
W
hen Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi first came to pow-
er in 2014, international 
media platforms published 

long articles where they acknowledged 
his controversial past but expressed the 
hope that he would prioritise growth 
and be wise enough not to be distracted 
by the Hindu nationalist agenda (see 
here, here and here). In his first term, 
as Modi went on long global tours to 
meet world leaders, western liberal 
media outlets such as Time and The 
Economist were generally optimistic 
that the “global political star” would 
put the 2002 Gujarat riots and the BJP’s 
divisive politics behind him.      

A lot has changed since then—cur-
rently in his second term with an even 
bigger majority, Modi is grappling 
with an economic crisis that experts 
say originated from policies such as de-
monetisation; protests against his gov-
ernment’s attempts to threaten the citi-
zenship of Muslims; as well as foreign 
media’s disenchantment with his rule.

While Time called him “India’s Di-
vider In Chief” ahead of the Lok Sabha 
elections last year, The Economist’s latest 
cover story says Modi is stoking “divi-
sions in the world’s biggest democracy”.

The Economist tweeted the story 
on Thursday with the caption, “How 
India’s prime minister and his party 
are endangering the world’s biggest 
democracy”. Discussing the Citizen-
ship Amendment Act (CAA), whose 
passage in the Parliament has trig-
gered widespread protests, the story 
said “the scheme looks like the most 
ambitious step yet in a decades-long 
project of incitement”.  

The story (The Economist’s ar-
ticles do not have bylines) pointed 
out how the unrest may actually po-
litically benefit Modi and the ruling 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). 

“The sad truth is that Mr Modi and 
the BJP are likely to benefit politically 
by creating divisions over religion and 
national identity. Such subjects keep 
the party’s activists and their allies in 
Hindu-nationalist groups energised—
always a boon, given India’s relentless 
sequence of state elections.”

Such subjects, it went on to say, 
also distract attention from awkward 
topics such as the economy. The econ-
omy is in a dire state with signs of a 
slowdown apparent. 

After the Supreme Court ruling 
on Ayodhya, the BJP seems deprived 
of its favourite cause, The Economist 
said, adding that “citizenship ruckus 
appeals to the party for the very same 
reasons that it has prompted wide-
spread alarm”. 

The Economist’s article is only 
the latest in a series of dispatches 

from international media that have 
largely been critical of the Modi gov-
ernment’s intolerance, its shock deci-
sion to abrogate Article 370 and the 
communication blockade in Jammu 
and Kashmir. The Washington Post’s 
coverage of these events and the anti-
CAA protests, in fact, annoyed the 
Modi government so much that union 
ministers snubbed the paper’s owner 
Jeff Bezos on his recent visit to India.

When Modi came to power in 2014, 
several commentators (see here and 
here) in international media pointed 
to his roots in the RSS and remarked 
that there’s some unease that he may 
pursue the Hindutva agenda (even 
before Modi’s landslide victory, The 
Economist had told its readers it 
would not be backing him). They, 
however, remained hopeful that the 
Prime Minister would take the chance 
to revitalise the economy. The New 
York Times’s editorial in 2014 said:

“Mr. Modi has set very high ex-
pectations for economic revival and 
his government, but he can’t achieve 
those goals if he exacerbates sectarian 
divisions, for example, by using divi-
sive rhetoric against Muslims.”

The recent coverage, however, 
reflects international media’s exas-
peration with Modi and his govern-
ment’s policies, as well as the state of 
the economy. The New York Times, 
The New Yorker and The Washing-
ton Post have all carried articles that 
have been extremely critical of the 
Modi government’s push on Kashmir 
and the CAA. They have extensively 
covered the lockdown in Kashmir and 
how security forces have arrested 
thousands of people. 

On October 1, 2019, two months 
after Article 370 was abrogated, The 
New York Timespublished a photo on 
its front page of people crying in Kash-
mir and captioned it “Misery Grows 
in Kashmir”. The 1 October story by 
Jeffrey Gettleman (with photographs 
by AtulLoke) documented how the ar-
rests and the lockdown in Kashmir 
had paralysed the lives of people.

On 9 December, The New Yorker 
published a long article by Dexter 
Filkins on the Modi government’s di-
visive, anti-Muslim policies, calling 

it ‘Blood and Soil in Narendra Modi’s 
India’.

