Don’t misuse law
to circumvent Constitution
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P
aradoxically, in
large parts of
north India, Di-
wali — also called
the Festival of

Lights — heralds, give or
take a week or fortnight,
the beginning of the season
when practically the entire
region gets shrouded in
depressing grey smog. For
weeks, the pall of gloom fil-
ters sunlight and the sound
of hesitant to wracking
coughs of people, a con-
stant reminder to all-per-
vading toxicity. It is turn-
ing out no different this
year.

For over three decades,
since when awareness
about this gained currency,
people and the govern-
ment, courts, doctors,
media and environmental
scientists played their roles
in setting rules, issuing
orders and mounting cam-
paigns to educate people on
harmful effects, on health,
as well as the environment,
of the excessive bursting of
crackers. People were told
while burning of crop stub-
ble by farmers was a key
factor, unfathomable
amount of crackers and
other fireworks burst and
lit in almost every large
city, especially Delhi,
spiked the level of pollu-
tants. The city’s air pollu-
tion this year was reported-
ly 15 times the WHO limit.

Other approaches were
used, including a humanis-
tic one. Children in schools
were lectured that numer-
ous factories manufactur-
ing crackers employed
child labour because of
their nimble fingers. Many
of them, the students were
told, got grievously
injured, requiring am-
putation of fingers or
limbs. The children were
told it was “immoral” to
enjoy by bursting crackers
and playing with fireworks
manufactured by kids like
them, only born in poorer
families and had to con-
tribute to the family’s kitty.

For a variety of geograph-
ical, topographical, meteo-
rological, industrial, hu-
man practices, and either
government inaction or

misdirected action, Delhi
was from the beginning,
not just India’s capital, but
also the epicentre of India’s
most-polluted urban space.
There was no single factor
behind the capital’s inf-
amy, but Diwali was un-
doubtedly one of the big-
gest, and its effect lasted
days, except when the
winds blew kindly, carry-
ing away smoke and chem-
icals in the air. For as long
as anyone can remember,
Delhi’s political leaders
cautioned citizens and
pleaded for restraints
while bursting firecrack-
ers. In time, curbs were al-
so placed on their sale. Gra-
dually, this had a positive
effect: while pollution trig-
gered by Diwali continued
being a cause for concern,
the number of crackers and
people bursting them,
declined appreciably.

Against this backdrop,
the Delhi government this
year was the biggest facili-
tator for the more raucous
and polluting Diwali. Much
before the festival, the first
BJP CM since 1998, Rekha
Gupta, urged the Supreme
Court to permit firecrack-
ers. It had the desired
effect: an apex court bench
comprising Chief Justice
B.R. Gavai and Justice K.
Vinod Chandran relaxed
the blanket ban on fire-
works in Delhi and the
NCR. It permitted the sale
of so-called “green” fire-
works for a few days and
especially within a short
time window.

At the risk of offending
the higher judiciary, one
must say that the judges
were naive to believe their
order would be followed to
the letter. Eventually, as
many noted on social
media, “green” firecrack-
ers were an oxymoron.
Furthermore, the Delhi
police did not conscien-
tiously enforce either the
time-band or dates when
shops could sell the fire-
crackers. The problem was
compounded as the order
was applicable to Haryana
and UP too. It is well
known that the enforce-
ment of judicial orders by

the state police in districts
bordering Delhi is even
more lax. However, instead
of pinning the blame on
people and institutions in
the middle of the power
rung, one should heed
what the SC noted: that the
Centre too had sought
relaxation of the firecrack-
er ban, “at least during the
festive periods”.

The judges also recorded
that solicitor-general
Tushar Mehta, appearing
for the Centre and NCR
states, made a “fervent
plea” to lift the ban during
Diwali and other major fes-
tivals, including Christmas
and New Year’s Eve. This
certainly made it seem that
the government was not
pleading for “full” celebra-
tion of the festival of just
one community.

The cat was, however, let
out of the bag by Ashish
Sood, Delhi’s minister for
home, power and educa-
tion departments. He said
the SC verdict was a signif-
icant step towards
enabling the majority com-
munity to celebrate “their”
festivals ‘freely’. Mr Sood
alleged that previous gov-
ernments (AAP and Cong-
ress) blocked firecrackers
on Diwali because of
“minority and vote bank
politics”. He further claim-
ed the two previous gov-
ernments “used to block
opportunities where the
majority community could
celebrate their festivals
openly”. Mr Sood’s attempt
to classify festivals under
column heads of “ours”
and “theirs” may have
been endorsed by many
Hindutva votaries. But it
runs against the Indian tra-
dition of such festivals
being celebrated across
communities.

A cursory Internet
search reveals how Diwali
was celebrated in the
Mughal courts. The idea of
cultural nationalism, the
basis of Hindutva, talks of a
common “culture” of this

nation’s people, that is dis-
tinct from religion. This
kind of Diwali is a people’s
culture that is still alive.
The conceptualisation of
Mr Sood and others like
him, that this is the festival
of the majority communi-
ty, is reductionist and
downgrades it into a sectar-
ian and crude ritual, where
the primary objective is to
make the loudest noise and
pollute the atmosphere.

