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Quakes and ecological damage
Some hope for
Rohingyas
The Rohingya minorities in Myanmar will probably get
respite from the current bout of sufferings they are undergoing. The announcement was made by Myanmar’s
Deputy Minister for Defence, Rear-Admiral Myint Nwe, that
the world should give his Government “time and space”
to solve the crisis. Also, his admission that his Government was “fully aware of the growing concern about the
widespread reports on (the) situation in Rakhine”, where
the Rohingya live, and was committed to addressing the
issue, is welcome. This finally shows the seriousness on
the part of the democratically elected Government of the
country, led by Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for
Democracy (NLD). It seems what has really worked is
increasing pressure from international humanitarian agencies and important donor countries on Myanmar.
The international community can now at least see a
silver lining in the simmering Rohingya conflict, as the
statement has come directly from the military. It is so
because under the current Constitution of Myanmar, which
came into effect in 2008 during the heydays of the junta
rule, 25 per cent of the seats in Parliament is reserved for
military personnel. Under this Constitution, the three key
Ministries — Defence, Border Affairs and Home Affairs —
are allotted to the serving military officers and the legislature cannot scrutinise the budget of the military.
The military decides crucial matters, where the civilian
Ministries have absolutely no say, though the Suu Kyi-led
NLD has more members. International human rights agencies such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, and also the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees, have asked the military to take a call and
allow these organisations to monitor the situation. This
did not happen since October 9, when the country's military fanned out to encircle the troubled spots of the restive Rakhine Province, where suspectedjihadis had killed
nine policemen of the Government. Massive international
campaigns, built up by human rights watchdogs, then
hardly helped. The military has been actively carrying out
combing operations to nab all the suspects in the Rohingya
homeland, who the Government thinks have close links
with international jihadis. The Myanmar military has the
right to strike against anti-national elements. But in the
name of countering these elements, it should not suppress basic human rights of the Rohingyas or the others.
Democracy icon Suu Kyi should take a more active interest in bringing peace. At the same time, it’s also a fact
that militant elements have probably infiltrated the ranks
of the ordinary Rohingyas and are out to destabilise not
just Myanmar but also the entire neighbourhood. These
militants, according to many experts observing the situation, could be backed by terror groups. Myanmar’s military could not have ignored this possibility, which is why it
has launched a concerted drive to flush such people out.

Aam aadmi in
God’s election

Elections in India often assume a spiritual shade with
politicians visiting places of worship for blessings from sadhus,
mullahs and priests. Eventually, they result in the boldest,
loudest and wealthiest being elected. By sharp contrast, “election” in biblical terminology refers to God’s choice of
coworkers. Contrary to human expectations, God chooses
the youngest and the weakest to accomplish extraordinary
tasks.
Biblical heroes Abel, Jacob, Joseph and King David are
the youngest of their families. Braving elder sibling envy,
deception, slavery and imprisonment, Joseph becomes governor of Egypt. Shepherd-boy David is chosen king over and
above seven hefty, handsome sons of Jesse. Prophet Samuel
— whom God delegates to choose a king — is instructed:
“Do not look at the appearance or height or stature, for God
does not see as men do; they look at outward appearance,
but God looks within the heart.”
The story of young David and gigantic Goliath is well
known. Divesting himself of the arms and armour that King
Saul heaps upon him, David says: “I cannot walk with these;
for I’m not used to them.” Armed with faith in God alone, this
aam aadmi challenges Goliath: “You come with sword and
spear, but I come in God’s name,” and slays him with a sling
and stone.
Biblical heroines like Ruth, Esther, Judith and Mary, mother
of Jesus, are archetype of the aam aurat who collaborates
with God to accomplish mammoth missions. Widowed Ruth
refuses to desert her mother-in-law and another widow Judith
delivers her people. Likewise, Esther is elected queen out of
the hoi polloi and gets King Ahasuerus to save her people.
Mary’s everyday heroism lies in her single-minded devotion
to God and her son, Jesus.
God’s election is not only confined to the “little ones” individually. But, three groups — widows, orphans and migrants — enjoy God’s special favour since they are spouseless,
parentless and friendless, respectively. Divine predilection
for these “lesser” ones stems from the “lack” they experience, which God fills up with maternal love and paternal
protection.
Jesus’ love for society’s “little ones” is striking. Born in
the “little town” of Bethlehem, he reiterates God’s option for
the weak by teaching us that our salvation depends on our
love and service of the last and the least of God’s children,
the poor. Hindu socio-religious reformers like Swami
Vivekananda and Gandhiji remind us of the importance of
Daridra Narayana Seva: loving service of the poor synonymous with devotion to God. Tagore writes: “Here is your
footstool and there rest your feet where live the poorest, the
lowliest and the lost.” Election time, while we might vote for
the wisest and wealthiest to govern us, let’s not forget our
responsibility towards the aam aadmi whom God loves.
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The last six months have
been witness to a surge of
seismic activity across the
world. At least 400 earthquakes of magnitude-five and
above were recorded across
the world in December 2016
alone, marking an increase of
three and a half times the
monthly average. As recently
as February 6, a quake of 5.4
on the Richter scale hit
Uttarakhand, and Colombia
and Turkey.
The increasing frequency
of earthquakes has become
a major concern and the need
to find the underlying causes
is now very crucial.
As the research into the
unusually high rate of seismic activity gained momentum, scientists in November
2016 found out that the abyss
under the Pacific Ocean between Indonesia and Papua
New Guinea was left behind
by a massive earthquake during the last Ice Age, making

