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S
he was all of  16 when gang 
raped by young men from rich 
Jat families in a Hissar village. 
They terrified her into silence 

by filming the assault. A week later 
when her father was shown clips that 
the accused were selling in the mar-
ket, he killed himself. The same day 
she told the police her story.

There was immense pressure 
and threats of  reprisals but the 
youngster, still in school, refused 
to back off. “I decided that I would 
fight on so they wouldn't dare at-
tack other girls in the village," she 
recalls. After a two-year battle in 
courts, four of  the accused are in 
jail, and four out on bail.

The youngster, who has five 
younger siblings, now works for an 
NGO in Hissar, counselling other 
rape victims, seeing them through 
the worst initial hours after they 
report the assault, helping them get 
treatment at a good private hospital 
and giving them the courage to 
move on with their lives." I have 
three cases with me now: the wom-
en want to go ahead with their 
cases. They tell me fearlessly: 'Hum 
ladenge'," she says. She herself  

wants to study law after graduation 
and return to counselling.

This is a story of  pluck but there 
are many others, and they come from 
cities, small towns and villages. 
There is a slow, but sure, change in 
how women are dealing with rape 
and its aftermath. Not only are more 
survivors coming forward to report 
assaults but they are also beginning 
refusing to treat the crime as an 
apocalyptic, end-of-life situation. The 
recent attack on a woman executive 
in an Uber cab also drew attention 
for the grit with which she dealt with 
the medico-legal procedures, as also 
her stated intent to return to work 
as soon as could.

“I have had young survivors sit 
across me at this table who don't 
'look' like victims, or our idea of  
them. They want to fight, move on, 
finish education, get jobs, and 
resume life. Look at all the recent 
high-profile cases — Dhaula Kuan, 
Shakti Mills, Uber — women have 
fought back in every single instance. 
Even Nirbhaya stayed strong till the 
very end," says lawyer Shubhra 
Mendiratta of  South West Delhi 
Women's Association, one of  the 
designated Crisis Intervention Cen-
tres that works for the Delhi Com-
mission for Women. This is not to 
say that the trauma is any less, but 
as survivor Sohaila Abdulali wrote 
in an article in The New York Times 
last year, “If  we take honor out of  the 
equation, rape will still be horrible, 
but it will be a personal, and not a 
societal, horror.”

Rape as social stigma, and all the 
warped, loaded jargon that pinned 
the entire guilt on the women — the 

izzat lutna, the slur on the family's 
and biradari's honour etc — seems to 
be losing currency. In popular culture, 
rape has always been portrayed as a 
catastrophic event that leaves a wom-
an debilitated for life. Bollywood 
was particularly guilty of  this. 
Take the thunderous scene from Dil 
(1990) where Madhuri Dixit falsely 
accuses hero Aamir Khan. He 
threatens her with rape:  "Agar 
main chahoon toh zindagi bhar ke 
liye barbaad kar sakta hoon...jism 
ke saath aatma bhi ghayal ho jaati 
hai". Contrast this with the anger 
and contempt with which women 
and civil society reacted three 
years ago to Sushma Swaraj's very 
similar zinda laash idea.

"Community contexts have under-
gone a shift and are no longer a source 
of  such a pressure. There is also more 
public sympathy for survivors may 
be another reason," says Anuja 
Agrawal, associate professor at the 
department of  sociology, Delhi School 
of  Economics.

Independent counsellors with 
NGOs used by the DCW —  they are 
now the first to arrive at the police 
station to interact with survivors, 
take them for the medical exam as 
well as offer emotional support till 

required — say it is becom-
ing easier to convince 
women that rape isn't their 
fault. "Earlier parents 
wouldn't come to support 
their daughters, but now 
that is changing too," says 
Taruna Kataria of  NGO 
Sampurna.