The Washington Post’s editorial 
on 24 December criticised the govern-
ment’s response to the protests against 
the discriminatory citizenship law. 
“Rather than respond with force and 
epithets, as he has so far, Mr. Modi 
would do well to abandon this mis-
guided project of Hindu nationalism, 
long sought by the prime minister’s 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),” the edi-
torial said. It also advised Modi and the 
BJP to “admit the discriminatory citi-
zenship law was a mistake and junk it.”

The change in the tone of cover-
age began even before the decision 
on Article 370. Soon after Modi won 
for the second time, The Washington 
Post’s editorial called the victory “In-
dia’s dangerous landslide”.

“Having campaigned five years 
ago as an economic modernizer, the 
charismatic prime minister this year 
offered a platform of nationalism and 
sectarianism.” The editorial said that 
the government pursued an “anti-lib-
eral agenda” and that some journal-
ists critical of the regime were subject 
to intimidation. It also pointed out 
that attacks by Hindu extremists on 
Muslims rose significantly.  

Time’s cover story of May 9, 2019, 
written by AatishTaseer during the 2019 
general election termed Modi “India’s 
Divider in Chief”. Taseer said that Mo-
di’s economic miracle has failed to ma-
terialise and he had also helped “create 
an atmosphere of poisonous religious 
nationalism in India”.

In the same issue, Time also pub-
lished a more optimistic article by Ian 
Bremmer, calling Modi India’s “best hope 
for economic reform”, which Modi sup-
porters held up as a badge of honour. A 
few months later, however, Bremmer ad-
mitted that he had changed his opinion.

Writing in December 2019, Brem-
mer said the Prime Minister was fall-
ing back on identity politics to cap-
ture political momentum. 

“And after securing reelection, 
Modi continued leaning his shoul-
der into Hindu nationalism, while 
neglecting issues like land reform 
or reducing trade barriers. As that 
nationalism has taken a more promi-

nent role in government policy, it has 
begun directly threatening the coun-
try’s constitutionally mandated secu-
lar democracy,” he wrote.

Senior journalist Ammu Joseph 
pointed out that the change in the 
Western liberal media’s coverage 
trajectory is not dissimilar to that of 
many mainstream Indian media out-
lets or “even some liberals”.

“The economic reforms and de-
velopment mantra and the launch of 
various high profile programmes in 
the early years were obviously seen as 
positive, and the few lynchings and his 
silence about them were clearly seen as 
unfortunate aberrations,” she said in 
reply to emailed queries. 

However, she said, it was the gov-
ernment’s insistence on muzzling 
Kashmir and threatening Muslim 
citizenship at a time when crises such 
as unemployment and inflation stare 
them in the face that seem to have 
forced some to finally speak out.

“It is hardly surprising that the 
government’s focus on these drastic, 
divisive measures while the economic 
crisis, unemployment and the rising 
prices of essential commodities that 
are adversely affecting people’s lives 
appeared to be getting no attention 
has forced at least some to question 
and even criticise the PM as a leader. 
There’s a limit to how far charisma 
and oratory can obscure reality. And I 
guess the scales have dropped from at 
least some eyes,” she added.

How has the BJP responded?
The BJP slammed the editorial po-

sition of Jeff Bezos-owned The Wash-
ington Post, with the party’s foreign 
affairs in-charge Vijay Chauthaiwala 
terming it “one-sided, biased, agenda-
driven anti-Modi”. During his recent 
visit to India, Bezos was snubbed by 
the government, with Union Minister 
Piyush Goyal saying Amazon hadn’t 
done India any big favours by an-
nouncing an investment of $1 billion. 

In November, six months after the 
Time cover story, the Indian govern-
ment revoked Taseer’s Overseas Citi-
zenship of India (OCI), which allows 
NRIs a permanent visa to enter and 
stay in the country. In Time, Taseer 
wrote that “it is hard not to feel, given 
the timing, that I was being punished 
for what I had written”.

Last year, on Gandhi Jayanti, 
Modi wrote an op-ed in The New York 
Times to mark Gandhi’s 150th birth 
anniversary. The paper’s decision to 
give space to Modi while Kashmir was 
still under lockdown had annoyed 
Twitter users. Several pointed out the 
biggest irony: the NYT’s front page 
just a day before that had pointed out 
the misery faced by Kashmiris.
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F
ORTY-eight years after the 1971 war, which led to the in-
dependence of Bangladesh, each country involved in the 
conflict has institutionalised a distinct memory of the 
events of that year. In Bangladesh, the war is remem-

bered as the Bengali people's struggle against an oppressive 
Pakistan army.

In India and Pakistan, the war is often remembered as the 

Where Are Tourists?

