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EONARDO
L da Vinci was

an extremely
talented man of wide
versatility. Other
than famously and
fortuitously puzzling
generations with
the enigma of a Mrs
Giocondo, okay
Lisa Gherardini, his
Mona, he excelled
in architecture and
drawing, painting and sculpting, astronomy
and mathematics, science and engineering,
music and literature, anatomy and botany,
geology and cartography, writing and
history... Phew if you will.

Had he lived 500 years after his time, and
was born in Sutiakati of Pirojpur instead of
Anchiano in Tuscany, the almost all-knowing
Leonardo would have been a great catch
for our TV talk shows on any night, but
not perfect. To attain the perfect ujjalata, he
would also have to master, among others, the
cause of depleting inland fish stock, Shakib
Al Hasan's failure to bat right-handed, the
Iftar delicacies of Old Dhaka, and Bangalee's
urge to scale two-metre high road dividers in
broad daylight.

Programme producers thrive on such Leos,
who can instantly and confidently opine on
any topic on earth, and a host who does not
blink an eye at any spectacular material or
bewildering statistics placed on the table.
Viewers are too relaxed at home to grasp the
moment of untruth. More than contributing
to building the morality of the nation or
educating the mass, most talk shows serve to
fill airtime at a minimum fuss and cost; short
commercial breaks are the icing on the cake
for the channels.

A phone invitation from the channel
(sometimes barely two hours before going
on air because someone “regretted”) is
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not a matter to ruminate; the topic to be
discussed is of the essence. And the night's
topic is about Indian elections. The invitee
had visited Taj Mahal three years ago, his
neighbour is a Gujarati IT consultant, and he
can speak (he thinks) Hindi. Who is more
qualified, eh?

Other than politics, which is everyone’s
natural forte in Bangladesh, the esteemed
guests, who sleep late, appear learned,
patriotic, and anti-establishment (but
carefully never anti-government), are
casual and reckless with facts and numbers.
Perhaps they know few are listening and
hardly anyone will verify what they say using
Google, when there are better things to do.
For instance, the population of Bangladesh
increases by one crore every few months on
our talk shows. Then again, had they been
studying demographics, they would hardly
have the time to chatter on TV almost seven
days a week. Some of them have made
so many electronic appearances that it is
possible viewers know their entire wardrobe.

Talk show, as the name suggests, is
about showing, and we love talking. A
first invitation to a show means one has
graduated in the University of Television
and the channel recognises the link
between one’s profession and the subject
of discussion. A second call means the
producer, the cameraperson, the lighting
technician and the sound engineer liked
what they saw and heard the first time, and
would one like to carry on? A third request
to appear elevates one to the status of an
expert, and one can now deviate from his
field of studies and experience, and venture
as far as penguins in Alaska and debris in
outer space. After 10 appearances, a talk
show guest is a celebrity but only to night
owls. He can then afford to muchki-smile live
on camera when his fellow rooky guests are
talking sense.

[ have marvelled at midnight at the
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dexterity of guests, who have an answer to
every situation on earth, however grave or
trivial. From averting escalation of US-Iran
hostility to photographing the Northern
Lights in Norway, they have the capacity to
persuade North Korea to stop missile tests,
and a specific strategy that Congress should
adopt to remain a formidable force in Indian
politics. The same guys are ever so articulate
about the impact of Tangail saree on world
fashion and the timeless art of preparing
Kacchi Biriyani, but this time without any
oil. Ah-ha! They are unstoppable.

To pump their narcissistic paunch, such
“celebrities” will send an SMS to inform F&F
and a growing number of foes that he would

Where does Congress

few weeks
before the
ampaigning

for the Indian
parliamentary polls
ended, two key leaders
of the Congress
confided that the party
should remain out of
power for another 10
years in order to revive
itself organisationally.
One of them was from
Rajasthan who occupies a key post in the
party’s government there and the other one
was from Uttar Pradesh who was a former
cabinet minister in Manmohan Singh's
government. Obviously, the two leaders
did not want to go on record as having said
this. But their remark reflected the present
condition within the Congress.

On May 25, 2019 when the Congress
Working Committee, the party’s top decision-
making forum, met to review the electoral
debacle, the party’s General Secretary Ghulam
Nabi Azad told the media that the party’s loss
in the elections did not constitute a defeat
of its ideology but a defeat in the numbers
game. What he left unsaid is that election in
a democracy is all about numbers under the
first-past-the-post system. And the numbers
are unflattering for the Congress because
they bring out the enormity of its crushing
electoral defeat.