At a recent meet held by 
Lawyer's Collective, an 
NGO that works on wom-
en's rights and is headed by 
senior advocate Indira 
Jaising, speakers pointed 
out how the coverage of  
rape in recent months is 
slowly moving away from 
the survivor to the accused. 
The Uber case drew re-
markably little attention to 
the survivor, almost the 
entire focus of  the debate 
was the accused, his crimi-

nal history, safety issues related to 
public transport and so on.

The collective has over the last 
few months distributed two legal 
resource books in English and Hin-
di titled A Guide for Survivors of  
Sexual Violence and Locating the 
Survivor in the Indian Criminal 
Justice System: Decoding the Law, 
to women’s organizations to alert 
women to the relevant laws if  they 
are sexually assaulted. Cehat, which 
works for women’s health, has been 
campaigning to make women aware 
of  the need to save bodily evidence 
of  rape and refuse the notorious 
two-finger test.

Next week, a new comic book is 
being launched at the Mumbai 
Comic Con in which the hero is 
Priya Shakti, a gang rape survivor 
who with her divinely inspired pow-
ers takes on male tormentors. Past 
the hyperbole, there is perhaps 
some reality visible there.
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I
ndian sports fans are currently spoilt 
for choice with a Test series in Aus-
tralia underway, football with the 
Indian Super League and the Inter-

national Tennis Premier League compe-
tition. Few are likely to be aware how-
ever, that there is also a World Cup taking 
place, attracting 12 nations, capacity 
crowds and all the excitement and raz-
zamatazz associated with an interna-
tional sports competition.

Last Saturday's lavish opening cere-
mony of  the Kabaddi World Cup in the 
Guru Gobind stadium in Jalandhar, with 
Bollywood actress Sonakshi Sinha as the 
headline act, may have received little rec-
ognition beyond Punjab but it was a testa-
ment to the way this traditional, rustic 
sport is pushing the boundaries, and not 
just physically.

Before you dismiss the Kabaddi 
World Cup as a gathering of  expatriate 
Punjabis who have not integrated prop-
erly in the country they now call home, 
take note of  the structure of  the teams 
taking part as evidence of  some of  the 
changes the sport is undergoing.

There was something almost surreal 

about watching women's kabaddi teams 
from England, USA and New Zealand — 
not containing a single player of  Indian 
origin — enter the stadium. Likewise the 
men's teams from Argentina, Spain and 
Denmark. They were all introduced to 
the sport by Punjabis settled in these 
countries. The steamy Latino looks of  
the Mexico women's team caused a typi-
cally boisterous Punjabi crowd to 
fall silent, which in itself  is something 
of  an achievement.

The bulk of  the teams at this World 
Cup however, are made up of  expatriate 
Punjabis and in countries such as Eng-
land, Canada and the USA, kabaddi has 
become more than just a sport, enjoying 
a thriving annual season where it is used 
to maintain and celebrate cultural, his-
torical and religious ties.

Punjabis more than any other group 
of  Indians have taken kabaddi to their 
hearts, even inventing their own form of  
the game. While the rest of  India plays 
what is known as national style, which 
takes place in a rectangular area and is 
more team-based, Punjab prefers the ‘cir-
cle’ or Punjabi style kabaddi, which is 
more confrontational.

For the past year I have been document-

ing and researching kabaddi in England. 
Each year, from May to August, 12 teams 
representing towns and cities where Pun-
jabis have settled play against each other, 
attracting crowds of  up to 5,000.

During the course of  the 2014 season, 
I was part of  the Slough Kabaddi team, 
travelling around the country with them 
to matches, forming close bonds with 
the players and management and 
experiencing for myself  the sport's 
deeper significance.

The weekly tournaments have become 
part of  the sporting calendar for the Pun-
jabi community and are entwined with its 

heritage, often held in memory of  Sikh gu-
rus with traditional village games also tak-
ing place. Attending them feels as if  Punjab 
has been transposed to an English field for 
a few hours. Match commentators are only 
too happy to constantly remind all those 
present that kabaddi is our "mah game."

