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STRICT ANTI-LYNCHING LAWS AND A LEGAL RETHINK ON CATTLE

SLAUGHTER LAWS ARE THE NEED OF THE HOUR
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In yet another disturbing and dastardly act that is now part of a pattern in much of

North India, two tribal men were beaten to death by alleged activists of the Bajrang Dal

in Seoni, Madhya Pradesh, on the suspicion that they were slaughtering cows. Apart

from tribal people, Muslims and Dalits in particular have borne the brunt of these

senseless acts of mob violence and murders. Reminiscent of the murder of a dairy

farmer, Pehlu Khan, after he and his sons were attacked by self-described “cow

vigilantes” in April 2017 in Rajasthan, the two men, Sampatlal Vatti and Dhansai Invati,

were attacked by nearly 20 men; both died of injuries. The police have arrested 13

people for their alleged involvement; at least six of them were members of the

Bajrang Dal, according to the family members. An insinuation by the police that one of

the dead men was involved in a “cow slaughter” case has shown yet again where the

priorities of law enforcement lie in such cases. In another pattern, there has been a

certain acuity in the implementation of cattle slaughter laws which is missing in trying

and bringing those involved in lynch mobs to justice. Stricter cattle slaughter laws have

been implemented with a fervour that has less to do with animal preservation and more

to do with appeasement of majoritarian impulses to garner political support.

In 2005, the Supreme Court had justified the total ban on cattle slaughter by an

expansive interpretation of the directive principles of state policy, and relying on Articles

48, 48A, and 51(A) of the Constitution, that seeks to preserve breeds used in agriculture

and animal husbandry, explicitly prohibiting the slaughter of cows and calves and other

milch and draught cattle, besides promoting compassion to animals. The judgment had

overturned an earlier ruling in 1958 which had limited the ban only to “useful” cattle

which are still engaged in agriculture and husbandry. This interpretation only

laid the grounds for State governments — especially those led by the BJP and its alliance

partners — to come up with stringent laws on cow slaughter, and in the public sphere, a

stigmatisation of communities such as Dalits, Muslims and tribals for their dietary habits

and their dependence on cattle products for a livelihood. Four States (Rajasthan,

Jharkhand, West Bengal and Manipur) had passed laws against lynching after many

such incidents but they were under various stages of implementation with the Union

government taking the view that lynching is not a crime under the Indian Penal Code.

While civil society in Madhya Pradesh must demand justice for the injured and dead

tribal men and a return to the rule of law in which such murderous acts do not go

unpunished, it is time for a judicial rethink on legislation around cattle slaughter.
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi ended his tour to Europe this week by dropping in on

French President Emmanuel Macron, who was re-elected recently. What was billed a

simple “tete-a tete” during a “working visit” turned out to be a comprehensive discussion

on bilateral, regional and international issues, with a 30 paragraph-long joint statement.

As with his other stops in Germany and Denmark for the Nordic Summit, as well as the

visit to India by European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen the week before,

the Ukraine war remained at the top of the agenda. The joint statement records their

differences on the issue. However, they also discussed mitigating the war’s “knock-on”

effects, and Mr. Macron invited India to cooperate with the Food and Agriculture

Resilience Mission (FARM) initiative for food security in the most vulnerable countries,

particularly in terms of wheat exports. However, as the severe heatwave has damaged

India’s crops, the Government will have to do some hard thinking on its promises of

wheat supply to the rest of the world at a time when fears of shortages are sending

wheat prices soaring. Climate change was another key issue during the stopovers in

Berlin and Copenhagen. France and India, that worked closely for the success of the

Paris climate accord, and co-founded the International Solar Alliance in 2015, are ready

to take it to the next level — setting up industrial partnerships to build integrated supply

chains in solar energy production for markets in Europe and Asia. There was also a

bilateral strategic dialogue on space issues, which will build on their six-decade-long

partnership in the field of space — a contested area now with China, Russia and the U.S.

stepping up hostilities in this frontier. India and France have decades of an unusually

productive partnership given that neither has allowed other relationships to play a role

in the bilateral. This has been the basis of their strong defence partnership. In 1998,

France stood out as a western country that did not judge or impose sanctions on India

for its nuclear tests; in 2008, it was the first country to conclude a civil nuclear deal with

India after the NSG passed a waiver allowing India to access nuclear fuel and

technology. It would be a fitting tribute to the consistency of the relationship if the

French bid for six nuclear power plants in Maharashtra’s Jaitapur makes some headway

now, more than 12 years after the original MoU was signed and a year after the French

company, EDF, last year submitted an offer to the Nuclear Power Corporation of India

Ltd. It is however disappointing that Mr. Modi’s visit did not give as much fllip to talks on

the India-EU FTA (suspended since 2013) as seen in India’s other FTA talks. This was the

second such tour where Mr. Modi travelled to Germany and France on the same visit — a

significant gesture that he recognises the importance of both in India’s new push for

stronger ties with Europe.