it the world’s largest exposed
fault. Termed as the Banda
Detachment Fault, it is seven
kilometres deep, 450km long
and covers an area of 60,000
sq km. The discovery has not
only evoked the curiosity of
the global research community but also confirmed that
the earth’s crust is active and
moving.
Several research studies
are now pointing to the fact
that one of the major causes
for the high seismic activity
might be climate change and
the deteriorating state of environment. Stark changes in
earth’s atmosphere are now
playing a role in geological
processes. In a paper published in the journal, Nature,
researchers drew a link between typhoons in Taiwan
and small earthquakes in the
region. The study pointed out
that the rapid drop in atmospheric pressure before a
storm allows faults in the

crust to move more easily and
release accumulated strain.
In the Himalayas too,
there is an unmistakable link
between seismic activity and
changes in the hydrological
balance of the region. The
hydrological cycle being the
flow of water in and out of a
system through rainfall or
snowfall and evaporation,
among other processes is
being now severely disrupted
due to climate change.
This intervention with the
existing hydrological balance
is causing glacial melts and
extreme rain events, resulting in a domino effect by
changing the load of water
and ice on the surface, which
in turn triggers seismic activity.
The Arctic is already
bearing the brunt of climate
change, and ice sheets are
melting at such alarming
rates that the Arctic Circle
might have no ice by 2030.

According to research studies published in Science Advances in September 2016,
Greenland, for instance, has
been losing about 272 billion
tonnes of ice a year over the
past decade. GPS measurements show that Greenland
and its surrounding region
have risen by four to five
meters due to the loss of ice
load. This movement has
been linked to several small
earthquakes in the region,
which was considered inactive.
Climate change and degrading ecological conditions
are now becoming a triggering point world wide for
earthquake as the accumulated stress in the earth’s
plates are being released
due to the impact of rising
temperatures. In addition,
anthropogenic actions like
petroleum extraction and deforestation are playing havoc
with the earth’s crust, lead-

ing to a rise in quake related
incidents.
Given these conditions,
there is an urgent need to
rein in activities that can
have a detrimental impact on
the environment and lead to
an increase in seismic activity. As a part of this, the Government must first regulate
and avoid the indiscriminate
damming of the Himalayan
rivers. Besides this, efforts
must also be made to stop
the relentless quarrying in
the river beds and
mountainsides that eventually alter the landscape and
have an adverse impact on
the environment.
Today, the damage being
done to the environment is
clearly visible, but the consequences of this damage
may not be that much clear
immediately. Earthquakes
are one such consequence
that are elusive and difficult
to predict or prevent. To help

overcome this, there are
nearly 130 navigation satellites from various countries
mapping the earth’s surface
to almost every last inch.
These satellites are helping
seismologists and environmental experts, track the
movement of tectonic plates
and contributing to the understanding of earthquakes.
India must have a robust
and efficient data exchange
agreements with other Nations globally so that longterm hazard estimates and
forecasting is improved with
increased knowledge of
seismicity, crustal deformation and physics of faulting.
Mounting human and environmental costs are the result of climate change and
alarming increase in earthquakes are reminder for the
same. It is time to recognise
the consequences of human
actions and preserve the environment.