Most of  the teams are made up of  full-
time players who are brought over from 
villages in India Punjab or Pakistan Pun-
jab for the season by consortiums of  mid-
level businessmen of  Indian (Punjabi) 
origin. It can cost anything up to £1,50,000 
to put a team together with the top play-
ers earning up to £30,000.

For these village boys, kabaddi is a 
highly lucrative profession that has 
enabled them to lead comfortable lives, 
build houses, buy land and support 
their families

Despite its popularity however, kabaddi 
is being affected by some fundamental 
changes taking place within the British 
Punjabi community as a new generation 
becomes more integrated. For them kabad-
di is an alien sport, often derided and they 
do not want to play it.

Goldy Sandhu, president of  the England 
Kabaddi Federation who also runs Slough 
Kabaddi Club says: "Kabaddi has given 

these villages boys a life beyond their wild-
est dreams. English-born Punjabis just 
don't want to play it but for us it is a sport 
that runs in our blood.

"We play kabaddi to keep our culture 
alive. But it now needs to spread and this 
is why it is so inspiring to see so many coun-
tries participating at this World Cup."

Another significant aspect of  kabaddi 
is that it is not afflicted by the same in-
tense India-Pakistan rivalry of  other 
sports. At its core, it is seen as Punjab's 
game, regardless of  which side of  the bor-
der you come from.

Pakistan has sent both a men's and 
women's team to the World Cup and they 
were greeted like relatives by their Pun-
jabi counterparts from India and beyond 
when they entered the stadium for last 
week's opening ceremony.

The Slough team I followed was made 
up of  seven players from India Punjab 
and five from Pakistan Punjab, who also 
lived in the same house and regularly 
cooked for each other. Indian and Paki-
stani players in the other teams partici-
pating in England's annual tournament 
also lived and played together. A signifi-
cant proportion of  spectators at the 
matches were from England's Pakistani-
Punjabi community.

India and Pakistan are the strongest 
men's teams at this year's World Cup and 
favourites to meet in the final on Decem-
ber 20. India and New Zealand are tipped 
to meet in the women's final. Both 
promise to be gripping encounters and 
those watching would do well to remem-
ber that there is more to kabaddi than 
meets the eye.

In England, every year 
from May to August, 12 

teams representing towns 
and cities where Punjabis 
have settled play against 

each other, attracting 
crowds up to 5,000. Players 

are usually from Punjab 

GAME POINT: Women's kabaddi teams from New Zealand, the US and England in the 
ongoing World Cup don't have any members of Indian origin

For expat Punjabis, kabaddi is more than just sport. Across UK, US and 
Canada, they use the game to mantain and celebrate cultural and historical ties

In pardes, kabaddi is ‘mah’ game

From victim 
to survivor

It’s not just the terminology that’s different. 
The way women are dealing with rape 

and its aftermath has changed too

A survivor in Hissar 
who fought her case for 
two years says she did 
it for other girls in her 

village. So that the 
culprits don't dare 

attack them. Now she 
works in an NGO 

and counsels other 
rape survivors
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R
oman emperor Augustus 
started the tradition of  mil-
itary pensions in 13 BC, 
when every legionary who 
had fought 20 years for Rome 
was guaranteed a pension-

for-life. It set the bar for modern armies, 
and independent India continued the 
British tradition of  financially privileg-
ing military service until the mid-1970s, 
when soldiers were paid more than civil-
ian bureaucrats, in service and after re-
tirement. All that changed with the Third 
Pay Commission, which brought military 
salaries in line with civil services, and 
while soldiers have long complained 
about political control over the military 
in independent India mutating into bu-
reaucratic control, a row over the NDA’s 
promise for one-rank-one-pension 
(OROP) for military veterans is raising 
questions about the government’s ability 
to translate its intent into action. 

Fifteen months after Narendra Modi 
first demanded it immediately after being 
anointed the BJP’s PM candidate, 10 
months after the UPA government grant-
ed it, five months after NDA’s finance min-
ister Arun Jaitley confirmed it and almost 
two months after the PM told soldiers in 
Siachen that it was his “destiny that one-
rank-one pension has been fulfilled”, 
military veterans are questioning why the 
promise has still not been implemented.