T
his winter has so far turned out to be very harsh 
in Kashmir. The Valley has experienced succes-
sive heavy snowfall since beginning of November, 
throwing life out of gear: electricity has been er-

ratic, traffic movement has been affected, more so along 
Jammu-Srinagar highway and the flights have recurrently 
been grounded. For seven days since December 6, no flights 
operated from Srinagar Airport, leaving thousands of peo-
ple stranded. 

The new J&K administration under Lieutenant Gover-
nor Girish ChanderMurmu has struggled to deal with the 
successive snow fury. During first snowfall on November 
6, the administration took days to clear roads of snows and 
electricity also took several days to restore. 

But for all the hardships it creates for the people, the 
snowfall in Kashmir is a boon for tourism. It is expected to 
bring holidaymakers back to the Valley. But this hasn’t hap-
pened so far. At 8,960 feet, Gulmarg, Kashmir’s wonderland 
of snow, has fewer tourists to serve. According to the tour-
ism department, the occupancy of hotels in the famous hill 
resort has steeply fallen, a rarity in this season.   

The absence of  tourists in the winter is put down to the 
still unfolding fallout of the revocation on August 5 of Ar-
ticle 370 which granted J&K an autonomous status under 
Indian constitution. Kashmir has since been largely under 
a security lockdown and a communication blockade which 
is only now being lifted. 

The hoteliers display a mixed sentiment: only some are 
upbeat.  The tourism department, more so. They hope to re-
ceive more tourists as the exorbitant cost of air tickets to 
Valley comes down.

Tourism players fondly reminisce the pre-August 5 peri-
od when hotels in Kashmir had 60 to 70 percent occupancy.  
Similarly, houseboats in Dal lake were booked to the gun-
wales, despite the Pulwama attack in February last  which 
killed more than forty CRPF personnel.

But this winter has so far turned out to be the worst in 
years. Compared to last year’s records, the occupancy in ho-
tels has halved. Lifting of advisory in October hasn’t thus 
made much of a difference. 

Tourism forms 6.8 percent of Kashmir’s GDP and employs 
2 million people.  Now the industry stares at an uncertain fu-
ture. A significant number of people associated with it have 
either been laid off or are in the process of losing their jobs. 

Now Kashmir’s beleaguered tourism industry is bank-
ing on snow to resuscitate it. According to hoteliers, a trick-
le of visitors has started arriving. Some local news channels 
have also shown tourists playing with snow at Gulmarg and 
Pahalgam, Kashmir’s prominent scenic resorts. Will this 
trickle grow into a steady stream of visitors which is needed 
to give a leg up to the Valley’s economy? Only time will tell. 

O T H E R  O P I N O N

Trump’s Deal of the Century 
could go up in smoke

B
ad timing bedevils US President Donald Trump’s Deal 
of the Century for Palestinian-Israeli peace that is ex-
pected to be released this week. It could be a smoke-
screen, a diversion from the president’s impeachment 

trial for alleged abuse of power. The proposed ‘deal’ that is 
shrouded in secrecy and piloted by his son-in-law Jared Kush-
ner looks doomed from the start because the Palestinians, the 
affected side, are not party to the deal. They were not involved 
in negotiations, and had already made their displeasure known 
to Washington when Trump decided to recognise occupied Je-
rusalem as the capital of Israel and move the US embassy there. 
The US, with its open show of support for Israel, had distanced 
itself from the ground reality that have made the Palestinians 
strangers in their own land. The US cannot be an honest peace-
maker when it has already made up its mind by throwing in its 
lot with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. This ‘fake’ 
deal does not involve the Palestinians.

The government of President Mahmoud Abbas in the West 
Bank has distanced itself from its contents which cannot be 
path-breaking. The fact that the Palestinians did not sit at the 
table should have made the US reconsider and change course, 
but Trump had decided that Kushner was the man for the job de-
spite his lack of experience or expertise in diplomacy. “If Jared 
cannot do it, no one can,” thundered the president two years ago.

