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Our Parliament must
get back to business

The monsoon session is due soon. Unfortunately, it’s far from clear how it could safely be

held. Given the country’s need to discuss the covid crisis, though, let there be no delay

s coronavirus infections rage on,

withonly dim prospects of their

upward curve flattening soon,

we need our country to be in

conversation with itself, no mat-

ter how difficult this is under
constrained circumstances. We need Parlia-
ment, in particular, to reconvene. Unfortu-
nately, the monsoon session, which typically
beginsin the latter halfof July, still seems
mired in uncertainty. Under our Constitution,
there should not be a gap of more than six
months between sessions, so this would
require both Houses to hold sittings no later
than autumn equinox. Secretariat officials in
charge of determining how parliamentary pro-
ceedings can be safely held, however, are
reported to have informed the Rajya Sabha
chairperson and Lok Sabha speaker that none
of the three halls in the building can accommo-
date asession without social-distancing norms
being violated. Convening the lower house is
especially hard, asit has 543 members. The
Rajya Sabha has 245. Even the use of galleries
meant for their relatives and the press would
not expand hall capacity sufficiently. If this is
so, an online session suggests itself, and while
thisidea is said to be under discussion, adopt-
ingitis not assimple as it may seem.

Forone, it appears that virtual participation
in House proceedings may require a tweak of
the rulebook, one that could need to pass mus-
terin the very Parliament that the move seeks
toreopen. If thisisso, thenit makes fora
catch-22situation. For another, it is still not
clear how comfortable members are with
attending Parliament via the internet. While
technological enablers do exist, political lead-
ersmay find their participation moderated by

the technicalities of connectivity, which could
introduce unfair disparities among equals.
Unease about the idea could also stem from
suspicions of the mechanism’s vulnerability to
anattack by hackers, especially if a division of
votesis called for and every “aye” and “noe”
must be counted accurately. At another level,
politicians may miss the sense of party solidar-
ity that is generated by being seated together.

Yet, we are faced witha moment unlike any
otherin the history of our democracy, and the
gravity of it enjoins our representatives to do
what they were elected for. They need to rep-
resent us. They should be our voice as they dis-
cuss myriad issues of popular concern that the
covid crisis has thrown up. At a time like this,
the country would benefit from a wide spec-
trum of views. If the current pandemic is play-
inga pivotal role in reshaping various fields of
human endeavour, asit is expected to, then
ourlegislative institutions must not only keep
up with the changes being wrought, but also
try to keep them in consonance with the will of
our citizens. To enable as much, the govern-
ment would be well advised to begin the proc-
ess of forging a consensus on how the next ses-
sion on our democracy’s calendar can be held.
Ahybrid model of in-house and online partici-
pation has been suggested as well. For this
each party could pick a few parliamentarians
toassemble in the usual hall, even as the rest
attend the session remotely. Again, this raises
question of equity. What about small parties
and independent members? Also, the mem-
bership of those who are physically present
may be seen as weightier than that of others.
All this needs a national debate. For now, what
we could all agree upon s that Parliament
must reconvene.

One way to uphold democracy
is to point out abuse of power

Those who criticize the misuse of authority show a commitment to sovereignty resting with people

isawriter based in New York. Read Salil's
previous Mint columns at
www.livemint.com/saliltripathi

na turbulent week of raging protests

against racismand police brutality in

the United States after a Caucasian
police officer in Minneapolis killed
George Floyd, an African-American
man who was suspected of trying to pass
offa forged $20 bill to buy cigarettes,
The New York Times published acom-
mentary by Tom Cotton, senator from
Arkansas, which called for troops to be
deployed on American streets torestore
order. Cotton isa USarmy veteran. He
was awarded abronze star and has

Hi:

The US has toppled nments
it has not liked; intervened militarily in
far-flung corners of the earth, taking
actions which are only sometimes
Jjustified under international law; and
its operational record includes such
examples of infamy as Abu Ghraib and
Guantanamo Bay. Letting loose soldiers
who operate in hostile terrain for crowd
control under domestic law isnotan
idea to be entertained. It assumes that
thessituation s grave enough for the
army to intervene, and it views dissent-
ing civiliansas hostile enemies.
Republicanslike to surround them-
selves with generals, in particular
Trump, who did not serve in Vietnam,
the war of his youth when the draft was
inoperation, and retired military per-
sonnel often become Republican law-
makers. But even if retired generals
have served Republican presidents
(some have served Democratic presi-
dents too), they know the limitsof an
army’sroleinademocracy, and they
uphold the US constitutionand the
limitsit placesona president’s power.
Over the weekend, four retired generals
who have served several administra-

served inIraqand A

opinion piece asked US President
Donald Trump to invoke an old law
against insurrection to quell the pro-
tests. An insurrection did occur at the
newspaper that carried the oped article,
where, following protests within the
newsroom and anoutcry among sub-
scribers, the editor of the opinions sec-
tionresigned.

Cotton appears to have become a
mascot of free speech, casting himselfas
amartyr ofa “liberal media bias”. His
own politics apart, of greater concern is
the fact that a duly-elected American
politician even considered sending
troopsagainst what are overwhelm-
ingly peaceful demonstrators, to pro-
tect whom from external aggression
remains the primary job of the army.

Cotton would know the record of
American military ventures abroad—he
has been part of two such adventures.

ke out against President

'[‘rump. James Mattis, who was Trump’s
secretary of defence and had beena
marine corps general, was the harshest,
calling Trump a threat to the constitu-
tion. John Kelly, who was Trump’s
‘White House chiefof staff, backed
Mattis, saying Americans should look
harder who they elect. Mike Mullen,
who hasbeen ajoint chiefof staff, said
the events had made it “impossible
(for him) to remain silent”. And Colin
Powell, who hasserved as national secu-
rity adviser, chair of the joint chiefs of
staff, and secretary of state, said he
would vote for Trump’srival, Joe Biden,
in thisyear’s presidential election.

‘What they know, and what Cotton
appears to ignore, is the threat of limit-
less power in the hands of one person,
especially one who seems as scornful of
norms, rules and proprieties (if not laws)
as Trump. The US constitution is not
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and some ofits1 is
vague, leaving future generations to
interpret the intent of its framers. Itis
not infallible, but it has served the coun-
try reasonably well, although there have
been glaring flaws, including its failure
onracial equality.

The generals have warned of an abyss
ahead if the situation doesn’t change.
Tobesure, those who have served in the
armed forces should avoid political par-
tisanship. A soldier is meant to defend
all compatriotsand other civilians; in
the United States, it is not for the soldier
tochoose between Republicans and
Democrats, between African Americans
and Caucasians, between the religious
and atheists, and so on. But military
personnel do have political views, and
some do join politics later in life.
Generals—Ulyss
Eisent , to name two-
ontooccupy the White House, and
former military personnel have been
governorsand senators.

Asinmany democracies, people
choose toserve the army in the US;
there isnorequired military service.
But there is adeeper point—those who
wear the uniform are not committed to
the nation any more deeply than those
who don’t don army fatigues. A former
senior Indian army officer once berated
aformer colleague of mine, saying that
Jjournalists are not patriotic. My col-
league replied, “Sir, some of us are paid
tobe patriotic, others don’t have to be
paid to be patriotic.” There was wisdom
in that glib-sounding response.
Wearing the uniform does not make
someone more patriotic. Those who
don’t wear the uniform are not traitors.
Challenging the direction that one’s
country is taking sometimes shows
greater commitment than the acts of
those who unquestioningly obey the
country’s temporary leaders. That
lessonisasrelevant in the US as it every-
where else. Mattis, Mullen, Kelly
and Powell appear to understand this.
And itisalesson that applies to every
democracy, atall times.

JUST A THOUERT

A good newspaper, I
suppose, is a nation talking

toitself.