These assertions and the
episode involving Diwali
celebrations in Delhi-NCR
was echoed by Uttar
Pradesh chief minister
Yogi Adityanath during
the record-breaking lamp
lighting ceremony in Ay-
odhya on Diwali eve. Al-
though this performance
has been staged since he
assumed office in 2017,
Adityanath still referred to
the previous governments
(headed by SP’s Akhilesh
Yadav and BSP’s
Mayawati), alleging that
previous governments
“fired bullets” in the tem-
ple town, while “his gov-
ernment lights lamps”.
This is symptomatic of the
BJP government’s empty
chest of accomplishments;
as Adityanath could not
speak about a litany of
achievements, and had no
option but to stir forgotten
memories of police firing
from the past.

This year’s winter is yet
to set in appreciably in
most parts of north India.
Pollution levels are rising.
There might be a short
respite, once Diwali fumes
get blown away, but there
is a long haul ahead till
well into 2026. Will the
Delhi government ap-
proach the challenge from
pollution diligently and
come up with fresh ideas
on ways to combat this haz-
ard, or will it continue to
look solely at how the pre-
vious governments failed?
Past experience since 2014
indicates how the coin will
land, but we shall remain
hopeful that Ms Gupta and
Mr Sood will look beyond
jingoism and playing the
blame game.
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RARE INSECURITY
China’s move to extend con-
trol over rare-earth exports,
including finished products
containing even minimal
trace elements, signals not
strategic strength but grow-
ing anxiety over its diminish-
ing leverage in global supply
chains. While Beijing claims
these measures are intended
to ensure stability, the policy
risks accelerating diversifica-
tion efforts already under-
way in the United States,
Europe, and allied econo-
mies. Rather than deter
competitors, the move has
triggered coordinated inter-
national resolve — as reflect-
ed in the G-7’s unified stance
— highlighting how China’s
reliance on coercive trade
tactics may ultimately
undermine its own economic
influence.

AAmmaarrjjeeeett  KKuummaarr
Hazaribagh

The Delhi police did
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time-band or dates
when shops could
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order was applica-
ble to Haryana and
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As toxic air chokes Delhi,
will we learn any lessons?

In floating a tender to buy seven luxury BMW cars for its members, the
anti-corruption ombudsman has stirred a hornet’s nest. Politicians
have had a field day mocking the Lokpal, a readymade target since it

can never be a popular institution with its target group comprising public
functionaries, including the Prime Minister, Union and state ministers
and MPs.

The wood is being missed for the trees in the Lokpal’s mobility aspira-
tions because the brand of cars they are seeking — BMW Series 3 — is made
in India as much as many of the other cars that automobile manufacturers
based in the country produce. It is the luxury factor that may set the mar-
que brand apart from many other SUVs, MUVs and sedans that are made
in India from mostly Indian components though in a globalised world of
car making there can never be a car made only from local components.

It is the equality of status factor that may be driving the Lokpal’s aspira-
tion because the institution is made up of former Supreme Court judges
who would like to emulate their brethren still serving on the bench and
who are eligible for this class of car. The luxury factor falls foul of more
than the Swadeshi argument because there are any number of vehicles
made in India by the likes of Maruti Suzuki, Hyundai, Mahindra, Nissan
and myriad others that offer comparable driving quality and comfort at
half the price of a luxury German-engineered (in India) vehicle like the
BMW.

In fact, a great pride of India is the quality of its cars that are competi-
tively priced and sell like hot cakes in over 65 countries. Maruti Suzuki, in
collaboration with a Japanese car maker and Hyundai, owned by a Korean
chaebol, have been exporting quality cars for years now. The manufactur-
ers have also had a field day in the domestic market after the GST rate drop
since when cars have been zooming out of showrooms as an aspirational
India aims at SUVs and middle-level sedans, both internal combustion and
electric-driven.

Politicians can snigger at the Lokpal, the guardians of integrity, a quali-
ty which can be said to be fast disappearing, particularly in that class of cit-
izens, but their scorn should be directed at the profligacy of Rs 70 lakhs per
vehicle in lesser GST days. And however luxurious the make of car, Indian
roads have a way of equalising the ride.

BMW fleet for Lokpal stirs fury

Why children must
learn to accept any
criticism… Leaders,

writers, artists too

LETTERS

W
e have all noticed how some political
leaders have become so averse to criti-
cism that even comedians are afraid to
open their mouths lest they are taken

to task. There is a general murmur about shades
of dictatorship prevailing, when ordinary citizens
become wary about criticising their government.
Like the story about the little boy and the king
without any clothes, leaders are basking amid
fans and flatterers, while critical judgment is rare.
The media is influenced, intimidated or owned,
and there is no way leaders can be sensitised to
flaws in their policies until it’s too late.

This rot can be traced to early childhood. For
decades, criticism or negative remarks about chil-
dren were frowned upon. Today, even the way
teachers correct students must be done mildly.
Teachers find it difficult to be artificially
restrained, and it is seen that excessive political
correctness ends in covering up the truth. It is
important that children learn to receive and
process honest criticism. The criticism should cer-
tainly not be unduly harsh and should be made
with the sole intent of improving or at least of
drawing meaningful attention to the work or
behaviour in question. A proper appraisal of any
work involves criticism.

