


I
n a worrying trend, both NEET and
JEE-Advanced examinations, which
channel admission into India’s med-
ical colleges and IITs, respectively,

have recorded record low cutoff scores. A
general category candidate with just 55
marks out of 360 is eligible for an IIT seat
this year, even as the cutoff score to quali-
fy for getting admission in a medical col-
lege corresponds to the 50th percentile for
the open category. These low scores have
helped 9. 9 lakh to qualify for 92,000 med-
ical seats and 40,712 for 16,000 IIT seats –
but not without raising questions about the
quality of the candidates.

It allows wealthy candidates with
low merit to buy their way to a payment
seat while more meritorious students
are left in no-man’s land, without scores
for a government college seat or the mon-
ey for an overpriced payment seat. Many
such students then journey abroad to Chi-
na and eastern Europe for less expensive

medical education. The low IIT cutoffs take
place in a different context.

Around 10 lakh students attended the pre-
liminary JEE-Main, which is the qualifying
examination for the next-rung NITs and sev-
eral hundred other engineering colleges. If
enrolment was 100%, India would have 2.5
crore 18-year-olds waiting to enter the portals
of higher education every year. But just 1-2
lakh students qualifying for the best STEM,
medical and humanities courses isn’t en-
couraging. That even this small pool is being
produced through record low cutoffs has to
be seen alongside National Achievement Sur-
veys revealing too many children deprived of
quality education. And then there are not
enough quality seats to accommodate this
pool either. This explains why a record 82,000
Indians received US student visas this sum-
mer – it’s in pursuit of better opportunities.
There is just no substitute for quality. India
needs to build both strong domestic univer-
sities and strongly qualified admissions into
them, to avoid a downward spiral in quality
higher education.
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Low cutoffs for medical, engineering
qualifying exams don’t solve any of

the education problems
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K
nown as the ‘cheetah
lady’, Pradnya Gi-
radkar is the coun-
try’s first cheetah con-
servation specialist,

having trained with Dr Laurie
Marker who has played a key role
in the plan to reintroduce the
species in India. She runs Wildlife
Conservation & Rural Development
Society, an NGO spreading scien-
tific knowledge among the schools,
farmers, and indigenous commu-
nities around wildlife parks. She
talked to Vijay Pinjarkar about the
conservation science that informs
the project:

➤ HOW WERE YOU INTRODUCED
TO CHEETAH CONSERVATION?
I did my doctoral research on tiger
conservation and taught wildlife as
a special subject at Mumbai Uni-
versity. Since the cheetah went ex-
tinct in India in 1952, I have always
felt that it should be reintroduced.
In 2011, I was selected for cheetah
conservation training in Namibia.
This was organised by international
cheetah conservationist Dr Laurie
Marker, who is also the founder and
executive director of the Cheetah
Conservation Fund (CCF), which is
bringing cheetahs to India.

➤ TELL US ABOUT YOUR TRAIN-
ING IN NAMIBIA?
We worked in Otjiwarongo forest
with 52 cheetahs and Herero and

Himba tribals. I learnt DNA sam-
pling, scat analysis, caring for chee-
tahs, vaccination, temperature mon-
itoring, transect survey etc, and
community-based conservation. I
loved teaching local kids and com-
munities about predators’ identifi-
cation and how to coexist with
wildlife and the environment. I also
gained a true picture of the man-
animal conflict and what it means
for the survival of the cheetah.

➤ WILL CHEETAHS SURVIVE IN
INDIA’S HABITAT?
Kuno is the same place where chee-
tahs once existed. The area has
grasslands and forest habitats ap-
propriate for this species. The gov-
ernment believes reintroducing
cheetahs will encourage healthy bio-
diversity. But Project Cheetah is a
big challenge and needs communi-
ty support. For
the longterm
presence of
cheetahs,
conserva-
tion aware-
ness needs to
i m p r o v e
among the poor
local farmers.

➤ IS IT SENSIBLE
TO REINTRODUCE
CHEETAHS
WHEN WE
HAVE SO MANY

TIGERS AND
LEOPARDS?

I see no problem.
The habitat of
cheetahs is total-
ly different from
that of tigers and
leopards. Cheetahs
thrive in grasslands
while tigers and leopards
survive in dry deciduous forests.
Tigers and leopards are propagat-

ing well. Even cheetahs would
do well as there is a history

of their existence here.
Moreover, African and In-

dian cheetahs have lit-
tle genetic difference

as per well-known
genetic expert

Dr Stephen
O’Brien.

➤ HOW ARE THEY BEING REIN-
TRODUCED AT KUNO?

A plan has been elaborately chalked
out by scientists. Few cheetahs have
been released in large fenced areas
for adapting to the new environ-
ment. They have been fitted with
satellite collars to track their move-
ments. After a short stay, they will
be released into a large enclosure
to make them familiar with the new
environment. Here they will remain
for around a month before being re-

leased into the wild.
Their movements will be

monitored by re-
searchers and if any

cheetah strays too
far afield, it will be
brought back into
the park. This ac-
tion plan was de-
cided by Dr Mark-

er during my train-
ing in Otjiwarongo.
We worked between

52 cheetahs.
The same plan will be im-

plemented here.