Just look at these statistics: i) the party
suffered its second biggest loss in national
polls in its 134-year history by getting just
52 of the 542 seats, eight more than in
the previous election five years ago; ii) the
party failed to get a single seat in 18 states
and federally-administered territories this
year—a sad plight for the Congress which
has ruled India for 55 out of the last 72 years
since its independence and had to its credit
the highest number of seats (415) by any
party in the 1984 general elections (aided
by the huge outpour of sympathy in the
wake of Indira Gandhi’s assassination); iii)
the party managed just one of the 80 seats
in electorally the most crucial state of Uttar
Pradesh in 2019 and; iv) the party is now
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The numbers are unflattering for the Congress because they bring out the enormity of its

crushing electoral defeat.

consigned to the opposition bench for a
decade (starting in 2014), its longest spell as
the opposition party.

Statistics have their own story to tell.
Rubbing salt into its wound, the party’s
President Rahul Gandhi himself lost the poll
in Amethi—the first time a member of the
Nehru-Gandhi clan was defeated in Amethi.
Not only Rahul, a number of senior Congress
leaders cutting across age suffered defeat in
this election—Mallikarjun Kharge, who was
the leader of the opposition in the Lok Sabha,
M Veerappa Moily, Ashok Chavan, Digvijay
Singh, Meera Kumar, Pawan Kumar Bansal,
Jyotiraditya Scindia (a first-time loser), Milind
Deora and Sushmita Deb among others. The
only consolation for the Congress, if that is the
word one may use, was in the southern part of
India which accounted more than half of its
52 seats this time and in Punjab in the north.

Where does the Congress go from here?
How does the party go about doing it after
the shock of this huge defeat? Those are the
most important questions being asked in
political circles across India. But the Congress
way of doing business does not seem to have
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changed. Not immediately. That was why
one saw the party going through the motion
of the ritualistic exercise of Rahul Gandhi
offering his resignation at the CWC meeting
on May 25 and the party duly rejecting

it by reiterating its faith in its leadership

and authorising him to go for a thorough
organisational overhaul of the party. The
same script and the same drama had played
out after its defeat in 2014 when Rahul'’s
mother Sonia had volunteered to step down
only to be stonewalled by the CWC. The
more things change in the Congress, the more
they remain the same. In 2014, the party

had set up a committee led by veteran leader
AK Antony to probe the electoral defeat.

It submitted its report but no one knows
whether any lesson was learnt. This time also
we may see the same story being repeated.

It has been suggested by some political
commentators that the Congress must
reinvent itself. But the question is, should
this reinvention happen to its ideology,
or its leadership, or both? As far as the
Congress leadership is concerned, there is
a fundamental structural problem. Having

be on TV that evening on such and such
programme, and repeats would follow late
night and the following morning. “Tonight
10.30 on Heerak Raja TV, I will be there.”
Wow! Incidentally, I have never ever received
such a vainglorious text message from any of
my friends from the opposite sex. I refrain
from identifying them as girlfriends, lest that
becomes a matter of nighty discussion under
lights and camera, and a fool-dani on the
table.

That said, talk shows can be useful but
only if the discussion is among persons with
appropriate comprehension and expertise.
Beating around the bush should be an
occasional tactic to avoid an embarrassing
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been powered by the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty
for its top leadership—Jawaharlal Nehru,
Indira Gandhi, Rajiv Gandhi, Sonia Gandhi,
Rahul Gandhi and Privanka Gandhi Vadra—
the Congress today is left struggling to find
a second line of leadership that was never
allowed to be built up over decades. In fact,
so overbearing has been the presence of the
family down the generations that no one else
was allowed to find his or her way through
the rank to the summit of the party.

A tell-tale symptom of the structural
lacunae of the Congress is reflected in the
manner in which Privanka was brought
into the party as a General Secretary just a
few months before the elections and put in
charge of party affairs in the economically
impoverished eastern region of Uttar Pradesh.
Privanka being parachuted to the leadership
position overnight even as lakhs of party
workers and leaders in the lower and middle
rungs of the party hierarchy are toiling for
years only buttresses the BJP’s criticism
against the Congress that it is dynasty-centric.
It also drives home once again the sense of
entitlement of the Gandhi family members
to the Congress leadership. What difference
did Privanka make to the Congress? She
campaigned extensively in Uttar Pradesh,
including in Amethi, and the party could
win only one seat. Outside Uttar Pradesh,
she campaigned in 12 constituencies and the
party was defeated in 11 of them. It is time for
the Congress leadership to introspect if the
days of vote-catching ability and the appeal of
the Gandhi family charisma are over or not,
because at least three to four generations of
new voters have come up since the time of
Indira and Rajiv.

By contrast, after the Atal Bihari Vajpayee-
LK Advani era ended in the Bharatiya Janata
Party, one saw Narendra Modi and Amit
Shah emerging all the way from the lowest
strata of the party and taking over the mantle.
Maodi is already 69 and indications are that
he has already focused on the next line of
leadership which he is going to put in place
in his second term as the supreme leader of
the party and the government and turn the
BIP into a natural party of governance, a tag
which the Congress had once enjoyed.

am not on TV tonight at 11pm

question, not a regular evidence of one’s
shallowness.

