
“…I intend to do battle with them and slay 
them. With their spoils we shall begin to be 
rich for this is a righteous war and the re-
moval of  so foul a brood from off  the face of  
the earth is a service God will bless.” The 
less literary among us would be forgiven for 
thinking that these lines are a modern reli-
gious fundamentalist’s ominous statement 
of  purpose.

But this is Cervantes’ eponymous Don 

Quixote’s comment to Sancho Panza 400 
years ago, upon mistaking windmills for gi-
ants. Not only does this highlight how much 
depends on perception, it also points to how 
a mismatch between, say reader and writer/
cartoonist on this count, can have deadly 
consequences in these troubled times.

France – the latest victim of  the goriest 
kind of  suppression of  dissent – has a rever-
ence for irreverence. No wonder the French 
are shocked that two men, however crazed or 
deluded, would consider assault rifles the 
answer to a pen or brush. But much of  the 
world has a very different set of  rules of  en-
gagement, and ignorance of  that variance 
can be fatal.

The very fact that there are not too many 
journalists or cartoonists outside western 
nations who tilt at religious windmills with 
quite the same energetic irreverence as say 
a Charlie Hebdo or a Titanic shows where 
reverence for reverence is still an article of  
faith. And in those places it also extends be-
yond religion to include the powerful in gen-

eral.    
Some years ago, a British cartoonist friend 

touring India as a guest of  the British 
Council also visited the offices of  The 
Economic Times. I, as a long standing fan of  
his rapier-sharp and deliciously dark hu-
mour – his savage Christmas cards being the 

piece de resistance for his friends every year 
– wanted my colleagues to enjoy his take on 
politics and more.

One cartoon transfixed us. It depicted a 
British chancellor of  Exchequer as a toilet, 
his open mouth spewing an unending over-
flow of  putrid egesta. Even if  they have more 

creative and critical leeway than word-
smiths, the most acerbic Indian cartoonists 
would most probably draw the line at por-
traying a high government functionary as a 
lavatory.

The fact is, not only are we rather unused to 
(and uneasy about) satire and lampooning, 
we as a nation are as reverential about rever-
ence as France is about irreverence, espe-
cially when it comes to religion and politics. 
We follow conservative rules of  engage-
ment, conceding that some personages and 
shibboleths are permanently sacrosanct in 
our rainbow nation.

Interestingly, my British cartoonist friend 
said that in all his years as a left wing car-
toonist, only once had one of  his drawings 
not been published. It was in the aftermath 
of  the Danish cartoons portraying Prophet 
Mohammed, when he like others of  his bira-
dari, added his own tongue-in-cheek sketch 
idea to the general chorus of  irreverence.

It should not have normally drawn such 
caution, as he merely wanted to draw the 

back of  a man, reading a paper with satura-
tion coverage of  the purportedly offensive 
cartoons. The thought bubble was to say, 
“But these don’t even look like me!” His edi-
tors surprisingly (and unforgivably, in his 
opinion) decided discretion was the better 
part of  valour.

That cartoon could not have been called of-
fensive by any yardstick and therein lies the 
rub. When tensions run high – as they have 
for the past few decades across continents – 
irreverence and offence are seen all too read-
ily as synonymous acts, as the line is too thin 
to be distinguishable. So some may well de-
cide that it is better to be safe than sorry.

When many sizeable cultures and their in-
built reverences live cheek by jowl – like they 
have in our subcontinent for millennia and 
in Europe for much less – circumspection 
rather than quixotic irreverence may be the 
wisest course of  action. Let’s see what con-
clusion my British cartoonist friends and 
his compadres draw from the Charlie Hebdo 
murders.  
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Tilting at Windmills, Both Real and Imagined
We are rather unused to satire and lampooning and as a nation as reverential about reverence as France is about irreverence, especially  in matters concerning religion and politics 

N
ight falls as we near Rangat. The 
last six kilometres, with their 
climbs and descents, are covered in 
a darkness so absolute we cannot 
tell where the road ends and the 

forest starts.
For a while now, a friend and I have been go-

ing on a cycle ride at the end of  every year. 
This year, we are pedaling from South 
Andaman to North Andaman, one of  most 
under-rated cycling routes in India. This is 
the second day of  our trip.