TS Eliott's famous line
about history having many
cunning passages and contrived corridors has been
quoted often. It stirs the imagination. What precisely can
be termed a cunning corridor
in history? A stretch in time
that defies explanation about
its origin, character or consequences? Or a stretch that
has been brought about by
clever manipulations by some
key actor on national or international stage?
It is difficult to find instances because even the
least expected is capable of
post-facto explanation,
mostly turning on the premise

that the causes were there
but remained unnoticed.
As regards the manipulation theory, the question
arises whether an individual
or a group, through their
machinations or strenuous
efforts — depending on
whether one approves or disapproves what the results
have been —can move the
wheels of history.
Time to exclaim déjà vu!
We are back on the old turf
of determinism — materialistic a la Marx or idealistic
pace Hegel (if one can label
his theory thus) — versus free
will. The most logical position
in what has been one of the

most contentious debate in
the history of ideas has been
that of MN Roy who claimed
in his Twenty-Two Thesis that
historical determinism did not
exclude the freedom will and
the human will was the most
powerful determining factor.
He added, “Otherwise, there
would be no room for revolutions in a rationally determined process of history”.
According to Roy, history
as a determined process but
there were more than one
causative factors; the human
will was one of them and it
could not always be referred
to any economic incentive.
At the root of the whole

debate is the question: How
do ideas arise and what
course do they follow in shaping history. Do they arise on
their own or from material
circumstances, with the human mind reacting in a determined manner? Do they
evolve on their own or in response to circumstances on
the ground? If the latter, then
to what extent?
Roy strikes a careful middle path stating, “Ideation is
a physiological process resulting from the awareness of
environment. But once they
are formed, ideas exist by
themselves, governed by
their own laws. The dynam-

ics of ideas run parallel to the
process of social evolution,
the two influencing each
other mutually.
But in no particular point
in the process of the integral
human evolution, can a direct
causal relationship be established between historical
events and the movement of
ideas (‘ideas' is here used in
the common philosophical
sense of ideology or system
of ideas). Cultural patterns
and ethical values are not
mere ideological superstructures of established economic
relations. They are historically
determined — by the logic of
the history of ideas”.

The relevance of this
rather complex formulation
becomes clear if one breaks
down and analyses its components. For example, that
ideas are governed by their
own laws becomes clear on
recalling that all knowledge
is the result of inductive and
deductive reasoning — the
first drawing conclusions from
observation and the second
deducing conclusions from
knowledge based on observation. Even intuitive perceptions require logical formulation and development following processes relating to the
course of deduction and induction.

Contrived corridors, cunning passages

Men battle over women’s rights

Triple talaq” is a widely practised policy
in Muslim community. According to this
practice, a Muslim man may divorce his wife
by speaking the word “talaq”, which means
“I divorce you”, three times in quick succession to her. The practice has been
stopped in many Muslim-majority nations,
including Pakistan, but is permitted in India under the Muslim Personal Law
(Shariat) Application Act 1937. A couple
which underwent triple talaq cannot remarry unless the female marries another
man truly and then her second husband
dies or divorces her. In this case the marriage (nikah) of the woman with her second husband is called nikah halala. This is
a social and human rights issue and women
must get their rights as guaranteed by the
Constitution of India. The fundamental
rights are defined as the basic human rights
of all citizens. These rights, defined in Part
III of the Constitution, apply irrespective
of race, place of birth, religion, caste, creed
or gender. The fundamental rights include
the right to equality, right to freedom, right
against exploitation, right to freedom of
religion, cultural and educational rights and
right to constitutional remedies. Triple talaq
is a gross injustice to Muslim women and
many are raising their voices against this
practice from the Muslim community itself.
There is no legal, moral, cultural or even
religious justification behind continuing to
let a few patriarchs of the All-India Muslim
Personal Law Board (AIMPLB) and vested
political dispensations deny the fundamental rights of Muslim women. While the
AIMPLB acts as self-appointed custodians
of faith and interpret Sharia law in a way
that extends their hegemony, political parties are reluctant for change for perceived
electoral benefits.
The AIMPLB started its own signature
campaign to gauge if Muslims wanted
amendments to the practice. It is not getting the kind of support it got in 1980 in
Shah Bano case. There is huge awareness
and Muslim women have started asserting
their rights as guaranteed by the Constitution. We have moved well beyond idle debates on this subject. Anecdotal evidence,
empirical data, court observations and Law
Commission findings suggest that there is
little support for triple talaq among even
the members of the community. It seems
ironic that Indians are still debating the
merits and demerits of abolishing a regressive social custom such as triple talaq when
several Islamic countries have discontinued the practice. Formed in 2007, the
Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan (BMMA)
started a debate on reforming the Muslim
Personal Law, which governs matters such
as marriage and divorce. The BMMA claims
that the AIMPLB and the clergy have misinterpreted the Quran by allowing practices
such as triple talaq, polygamy and nikah