Any self-respecting professional should
decline or adopt the civility to propose the
name of another expert if the night's topic
is not totally within his grasp. For example,

a connoisseur of Rabindranath Tagore’s
work should not light-heartedly partake in a
serious discussion on Jatiya Kabi Kazi Nazrul
Islam because such deliberation can feed the
nation with garbage and misinformation,
especially when authorities on the national
poet are available aplenty.

Tuning in to Al Jazeera, BBC, CNN, NHK,
and Sky... you will rarely see the same guest
on a discussion panel over a year or even two,
They don't have the time. Knowledgeable
people are supposed to be busy, working,
researching, spending time with family and
holidaying.

For the sake of informing suitably our next
generation, invitees to talk shows should
readily say "No" to any parley that is not
within their complete understanding by
education and/or professional experience.
Let the real experts occupy the screen. By
broadening the network, let more learned
discussants take part on a wide range of
themes. Let the quilt of information be sewn
with a myriad of patches to make learning
all-encompassing and inclusive, as opposed
to restrictive.

Let me conclude with a famous Persian
proverb, attributed also to Confucius, and
Chinese and Sanskrit scholars:

“He who knows not and knows not that he knows
not, is a fool ... shun him,

He who knows not and knows that he knows not,
is ignorant ... teach him.

He who knows and knows not that he knows, is
asleep ... wake him.

He who knows and knows that he knows, is a
wise man ... follow him."”

Dr Nizamuddin Ahmed is a practising architect, a Com-
monwealth Scholar and a Fellow, a Baden-Powell Fellow
Scout Leader, and a Major Donor Rotarian.
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Ideologically, the Congress, essentially a
centrist party, kept swinging between a slight
tilt to the right and the left. Before winning
the assembly polls in the three heartland
states of Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and
Chhattisgarh last year, the party had sent out
a strong message of soft Hindutva—Rahul
undertaking a pilgrimage to the Mount
Kailash, the abode of Lord Shiva, and prior
to that visiting several temples and the party
in Madhya Pradesh making a number of
promises relating to protection of cows,
which Hindus revere, and recreating the path
of Lord Rama's journey to exile. But all this
was missing before the parliamentary poll
when the party took an activist's approach
by promising in its manifesto the scrapping
of the sedition law and the stringent Armed
Forces Special Powers Act that have come
under fire from the Left and the liberal
sections of Indian society. Was this the right
strategy to cope with a highly-polarised
campaign narrative of nationalism, national
security and Hindutva set by the BJP by
highlighting issues of Pulwama terror attack,
retaliatory Indian air-strike on a terror camp
in Pakistan and National Register of Citizens
and Citizenship Amendment Bill?

The Congress manifesto did promise pro-
poor social welfare schemes and a cash of
Rs 72,000 per year for the poorest but those
were on paper, quite naturally being the
opposition party, while the BJP government
responded by implementing measures like
dole-outs for farmers facing agrarian distress
and supply cooking gas and clean toilets and
electricity to villages and small cities. The
people thought that one in hand is better
than the two in the bush.

In the immediate future, the Congress has
more electoral battles in hand—assembly
polls in Maharashtra and Haryana and
thereafter in West Bengal, Punjab and Delhi
in the next two years. The party is now
in power in just five states, its pan-India
presence having shrunk considerably since
2014. Any further defeat would make the
party come close to fulfilling Amit Shah'’s
proclamation of a “Congress-mukt Bharat.”

Pallab Bhattacharya is a special correspondent for
The Daily Star.

ON THIS DAY
IN HISTORY

South African republic referendum

May 31, 1961
SOUTH AFRICA BECOMES AN
INDEPENDENT REPUBLIC

Following international criticism
of the country’s apartheid regime,
it had to leave the Commonwealth
of Nations. The system of racial
segregation was gradually abolished

in the early 1990s.

BEETLE BAILEY

by Mort Walker

STUPIDEST,
CRQZIE‘E‘T—- ‘1\‘

I SWEAR,

YOU'RE THE
LAZIEST,
e ‘ =

=7

BABY BLUES

T CAN SEE WHERE
YOU'RE GOING WITH

THIS.,.

[l'ﬂ
2016 by King Features Syndicate, Inc. World rights resernved.

KAITLIN HAS
A BeALLY

by Kirkman & Scott

I'MTHE
SBEETLESTY

9‘?‘\

2015, BAGY DU FARPVER IR WIAT. By KING FERTYAES SYLDIATE f—/

baloyb e, row

WELL, KAITLIN'G NO OFFENSE, (YOU COULDVE USED
DAD 15 VERY, SWEETIE.  \_FEWER “VERYS."
VER, VERY, A \

Follow us on Facebook

E3 /dsopinion

Stay updated with the latest op-eds,

articles, analysis and more on
The Daily Star Opinion on Facebook