➤ HOW WILL REINTRODUCTION
OF THE SPECIES HELP?
Bringing back cheetahs will restore
the historic evolutionary balance –
to the benefit of all species. It will
also uplift the livelihood of the in-
digenous forest communities and
increase tourism as India is the only
country where all the six big cat
species are found now.
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‘CHEETAHS WILL DO WELL
AS INDIA HAS HISTORY OF

THEIR PRESENCE’
With the help of Namibia, the species has been reintroduced into the Kuno National Park 
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S
ome performances —
whether theatrical or cin-
ematic — are like build-
ings. They run for so long

that they become part of the land-
scape. So when they finally run
their course, it does seem like the
demolishing of a building, a per-
manent change in the neigh-
bourhood. One such long-run-
ning show about to end is An-
drew Lloyd Webber’s musical
‘The Phantom of the Opera’. It
has been running on Broadway
in New York since 1988 — with
its last show scheduled in Feb-
ruary 2023. Like many enter-
prises that require people to move
out of their homes to enjoy them,
theatrical productions were hit
hard by Covid closure. The
longest continuously running
play in the world, Agatha
Christie’s ‘The Mousetrap,’ in

London’s West End had
to down its curtains in
March 2020, only to re-
vive last year. For Broad-

way, however, ‘The Phan-
tom...’, stricken by Covid

attendance, will go.
‘The Phantom...’ will con-

tinue to haunt its birthplace (in
1986) at West End. But when

something runs for 35 years —
longer than the 1,000 weeks
(just under 20 years) ‘Dilwale
Dulhania Le Jayenge’ ran from
1995 till October 2015 at Mum-
bai’s Maratha Mandir (beating

‘Sholay’s record uninterrupted
run of 286 weeks) — the venue it-
self becomes the theatre of ac-
tion. Without ‘The Phantom’...’,
treading its boards, and its icon-
ic poster of a mask and a rose
tempting people inside, Broad-
way itself will seem exorcised.

BROADWAY NO MORE THE
PHANTOM’S HAUNT

After 35 years of uninterrupted running, the musical will leave its home in America

JUST IN JEST

W
ho doesn’t love a who-
dunnit? Or a whowas-
dunin,or a whodun-
what? Crime fiction
has been the most pop-

ular genre of writing in the last cen-
tury, and the appetite for it is still
going strong. Once dismissed as a
sub-literary pursuit, this caste sys-
tem has given way to a new appre-
ciation of its pleasures, says Mar-
tin Edwards in his survey ‘The Life
of Crime: Detecting the History of
Mysteries and Their Creators’.

While the Golden Age of de-
tective novels was clearly the in-
terwar period, the genre has old-
er roots. In the 19th century,
Thomas de Quincey’s satirical con-
sideration of murder as one of the
fine arts and Edgar Allan Poe’s
stories fired imaginations, Charles
Dickens experimented with it, and
Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock
Holmes stories were enduring and
macabre masterpieces, bringing a
new attention to science and foren-
sics. GK Chesterton’s Father Brown
foregrounded questions of sin and
social justice.

The Detection Club, a social net-
work of crime writers, was formed
in 1930. The Queens of Crime were
Agatha Christie, Dorothy L Sayers,

Margery Allingham and Josephine
Tey, the settings were usually English
countryhouses, impossible crimes
and locked room mysteries intrigued
readers. There were departures from
this form too. Frances Iles, for in-
stance, focussed more on character
studies and homicidal psychology, in-
fluencinglater crime writing.

Meanwhile in the US, Dashiell
Hammett and Raymond Chandler
and others swerved into series de-
tective novels written in a sparse,
slangy style, all about police work
minutiae. Their heroes were not eru-
dite riddle solvers, but hard and
shifty cops, world-weary detectives

among California’s corruption. The
detective is a redemptive hero who
goes down the mean streets as “a
man who is not himself mean, who
is neither tarnished nor afraid”, in
Chandler’s words.

In Europe, Georges Simenon
eclipsed others in his popularity. He
was a “connoisseur of souls”,his clues
are not mud or hair or bloodstains,
but the gestures, words, the slow rev-
elation of the criminal and the psy-
chological necessity of the act.

Crime novels come in many
forms, of course. It could be the am-
bitious nature of justice that goads
the imagination, as in the legal mys-

teries and courtroom dramas of “fic-
tion factory” Erle Stanley Gardner
and John Grisham. Spy thrillers are
an adjacent genre.Some have brought
a Marxist sensibility to crime, others
have explored multiple viewpoints
and shifting mental states.