halala. It has filed a case in the Supreme
Court asking for a ban on triple talaq, polygamy and nikah halala. The BMMA says
instant oral triple talaq must end and proper
procedure of divorce in three months, with
prior efforts of reconciliation, should be
strictly followed. The fate of India as a truly
modern, secular nation or a repository of
regressive customs that tramples on the
rights of its citizens will rest with all of us.
Triple talaq should have been abolished
long back and it has been delayed because
of no political will at the cost of basic dignity to women belonging to the Muslim
community. The pride and self-respect of
Indians will be achieved only when a uniform civil code comes into force and everybody enjoys basic human rights as guaranteed by the Constitution of India.
In my opinion triple talaq is not a human rights issue at all. It is a religious practice followed by the Muslim community.
Such religious matters should not be
dragged into the courts and the state
should also not interfere in religious practices of any community. The Centre’s stand
on banning triple talaq is simply votebank
politics. The BJP is politicising the issue to
woo voters in the coming Assembly elections in Uttar Pradesh. We need to understand why the BJP-led government is talking only of triple talaq. Except for certain
matriarchal societies, such as those in parts
of the Northeast, most women still have
no right to agricultural land. A large number
of women still defecate in open fields for
want of proper toilet facilities. We are not
talking about core issues concerning
women in our country. All we are talking
about is triple talaq. It would be better if
the saffron brigade starts looking at gender justice in all aspects. I once again reiterate that the State should not interfere in
anyone’s religious practices. It should rather
focus on governance and welfare measures
for its citizens. Even the rights bestowed
by religion should not be questioned in any
court of law. In fact, the Delhi high court
had earlier ruled that a couple’s divorce is
invalid if the husband pronounces talaq in
anger or fails to communicate it to his wife,
leaving no scope for reconciliation. In any
developed country, the law is made after
consultation with stakeholders. But the BJPled Centre has joined the debate on triple
talaq with infectious belligerence to ensure
a Hindu-Muslim divide. In Islam, marriage
is a social contract with clear conditions to
be noted down in a nikahnama (marriage
contract). It also provides for affirmative
provisions for a bride such as mehr (dower).
The holy book gives equal rights to both
husband and wife to seek divorce. The
Sachar Committee Report has established
that Indian Muslims are marginalised and
they live in poverty and socio-economic
backwardness.
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U.S. expresses objection to Palestinian as U.N. envoy to Libya
The United States has
objected to United Nations
Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres' choice of former
Palestinian prime minister
Salam Fayyad as the body's
new representative to Libya.
It was unclear whether
the objection, expressed in a
statement late on Friday by
Nikki Haley, the United States
ambassador to the United
Nations, Haley, had ended
Fayyad’s candidacy.
Guterres' spokesman
Stephane Dujarric said on
Saturday that the proposal to
nominate Fayyad "was solely
based on Mr. Fayyad’s recognised personal qualities and
his competence for that position".
The United States wields
significant influence as one of
the five permanent members
of the U.N. Security Council.
"The United States was
disappointed to see a letter
indicating the intention to
appoint the former Palestinian Authority prime minister
to lead the UN Mission in
Libya,” Haley said in her statement.
"For too long the U.N. has
been unfairly biased in favour
of the Palestinian Authority to
the detriment of our allies in
Israel," she said.
Haley added that the
United States "does not currently recognise a Palestinian
state or support the signal
this appointment would send
within the United Nation.”
The U.S. ambassador said
Washington encouraged Israel and the Palestinians "to
come together directly on a
solution" to end their conflict.
Dujarric said in response
that "United Nations staff

Iraq says will stay
clear of U.S.-Iran
tensions
Iraq won't take part in any
regional or international conflicts, Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi told state TV on Saturday.
The comment came after
Abadi had spoke in a phone
call with U.S. President
Donald Trump during which
tensions with Iran were mentioned. The call was the first
between the two leaders.
A political commentator
close to Abadi, Ihsan alShammari, said Abadi's comment addressed the U.S.-Iranian tensions.
Iran has close ties with
the Shi'ite political elite ruling Iraq while Washington is
providing critical military support to Iraqi forces battling
Islamic State.
"Iraq is very keen to preserve its national interests
(..)and does not wish to be
part of any regional or international conflict which would
lead to disasters for the region and for Iraq," Abadi said,
according to state TV.
Trump said on Friday that
Iranian President Hassan
Rouhani "better be careful"
after the latter was quoted as
saying that anyone who
speaks to Iranians with
threats would ''regret it.''
The White House on Friday said Trump and Abadi
"spoke to the threat Iran
presents across the entire
region," in their first phone
call since the inauguration of
the U.S. president.
Abadi's office on Friday
also gave a readout of the
phone call that took place
overnight Thursday, without
specifically mentioning Iran.
Both readouts stressed
the importance of their continued cooperation against
Islamic State, as the militants
are being pushed back in Iraq
and losing control over Mosul,
the last major city stronghold
under their control in the
country.
The United States has
more than 5,000 troops deployed in Iraq and is providing air and ground support in
the battle of Mosul.