NUMBER GAMES 
Put simply, OROP means that every pen-
sion-eligible soldier who retires in a par-
ticular rank deserves the same pension, 
irrespective of  date of  retirement. Cur-
rently, soldiers who left the armed forces 
more recently receive more than those 
who did earlier, because successive pay 
commissions hiked salaries. Two days 
after he was anointed BJP’s PM-candi-
date in September 2013, Modi vehement-
ly supported the OROP demand at a vet-
erans’ rally in Rewari. With roughly 12 
lakh veterans also constituting a huge 

vote-bank, UPA government approved the 
demand in February 2014, and it was reaf-
firmed by NDA in July, when finance 
minister Arun Jaitley specifically provi-
sioned Rs 1,000 crore in his 2014-15 budg-
et (within an overall defence pensions 
budget of  Rs 51,000 crore). Yet, it remains 
stuck in bureaucratic wrangling. 

At the heart of  the problem are bu-
reaucratic disagreements over costs. The 
finance ministry told a parliamentary 
committee in 2011 that it would cost Rs 
1,300 crore a year while  defence ministry 
pegged annual cost estimates at Rs 3,000 
crore. Yet, now that OROP has been ap-
proved, the Comptroller of  Defence Ac-
counts has reportedly put the bill as high 
as Rs 9,300 crore per annum (see charts). 

Defence minister Manohar Parikkar 
has held stakeholder meetings to resolve 
the crisis, most recently on December 10, 
with no clear solution yet. Veterans’ 
groups are perplexed at the changing 
goalposts, blaming the bureaucracy for 
being obscurantist. Says Lt Gen SK Bahri 
(retd), chairman, Alliance of  Ex-Service-

men Organisations: “The bureaucracy is 
fighting a rear-guard action. It is not dif-
ficult to find funds but our problem is the 
lower bureaucracy which can stop any-
thing in the ministry. We are fighting an 
internal enemy.” 

Veteran groups, fighting the OROP 
battle for at least two decades, claim they 
don’t have the ears of  the leadership. 
“Whatever the bureaucracy tells them, 
they believe,” says Lt Col Inderjit Singh, 
chairman, All-India Ex-Services Welfare 
Organisation. Reassuring doubters, Par-
rikar told reporters on Friday that “the 
government is seriously considering im-
plementing the one-rank-one-pension 
policy” and the “announcement will be 
made in four to eight weeks”. 

His words may reassure veteran 
groups who have been organizing protest 
rallies. Their social media networks are 

full of  invective and a growing sense of  
“betrayal” and “disillusionment”, which 
is fast gaining a political edge. The fight 
for OROP, in this narrative, is turning 
into a new cipher for the ever-present 
military trope of  overbearing bureau-
crats being allowed to ride rough-shod 
over them in a defence ministry that is 
still not integrated with service head-
quarters, as in other liberal democracies. 

The problem is that different depart-
ments used different formulas to calculate 
costs but as Major Navdeep Singh, advocate 
in Punjab and Haryana High Court points 
out, “the directive to break this logjam has 
to come from the top”. “There seems to be 
an anti-services sentiment in the lower 
bureaucracy,” he adds, “but higher eche-
lons must overrule such disputes.” 

SOLDIERS vs CIVILIANS 
The case for OROP is predicated on mili-
tary terms of  service being much harsh-
er than those for civil services. Most 
soldiers retire between 35-37 years of  age, 
while officers below brigadier-or-equiv-
alent do so at 54, with limited re-employ-
ment options. Civil servants, in contrast, 
retire at 60. 