The friend is a biologist curious to see what 
the forests in this archipelago are like — the 
Andaman & Nicobar Islands were connected 
to what is now Indonesia before rising sea lev-
els cut them off. As such, not only are life 
forms on the isles closer in origin to 
Indonesian than Indian ones, their geograph-
ic isolation has resulted in the creation of  sev-
eral species unique to them.

As for me, I am looking to get into shape. This 
is also my second trip to the islands — the first 
was a reporting assignment in 2004 just before 
the tsunami. The ride is a chance to see how 
the patterns I spotted then – water shortages, 
over-population, and decimation of  the indig-
enous people – have unfolded since. 

THE JARAWA QUESTION
The first two days are not an uninterrupted 
bike ride. About 40 kilometres to the north of  
Wandoor — our starting place in South 
Andaman — lies the Jarawa Tribal Reserve. 
1,028 sq. km in size, it was created to provide a 
safe habitat for the Jarawas, an indigenous 
tribe with Negrito origins. However, the 
Andaman Trunk Road (ATR) runs through 
two parts of  the reserve — about 70 kilome-
tres. The idea is to cycle till the reserve, load 
the cycles onto passing vehicles at both 
stretches, and then pedal again.

Day one on the cycle is surprisingly hard. 
The ATR, while empty most of  the time, is for-
ever rising or falling. There are few flat 
stretches. We do 32 kilometres and halt at 
Baratang. On day two, we cycle about 14 km, 
take the ferry and cross over to Uttara Jetty. 

Unlike the jetty at Baratang, which had been 
crowded with buses and taxis — most filled 
with tourists crossing the Jarawa Reserve in 
the hope of  seeing them — Uttara is deserted. 
Just a couple of  trucks shifting diesel. Five 
kilometres beyond Uttara is the small town of  
Kadamtala. Another three km and the Jarawa 
Reserve starts again.

Kadamtala and Uttara are landmarks in the 
Jarawas' recent history. It is near Kadamtala 
that Enmey, a Jarawa boy, was found by local 
villagers, with a broken foot. For an adminis-
tration trying to become friends with the tribe 
for ages, he was a godsend. He was treated in 
Port Blair. Driven around in cars. Taught 
some Hindi. And then dropped close to 
where he had been found. About a year 
later, in 1997, Enmey led a group of  
Jarawas, curious about the world outside 
their forest, out to Uttara jetty. In the 
months and years since, many such ex-
cursions followed.

The development gave fresh impetus to 
an old debate — should the Jarawas be 
mainstreamed? In November, environ-
ment minister Prakash Javadekar said in 
an impromptu address at a rural change 
workshop: “Don't they have a right to de-
cide what kind of  a life they want?” And 
then, he inadvertently showed the an-
swer was not one that had to come from 
the Jarawas when he added: “How can we 
leave them as museum pieces?”

Even as this question did the rounds — 
for over 15 years — the Jarawas were ex-
posed to the worst our society has to offer. 
Drinking is now endemic. Near the police 
checkpost where the ATR dives into the 
Reserve, we find a black and yellow ambassa-
dor willing to drop us on the other side. All 
Jarawas, says its driver, are addicted to paan
and chewing tobacco.

A month before we reached the islands, there 
was a conference at Port Blair where the state 
tribal department announced it was provid-
ing some education, getting the Jarawas to 
make artifacts, design clothes they would 
wear, etc. It is yet to put out detailed informa-
tion about these activities.

There is a need to tread cautiously. In 
“Development and Ethnocide”, anthropologist 
Sita Venkateswar describes what main-
streaming has meant for two other 
Andamanese groups — the Onge and the 
Great Andamanese. She writes, “The pro-
gramme, as charted by several anthropolo-
gists, the eminent geneticist and some idealis-
tic “top” officials, had very little bearing on 
the reality of  its implementation.”