The president’s son-in-law is a real estate builder and the 
plan could further promote Israel’s aggressive building on Pal-
estinian land and vitiate the atmosphere. Trump needs a dip-
lomatic win at this juncture. However, the seven-decade-old 
Palestine-Israel issue cannot be solved through Kushner’s sim-
plistic real estate solutions. It’s not just another piece of land 
but is about people who have been driven away by an occupier 
who now rules over them. This is about justice and dignity and 
the right to live in peace. Trump is reading the situation wrong; 
he has from the start and his efforts to force the Palestinians 
into an agreement will backfire with this sham of a deal. Israeli 
PM Netanyahu is struggling with his own corruption scandal 
corruption and faces a third election against rival Benny Gantz 
and this so-called pact is a mere face-saver for both the US presi-
dent and Netanyahu who are desperate for some diplomatic suc-
cess. A political solution in Palestine must have the Palestinians 
on board. As for the Deal of the Century, this one wasn’t worth 
striking at all. 
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End Of The
 Love Affair

AkshitA JAin  | huffpost

Kashmir's White-List of 301 Govt-Approved 
Websites Raises Net Neutrality Concerns

pAllAvisAreen | the Wire

K
ashmir’s restrictions on on-
line connectivity have raised 
concerns over whether they 
constitute a violation of In-

dia’s net neutrality norms, the prin-
ciples of which ban any form of differ-
ential access to the Internet.

The country’s net neutrality rules 
came into effect in July 2018, when tele-
com licence rules were amended to in-
corporate guidelines that have been de-
scribed as the ‘world’s strongest’. These 
rules barred any form of data discrimi-
nation including “blocking, degrading, 
slowing down, or granting preferential 
speeds or treatment to any content.”
ISPs that violated the rules could have their 
licenses cancelled.

In Jammu and Kashmir, however, 
as per an order by ShaleenKabra, the 
Principal Secretary in the home de-
partment of the government of J&K, 
ISPs were directed to install “neces-
sary firewalls and carry out ‘white-
listing’ of sites that would enable 
access to government websites, and 
websites dealing with essential servic-
es, e-banking, etc, excluding, however, 
access to all social media sites”.

In an order issued on January 24, 
instructions were given for the res-
toration of broadband and 2G inter-
net service in Kashmir for accessing 
301 white-listed websites. The list of 
whitelisted sites was expanded from a 
previous list of 153 websites to include 
news websites.

In the modified list, nearly 60 news 
websites were included. These include 
websites of prominent newspapers of 
Jammu and Kashmir such as Kashmir 
Times, Daily Excelsior, State Times, 
Early Times, Kashmir Observer, Great-
er Kashmir, Kashmir Uzma, Kashmiri 
Images, Kashmir Age, and Rising Kash-
mir as well as national and internation-
al mainstream news websites.
Even online news portals such as The Wire 
were whitelisted.

However, many local portals of 
Jammu and Kashmir – such as Kash-
mir Life, U4U voice, Jammu Links, 
and Straight Line News – were exclud-
ed. This is in addition to the absence 
of other mainstream national news 
organisations such as Indian Express, 
IndiaToday and Firstpost, besides 
thousands of other news organisations 
that exist across the country. 

Since YouTube remains off the 
white-list, there is no access to video 

news channels either.
While the order does mention that 

the process of whitelisting would be a 
continuous one and that the list would be 
modified, it does not explicitly mention 
what the parameters for judging whether 
a website should be white-listed are.

This has created a chaotic atmo-
sphere in the media industry where 
local portals had already taken a hit 
due to the six-month long internet 
shutdown in Jammu and Kashmir. 
Now the news websites that do not find 
a mention in the white-list are at a dis-
advantage to no fault of their own.  

 “White-listing of certain news web-
sites while not allowing others does have 
an impact. You are not able to reach the 
audience and the audience does not get 
open access to all content. Even when 
there is a major crisis, mostly black-list-
ing is done wherein a list of websites is 
barred from being access. Here, the op-
posite path has been taken. The wisdom 
of audience must be respected. There 
are more than 1.5 billion websites in ex-
istence. How can their existence be com-
pared with the 302 websites which have 
been white-listed,” said Zafar Choud-
hary, a senior journalist working with 
The News Now.

Masood Hussain, editor of Kashmir 
Life, agrees.

“It is a problem that we are miss-
ing from the scene but we are trying to 
ascertain the facts as to how the white-
listing has been done,” Hussain told 
The Wire. 

Owners of Universal News Time-
line and Jammu Links, two prominent 
portals of Jammu while talking to The 
Wire said that they were still talking to 
the home department regarding what 
criteria they have adopted for white-
listing news websites.

When contacted, J&K’s home de-
partment said that they are informally 
adding websites that they have missed 
out on the white-list, even if they haven’t 
issued a formal order to that effect.