serve strictly in their personal
capacity. They do not represent any government or
country.
"The Secretary-General
reiterates his pledge to recruit
qualified individuals, respecting regional diversity, and
notes that, among others no
Israeli and no Palestinian
have served in a post of high
responsibility at the United
Nations.
"This is a situation that the
Secretary-General feels
should be corrected, always
based on personal merit and
competencies of potential
candidates for specific posts."
Fayyad, a Texas-educated
former International Monetary Fund official, was prime
minister of the Palestinian
Authority from 2007 to 2013.
He had earned praise in the
international community for
his efforts to crack down on
corruption and to build effective Palestinian public institutions.

Trump weighs revised travel ban,
Supreme Court test still possible
U.S. President Donald
Trump is considering issuing
a new executive order banning citizens of certain countries travelling to the United
States after his initial attempt
to clamp down on immigration and refugees snarled to
a halt amid political and judicial chaos. Trump announced
the possibility of a "brand new
order" that could be issued
as soon as Monday or Tuesday, in a surprise talk with
reporters aboard Air Force
One late on Friday, as he and
the Japanese premier headed
to his estate in Florida for the
weekend. His signalling of a
possible new tack came a day
after an appeals court in San
Francisco upheld a court ruling last week that temporarily suspended Trump's original Jan. 27 executive order

banning travel from seven
majority-Muslim countries.
Trump gave no details of
any new ban he is considering. He might rewrite the
original order to explicitly exclude green card holders, or
permanent residents, said a
congressional aide familiar
with the matter, who asked
not to be identified. Doing
that could alleviate some concerns expressed by the
courts. A new order, however,
could allow Trump's critics to
declare victory by arguing he
was forced to change course
in his first major policy as
president. Whether or not
Trump issues a new order, his
administration may still pursue its case in the courts over
the original order, which is still
being reviewed by the 9th
U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals.

Iraq security forces fire
tear gas at pro-Sadr
protest near Green Zone
Iraqi security forces fired tear gas
on Saturday at thousands of supporters of Shi'ite cleric Moqtada al-Sadr
demonstrating near the heavily fortified Green Zone - a cluster of embassies and government buildings to press for reforms, witnesses said.
The protest organisers said about
t w o d o ze n d e m o n s t r a t o r s h a d
choked on the gas but no one was
seriously injured or taken to hospital. Live TV footage showed young
men running away as white smoke
filled Tahrir Square in downtown
Baghdad.
Thousands had gathered in the
square to demand an overhaul of the
commission that supervises elections
ahead of a provincial vote due in
September.
Riot police fired tear gas when
they tried to move toward the Green
Zone which also houses international
organisations. Sadr's supporters
stormed this district last year after
violent clashes with security forces.

White House Chief of Staff
Reince Priebus told reporters
late on Friday that taking the
case to the Supreme Court
remained a possibility, after
another White House official
said earlier in the day the
administration was not planning to escalate the dispute.
"Every single court option
is on the table, including an
appeal of the Ninth Circuit decision on the TRO (temporary
restraining order) to the Supreme Court, including fighting out this case on the merits," Priebus said.
"And, in addition to that,
we're pursuing executive orders right now that we expect
to be enacted soon that will
further protect Americans
from terrorism."Trump's original order, which he called a
national security measure

meant to head off attacks by
Islamist militants, barred
people from Iran, Iraq, Libya,
Somalia, Sudan, Syria and
Yemen from entering for 90
days and all refugees for 120
days, except refugees from
Syria, who were banned indefinitely. The abrupt implementation of the order
plunged the immigration system into chaos, sparking a
wave of criticism from targeted countries, Western allies and some of America's
leading corporations, especially technology firms. A federal judge in Seattle suspended the order last Friday
after its legality was challenged by Washington state,
eliciting a barrage of angry
Twitter messages from Trump
against the judge and the
court system.