The implementing instrument was the staff  
of  the Adim Janjati Vikas Samiti. Writes 
Venkateswar, “Most of  the welfare staff  man-
age these settlements as if  they were their 
private fiefdoms. Their lowly, ill-paid status in 

the hierarchy of  government office under-
mines the lofty ideals attributed to their as-
signed duties. This means that the general 
attitude of  these “government servants” is to 
appropriate as much as possible during their 
tenure and “to hell with the junglees”.”

In the book, she narrates incidents where 
the Onge got liquor from the staff, another 
where an Onge girl was assaulted by a staffer. 
Further, of  abuse. Apart from that, in 2008, 8 
Onge men died after drinking what they mis-
took as alcohol — their population before the 
incident was about 100. Even if, as she says, 
the camps were run well, a community's way 
of  life and culture would still be lost.

Some years earlier, I recall, the son of  Jirake, 
the king of  the Great Andamanese, had been 
photographed begging in Port Blair.

The cab drops us on the other side of  the 
Reserve. We pedal towards Rangat.

A WELFARE ECONOMY RUNNING ON WELFARE
Next morning, I amble over to a tea stall next 
to the lodge. It is run by two women — one 

Hindu, the other Muslim. Like the mainland, 
the Andamans are a real melting pot. But with 
greater ease and trust between communities.

The islands, says one of  the ladies, are a good 
place to live but jobs are hard to come by. Data 
from the Andaman Employment Exchange 
shows 6,198 people registered seeking a job. 
Of  those, just 202 got placed. Things have 
gotten worse in the last ten years. In 2004, be-
tween 3,000-4,000 people had registered. Of  
them, 600-700 found jobs.

Her son works as labour with a government 
contractor. Given the high minimum wage in 
the islands, he makes about Rs 10,500 a month. 
“It is not enough,” she said, “The only reason 
people manage is because the government 
pays for education, books, rations...”

After returning to Delhi, I met former 
Planning Commission member Abhijit Sen. 
The state, he says, is always generous to its 
peripheral parts. "Whether Kashmir or the 
North-East, you will always find a large mili-
tary presence. And a welfare state accompa-
nies that." Why? "Because they do not quite 
belong to the mainstream and so the state 
tries to do all that it can to keep them happy."

This has multiple outcomes. One, as he says, 
corruption accompanies the welfare state. 

Indeed, the local administration has a reputa-
tion for venality. Two, the islands have a better 
standard of  living than the mainland — on 
indices like infant mortality and malnutri-
tion, they score better than the battered old 
mainland. This has resulted in mainlanders 
moving to the islands.

In the mid-1980s, the Island Development 
Authority (IDA), a part of  the erstwhile 
Planning Commission, pegged the islands' 
carrying capacity at 450,000. (The number of  
people they could support given the available 
water and cropland).

Take Neil Island, one of  the most popular 
tourist destinations in the isles. Till 1967, it 
was uninhabited. That year, the first settlers 
arrived. Given the small size of  the island, the 
administration settled 98 families — about 650 
people — there. However, the settlers pulled in 
relatives from the mainland. Numbers on the 
island rose. Strangely, while the 2001 Census 
counted 2,868 people on the islands, the local 
police outpost estimated the population even 
higher — at 4,450.

A similar contradiction could be seen for the 
entire archipelago. The 2001 census pegged 
total population at 356,152. However, in 2004, 
according to the IDA, the population was actu-
ally around 4.8 lakh. At that time, I had turned 

to the local civil 

supplies department. In 2001, how many 
people had their names on ration cards? 
About 370,000, it said.

Even today, it is unclear what the population 
of  the islands is. According to the 2011 census, 
380,581 people live on the islands — an in-
crease of  24,000 in 10 years. According to the 
civil supplies department, 388,524 people have 
their names in ration cards — in 2014. If  cor-
rect, the actual population could be higher. 
Defence personnel stationed on the islands do 
not get ration cards. Also, the cards are given 
only to those migrants who prove they sur-
rendered their ration cards on the mainland. 
Otherwise, ration cards are issued only to 
those who have completed 10 years on the is-
lands. "It is very unlikely," says Samir 

Acharya, a leading local environmentalist, 
“that a worker coming from the mainland will 
cancel his ration card before coming — espe-
cially if  he has family back home.”