But a strange malady has struck today’s parents:
they are either blind to their offspring’s blemishes

or they don’t want to face them. They are con-
stantly praising and complimenting their chil-
dren and tend to be partial to the teachers who do
likewise. No wonder children are becoming less
discerning — though more competitive — these
days. It’s not about the quality of their work but
who have scored more. The two meanings of the
term “criticism” are: “the expression of disap-
proval of something that is perceived to be faulty
or blemished” and “the analysis and judgment of
the merits and faults of a literary or artistic
work”. We should be able to accept criticism of
both kinds. If someone expresses her dislike of
something you have done or said, he/she is free to
do so. Everyone does not criticise out of malice.
Voltaire is supposed to have said: “I disapprove of
what you say, but I will defend to the death your
right to say it.” And this attitude is admired to this
day except that people, and especially people in
power, are becoming increasingly intolerant.

It is the same with parents of schoolchildren.
Teachers today have to stretch their imagination
to think of suitable euphemisms to use in their
remarks about their students when it is time to
send reports home. Some years ago, it was perfect-
ly acceptable to call a spade — well, a spade. But
now you need well-honed mental skills to be able
to read between the lines and successfully
“decode” your child’s report. Of course, you can

choose to remain unenlightened and take what the
report says at face value. Teachers know very well
they cannot write in negative terms about any
child — no matter how difficult, wayward, unco-
operative or disruptive he/she may be. Parents
are lulled into a happy state of fulfilment when
they see words like “energetic”, “spirited”, “satis-
factory”, “fair”, and so on. “Readily takes part in
discussions” is likely to mean “talkative” while
“keeps trying” means “still hasn’t been able to
pick up much”. And when a teacher writes that
she hopes X enjoys his next year in school, parents
probably don’t realise that the teacher would have
loved to add: “I know I will, without his terrifying
presence!” But why are we bending over back-
wards to cover up the truth? Simply because
schools cannot afford to displease parents. All par-
ents wish to be told what treasures their children
are. They want to be assured of their multiple tal-
ents, people skills and potential for future success
in life. And a school that does so will always be
wholeheartedly supported by them.

The blocking of criticism is of late being associ-
ated with restraints on free speech, which the pub-
lic feels is their right in a democratic country.
Ironically, it is in some democracies that a kind of
censorship is in effect which shields the govern-
ment from any kind of serious denunciation. Yet,
it is in the name of free speech that political lead-

ers keep hurling abusive criticism at each other.
What is dangerous is the trend to prevent all criti-
cism and pretend that everything is perfect. In
such a climate, where the “yes men” are the trust-
ed ones and only flatterers flourish, cracks in the
structure widen and deepen. The disintegration of
the whole edifice, grand though it may seem for
the time being, is imminent. The weighing, the
checking, the doubting are all essential to any sta-
ble system as it is to an individual. In this context
I am reminded of the forms we had to fill up for
high school students applying for seats in colleges
and universities in the United States. One of the
required criteria that we teachers had to indicate
for each applicant was his/her “response to criti-
cism”. By then, I knew how important it was to
have a healthy attitude towards criticism for any
worthwhile learning to take place.

In conclusion, one should mention the vital role
of critics in the visual and performing arts. It has
been said that critique “helps improve art, fosters
critical thinking, prepares artists for the profes-
sional world, and is essential for growth and devel-
opment”. Perhaps it is also pertinent to note that
only secure and self-confident persons, who wish
to improve, welcome criticism.

The writer is a veteran school educator 
based in Kolkata
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WILL BJP WIN?
AASS  BBIIHHAARR’’SS  EELLEECCTTOORRAALL  contest intensi-
fies, the contrast between the NDA and the
INDIA bloc is striking. The NDA, despite
internal tensions, has managed to present a
united front by prioritising shared goals. In
contrast, the Opposition alliance appears
mired in confusion, with unresolved seat-
sharing and public infighting. The
Congress, in particular, seems unwilling to
acknowledge its diminished influence, risk-
ing the bloc’s collective prospects. Its insis-
tence on dominance, despite past failures,
undermines the very unity it claims to
champion. If the Opposition truly seeks to
challenge the status quo, it must first over-
come its own ego battles. Otherwise, the
electorate will reward pragmatism over
posturing, and the lesson will be one of
missed opportunity.

RR..  CChhiiddaannaanndd  KKuummaarr
Bengaluru

DICTIONARIES SURVIVE
LLIIVVIINNGG  in the digital age, the question of
whether printed dictionaries are becoming
obsolete is a complex one. The digital age
has brought about changes in the way we
access information. However, it cannot be
said that a printed dictionary is on the verge
of extinction. In fact, in classrooms, printed
dictionaries are still a valuable tool for
teaching fundamental research skills and
promoting focused learning without digital
distractions. Moreover, printed dictionaries
are not reliant on electricity or Internet
connection. While digital dictionaries offer
convenience and real-time updates, printed
dictionaries provide a unique, tactile expe-
rience and a reliable resource.
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