ARTHUR MILLER

The covid crisis could alter the appeal of public ideals
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ajor epidemics have in the past fun-

damentally changed the course of

history. The “Justinian plague”
marked the end of the high noon of the
Byzantine Empire. The extraordinarily high
mortality of the Black Deathaaltered the rela-
tive prices of factors of production, driving
the technological and Industrial revolution
in Western Europe.

It is still unclear how the covid-19 pan-
demic will play out. Will it be halted in its
tracks by a vaccine or herd immunity? Will
theeconomicrecoverybe Z,V or U-shaped?
Be thatasitmay, policymakersare nowalert
to deadly public health black swan events.

Current indications are that the demo-

fcovid will by here near

transient economic and social impact.

One persuasiveargument is that the covid
pandemic might accelerate the creative
destruction already afoot. The decline of
offices, greater use of information technol-
ogy, artificial intelligence, and remote inter-
personal transactions, particularly in the
commercial, educational and medical
spheres, all pre-date covid. These trends
could accelerate. Ifalternative ways of doing
things work, the transition to a greener
economy might be advanced.

Globalization was inretreat in the wake of
aresurgent nationalism. Might public health
concernsand the covid shock to global sup-
ply chains hasten the localization of product
and labour markets?

It is hard to see globalization declining
alongside anaccelerated shift to digital plat-
forms. Countries would still need to cope
with demographic transitions and market
failuresinlabour markets, with the supply of
bl llar workers constrained in some,

the levels ofthe Plague and Spanish Flu pan-
demics, where mortality was measured in
tensofmillions. Caution is also needed while
extrapolating lessons fromalocalized low-
tech era to a globalized post-industrial
world. Despite high mortality, both the third
plague epidemicand the Spanish Fluhad a

and skilled workers in others. Greater self-
reliance in strategic areas like food and
diversification insourcing could reduce the
vulnerability to disruptionsof global supply
chains. But nobody disputes the welfare
claims of trade made long ago by David
Ricardo. These were tested by the cascading

Smoot Hawley Tariffs of the 1930s, only to
transform a major recession into the Great
Depression. Globalization resumed itslong-
term triumphal march after World War I1.
Greater diversification of supply chains
might actually intensify globalization.

Countries have much more to gain
through cooperation, and

enhanced in the developing world, which is
struggling to keep the flag of globalization
flying even as the Westseems disenchanted
withit.

The most dramatic short run changc%

importance of state capacity on one hand,
and laid bare new tools to curtail democratic
freedomson the other. Women leaders have
fared better, drawing attention to the value
of good, mmpas%lonato leadorshlp over

couldbe political.
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by the plague, asit was too labour-int
tosurvive high labour mor-
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The crisis has ignited a countries charmof power-centraliz-

light at the end of a long

tunnel of a fragmenting

European Union, with new prospectsof the
mutualization of public debt. Could thisbe
a pointer to which way the battle between
globalization and nation states is tilting?
Transnational corporations were increas-
ingly at odds with nationalistic govern-
ments. Thelegitimacy of thelatter could be

ingright-wing democratic
leaders has also lost some
sheen onaccountof their apparent contempt
forscience, resultingina bumbling response
to covid—lBA Relatively decentralized
greater i

in (hls crisis with so many uncertainties.
Liberalism has not escaped unscathed
either. The crisis has underscored the

ilingin polmcs Al %wmgof the pollu-

cal pendulum back towards the centre-left,
greater decentralization, and renewed focus
on state capacity might well be the most
enduring political impact of the pandemicin
the West. The American election later this
year should be an interesting pointer.

Pre-covid, growth in advanced countries
was slowing even as it accelerated in Asia,
with thistipped to be an “Asian” or “Pacific”
century. The shift in economic weight was
not matched by ashift in soft power because
of a democratic deficit. The G7 countries
were considered the fountainhead of global
best practices. This has been belied by the
better handling of the health crisisby coun-
trieslike South Korea, Singapore, and even
China. Froma geopolitical perspective, the
covid crisis, aided by the realization that
democracies can elect autocrats, mightlead
to greater parity in soft power between
Pacific and Atlantic nations, strengthening
authoritarian tendencies in the former even
as they weaken in the latter.