“After it was brought to our at-
tention that some news websites were 
missing from the list, like Indian Ex-
press, we white-listed all the news 
portals. Even the local news portals of 
Jammu and Kashmir, despite them not 
being on the list in the official order 
can be accessed on 2G internet,” Sha-
leenKabra, Principal Secretary to the 
government home department said. 

When attempts were made to ac-
cess the news portals which despite not 
being on the official order were white-
listed, it was found that some were 

opening on select telecom networks 
while others were not. Also, it still rais-
es a question as to how, without any 
official announcement, a common man 
would find out that all the news portals 
and not just the ones mentioned in the 
order have been white-listed.

On January 10, calling for a review 
of the continued internet shutdown 
in the Valley, the Supreme Court had 
stated that “freedom of speech and 
expression through the Internet is an 
integral part of Article 19(1)(a) and any 
restriction on it must be in compliance 
with Article 19(2) of the Constitution.”

However, it had also legitimised 
the filtration of Internet access by stat-
ing, “In any case, the state/concerned 
authorities are directed to consider 
forthwith allowing government web-
sites, localised/limited e-¬banking 
facilities, hospitals services and other 
essential services, in those regions, 
wherein the Internet services are not 
likely to be restored immediately.”
Net neutrality in India

In India, the Telecom Regulatory 
Authority of India has advocated for 
net neutrality. It has passed orders en-
suring that online access is unrestrict-
ed and non-discriminatory. 

In the TRAI’s order of banning dif-
ferential pricing, it had stated:

“…allowing service providers to 
define the nature of access would be 
equivalent of letting TSPs shape the 
users’ internet experience. This can 
prove to be risky in the medium to long 
term as the knowledge and outlook 
of those users would be shaped only 
by the information made available 
through those select offerings.”

While a total Internet shutdown is 
legal under current telecom suspen-
sion regulations, a white-list, in which 
the government consciously picks and 
chooses different services, opens up a 
whole new can of worms.
For instance, the telecom regulator’s order 
also notes:

“Several stakeholders have high-
lighted the potential anti-competitive 
effects of allowing differential pricing. 
It is argued that this will create an un-
even playing field among content pro-
viders and service providers – large, 
well-established content providers and 
service providers or those that have 
the benefit of large networks will find 
themselves in a much stronger bar-
gaining position as compared to new 
or smaller businesses.”

This “uneven playing field” is 
wholly present in Kashmir’s whitelist. 

While major online shopping websites 
like Myntra, Flipkart, Amazon are 
white-listed under the category of “util-
ities”, no local e-commerce website has 
been white-listed. This lays the ground 
for unfair competition and an uneven 
market for local businesses of J&K that 
have an online presence. What national 
security justification could there be for 
allowing Amazon, but not a Kashmiri e-
commerce company? 

Technology journalist Nikhil 
Pawha, who edits Medianama, be-
lieves that the white-list is a net neu-
trality violation.

“As the founder of the World Wide 
Web, Tim Berners-lee says, there 
should be access to ‘all of the Internet, 
for all of the people, all the time’….
How is allowing the Government of In-
dia to define the nature of access any 
different? Enabling differential access 
to the Internet is a Net Neutrality vio-
lation,” Pahwa wrote recently.

When The Wire reached out to 
R.S Sharma, chairman of the Telecom 
Regulatory Authority of India, he said, 
“I am not the right person to talk to.”
White-listed and blacklisted websites

The websites that have been 
whitelisted include around 85 sites 
categorised as “utilities”, 60 news web-
sites, over 45 education sites, 14 bank-
ing sites, 12 search engine websites, 19 
travel sites, 18 entertainment websites 
and four mail websites — Yahoo, Out-
look, Gmail and Rediff.

Websites of all political parties in-
cluding the Bharatiya Janata Party, 
National Conference, Peoples Demo-
cratic Party and the Congress also re-
main blacklisted. Websites of non-gov-
ernmental organisations — Amnesty 
International, HelpAge India, Save the 
Children and Smile Foundation — are 
also whitelisted. Among other websites 
that have been whitelisted are automo-
bile websites, employment sites, travel 
and official sites of airlines and govern-
ment websites, including the J&K po-
lice, UIDAI, GST department, passport 
offices and other essential official sites.

Video-streaming websites such as 
Netflix, Amazon and Hotstar, which 
are classified as entertainment, have 
also been whitelisted. But according 
to the order, social media websites/ap-
plications and virtual private network 
application shall remain barred at 
least until January 31 after which the 
restrictions will be reviewed.

PallaviSareen is a journalist based 
in Jammu and Kashmir. 