Moreover, the Sixth Pay Commission 
granted the facility of  what bureaucrats 
call “non-functional upgrade” (NFU) to 
officers in all-India Group A services. 
This is a sort of  ‘pay-promotion’, allow-
ing them, under certain conditions, to 
draw higher pay than their rank, without 
actually being promoted. Almost all 
civil servants benefit from this while de-
fence services officers do not, even as 
their career pyramid is much steeper. 
Only 0.8% of  defence officers make it to 
the rank of  major general after 28 years 
of  service, compared with a much higher 
rate of  civil servants who are eligible to 
become joint secretaries at 19 years of  
service. As Major Navdeep Singh says, 
veterans see NFU as a sort of  “OROP by 
backdoor for civil servants”. 

Many distinguished veterans argue 
that they are only asking for what was 
promised to them, pointing to the apho-
rism of  Chankaya, the architect of  the 
Mauryan empire, who is said to have ad-
vised his prodigy Chandragupta Maurya 
thus: “The day a soldier has to demand 
his dues will be a sad day for Magadha. 
From then on you have lost all moral 
sanctions to be King.”

PENSION 
PROMISE 
IN PERIL?

COUNTRY

NOTIONAL EDGE IN 
SALARY AS SERVICE PAY/
SPECIAL ALLOWANCE FOR 

MILITARY SERVICE

PENSION SCALE WITH NOTIONAL EDGE FOR 
MILITARY SERVICE

US 15-20%
50 to 75% of last pay drawn protected 
against infl ation.  For civil services, the 
scale is 33.75% of pay as pension

UK 10%
Uniform pension as revised irrespective of 
rank and date or retirement

Australia
AUD 2,608 PA 
allowance 76.5% of pay

Japan
12-29% on graded 
scale 70% of pay

France 15% 75% of pay

Pakistan
10-15% and 
allowances

50-75% of pay with service element 
military pension

India Nil

50% of pay and same is depressed 
by 6 to 24% in respect of Lt Col & below 
ranks constituting 90% of the manpower 
strength of the defence forces

HOW INDIA COMPARES

Military veterans claim babus are 
thwarting PM Modi's poll pledge 

of one-rank-one-pension by 
inflating its cost estimates

Ajit Ninan

PAY OR PLAY

Armed forces had OROP 
and higher pay than 
civilian counterparts. 
Third Pay Commission 
reversed this and 
equated military pay 
with civilian pay

Supreme Court: “No Defence Personnel Senior 
in rank can get lesser pension than his junior 
irrespective of the date of retirement” and 
“Similarly placed offi cers of the same rank are 
to be given the same pension irrespective of 
the date of retirement"

Standing Committee 
on Defence 
2009-10, 7th Report 
recommends 
holistic 
implementation 
of OROP

Modi, at his fi rst rally after 
being chosen BJP’s PM 
candidate, demands 'white 
paper' on status of OROP, 
says Vajpayee would have 
implemented if he had 
returned to power in 2004

UPA govt 
announces 
grant of OROP in 
interim budget 
2014-15, puts 
aside Rs 500 crore

NDA govt in 
2014-15 budget 
reaffi rms OROP, 
puts aside 
Rs 1,000 crore

PM Modi tells troops 
in Siachen, “How many 
decades have passed 
without OROP. It was in 
my destiny that it has 
been fulfi lled.”

Rao Inderjit Singh, 
MoS Defence in RS: 
OROP approved but 
will be implemented 
once modalities are 
approved by the govt. 
Refuses to comment 
on reasons for delay

Rajya Sabha Committee 
on Petitions, 142nd 
Report, headed by 
BJP MP Bhagat Singh 
Koshiyari, recommends 
OROP implementation 
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WHAT'S THE 
REAL COST?
Yearly cost estimate for 
implementing OROP

2011
Department of 
Ex-Servicemen 
Welfare, Ministry 
of Defence

2011
Department of 
Expenditure, 
Ministry of Finance

2014
Controller General 
of Defence 
Accounts, Ministry 
of Defence 
(reported estimate) 

3,000 
crore

1,300 
crore

Overall defence 
budget, 2014-15

Pension & retirement perks to armed 
forces, 2014-15 51,000 cr

2,29,000 cr 

2014
Controller General 
of Defence 
Accounts, Ministry 
of Defence 
(reported estimate) 
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