Why does all this talk about population? 
Take Neil. According to the 2013 Census, its 
population now stands at 3,040. Locals, how-
ever, peg it at 5,000-6,000. Whichever the cor-
rect number, they are living on a land no larg-
er than that capable of  housing 650.

In the islands, the impacts of  overpopulation 
show up clearly in the matter of  water. In 2002, 
for instance, for two months during the sum-
mer, families in the isles got 6-8 buckets of  
water — once every three days. In 2012, Tarun 
Vijay of  the BJP created a minor stir when he 
said locals were getting 30 minutes of  water in 
a week during the summer.

As such, the islands, given their isolation, 
have encountered a future of  finite water  that 
the rest of  us are still staving off  by trucking 
in water from elsewhere.

It is afternoon. Day three. The road stays nar-
row, a little broken but with very little traffic. 
We see villages, fields and isolated stands of  
forest. As in the rest of  India, we see forests 
mainly in the hilly stretches. There is, also, a 
deceptive well-being to the forests. Walk into 
them and you see clearings. The only stretch 
of  relative intact forest is in the Jarawa re-

serve, I am told.

UNSUSTAINABLE PARADISES
The ride ends. Back in Blair, 
when I meet Acharya, he identi-
fies another factor pushing the 
islands into trouble. The set-
tlers and the administration 
are living on the islands the 
way they did on the mainland. 
And the islands, more fragile, 
are buckling.

A master plan for Port Blair 
says the city will need 59 MLD 
(million litres/day) of  water 
by 2030. Its current supply is 
25.7 MLD. The report propos-
es new dams and a desalina-

tion plant but is silent about rainwater har-
vesting even though the isles get rain 8 
months every year — 3,672 mm in 2013.

Farmers from the mainland grew paddy 
even though the soil is unsuitable. 95% of  the 
islands' power is generated by burning diesel 
— which has to be shipped in from the main-
land. A proposal to generate power for 
Havelock Island by using tidal flows, a busi-
nessman in Diglipur tells me, was scrapped 
midway. Questions to the administration 
went unanswered.

The ATR itself  is an instance of  the main-
land development model. “Where do you have 
an island system where inter-island travel is 
not by boats but roads?” asks Acharya.

Around 2000, while conducting a survey on 
the islands’ biodiversity, Acharya couldn’t 
find any rice field that was over 25-30 years 
old. With the soil of  their older fields spent, 
farmers had hacked out new ones from the 
forest. All this is sowing the stage for (once 
more) elbowing the indigenous tribes aside. 
At that workshop in Blair, some of  the settlers 
demanded the Jarawas be resettled in another 
island. According to them, the concerns of  
more than a hundred thousand tax-paying, 
vote-casting members of  the public outweigh 
those of  a few aborigines. If  the test of  a soci-
ety is how it treats its most vulnerable, then 
we are not doing well. 

As things stand, their demand is an uncom-
fortable echo of  what Venkateswar conclud-
ed, “The assimilation of  the islanders into the 
mainstream benefits primarily the well-in-
tentioned “outsiders”."

The tribes, she writes, "get enmeshed in a 
way of  life which effaces their existing way of  
life, they get inducted into the swelling ranks 
of  other dispossessed marginals of  mainland 
India.”

Just like Jirake's son. 

m.rajshekhar@timesgroup.com

Cycling On The ATR
The Andaman Trunk Road runs the length of the Andamans. Cycling 
along it, M Rajshekhar finds trouble in this fragile archipelago.
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Sunrise at Wandoor

These plastic jerrycans are a common sight along the 
ATR. The administration releases water for limited 
time every day. Sometimes, every other day

Uttara Jetty where the 
Jarawas came in 1997

At Panchavati, the 

ATR parallels the sea 

Mangroves take 
root over exposed 
corals. The 2004 
quake tilted the plate 
the islands sit on. 
Parts of the Nicobars 
settled 15 feet lower 
in the sea. Parts of 
North Andaman rose 
by 5 feet

A sand bar, so low it goes 
underwater when the  tides 

comes in, connects  Smith 
and Ross Islands
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