The book ranges around the
world, from the British police fiction
of Ruth Rendell and PD James to lurid
truecrime stories, from popular Scan-
di noir to Australian and Dutch writ-
ers, from Patricia Highsmith’s elegant
ruthlessness to the long Japanese tra-
dition with writers like Soji Shimada
and Masako Togawa. India’s beloved
detectives Byomkesh Bakshi and Fe-
luda also get a mention as does In-
spector Ganesh Ghote of HRF Keat-
ing’s novels. “There are thirty-two
ways to write a story, and I’ve tried
them all,” said true-crime writer Jim
Thompson,“but there is only one plot:
things are not as they seem. ”

Crime fiction has evolved in the
21st century, with more racial and cul-
tural viewpoints, the “women in jeop-
ardy” trope has given way to complex
portrayals in ‘Gone Girl’ or ‘The Girl
on the Train’.Will it run out of themes,
characters and storylines? Not as long
as people are still interested in the es-
sential mystery of “what makes men
and women tick,” says Edwards.
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Broadway No More The Phantom’s Haunt
After 35 years of uninterrupted running,

the musical will leave its home in America
Some performances — whether theatri-

cal or cinematic — are like buildings. They
run for so long that they become part of the
landscape. So when they finally run their
course, it does seem like the demolishing of a
building, a permanent change in the neigh-
bourhood. One such long-running show about
to end is Andrew Lloyd Webber’s musical The
Phantom of the Opera. It has been running
on Broadway in New York since 1988 — with
its last show scheduled in February 2023. Like
many enterprises that require people to move
out of their homes to enjoy them, theatrical
productions were hit hard by Covid closure.
The longest continuously running play in the
world, Agatha Christie’s The Mousetrap, in
London’s West End had to down its curtains
in March 2020, only to revive last year. For
Broadway, however, The Phantom, stricken
by Covid attendance, will go.

The Phantom will continue to haunt its
birthplace (in 1986) at West End. But when
something runs for 35 years — longer than the
1,000 weeks (just under 20 years) Dilwale Dul-
hania Le Jayenge ran from 1995 till October
2015 at Mumbai’s Maratha Mandir (beating
Sholay’s record uninterrupted run of 286
weeks) — the venue itself becomes the the-
atre of action. Without The Phantom, tread-
ing its boards, and its iconic poster of a mask
and a rose tempting people inside, Broadway
itself will seem exorcised.

Changing
Someone’s Mind

And Our Own
Best way to persuade is to

share emotion space

I
n recent years, we’ve all seen how
deeply divided we are, and how hard
it is to budge someone out of their
beliefs. ‘How Minds Change: The

New Science of Belief, Opinion and Per-
suasion’ by David McRaney, is an antidote
to this helplessness. It shows how we can
change each other, and ourselves.

We have deep reasons for believing
our truths, and it’s not just a matter of
our brains, but also our social networks.
Remember ‘the dress’ that broke the in-
ternet in 2015, with some convinced it was
black and blue and others that it was
white and gold? Turns out, the ambiguous
lighting made some who were used to ar-
tificial lighting to register in one way, and
those used to natural lighting in another.

The brain quickly resolved the uncer-
tainty in one way and made the other case
impossible. We disambiguate things dif-
ferently, and not by conscious choice. So,
it begins with humility about our own
theories, and understanding that other
people’s realities are valid for them.

We don’t live in a post-truth society
but a post-trust society, and building rap-
port is key to any effective change. And
yet, brains are plastic and people can be
persuaded – not by facts and arguments,
but by contact, and being in an emotional
space where they can unpack their own
experience, feel some empathy, see doubts
and contradictions, and argue themselves
out of their own positions.

It’s important to find the emotions be-
hind people’s response and share one’s
own story or that of someone affected in
any way. The idea is not to argue, but to
establish a shared value and plant a seed
of doubt, cause enough ambivalence that
could cause them or you to reconsider the
issue later.

Arguments over conclusions are a
waste of time, both parties are better
off focussing on their processing.
What matters is the how and why, not
the what. When people leave groups,
it’s not because their beliefs are di-
rectly challenged but because some-
thing totally outside the ideology
causes them to see it differently. The
strategy, then, is to open the crack to let
in the light.

In polarised times, any opinion can
become fused with group identity. It be-
comes a signal of belonging, so we feel ac-
tively threatened by a contending view.
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EEvveerryytthhiinngg
yyoouu  nneeeeddeedd  ttoo  kknnooww

aabboouutt  tthhee  rreeiinnttrroodduuccttiioonn
ooff  cchheeeettaahhss  iinn  IInnddiiaa..  LLeett  uuss
kknnooww  iinn  110000  wwoorrddss  wwhhaatt  yyoouu

lliikkeedd  aabboouutt  tthhiiss  ssttoorryy,,  aanndd  iiff  iitt
eexxcciitteedd  yyoouu  eennoouugghh  ttoo  tthhiinnkk

ooff  ccoonnsseerrvvaattiioonn  aass  aa
ccaarreeeerr  cchhooiiccee  

What
is the connection

between Andrew Lloyd
Webber’s musical ‘The
Phantom of the Opera’
and ‘Dilwale Dulhania

Le Jayenge’ or
‘Sholay’?
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CRIME FICTION IS MUCH MORE THAN JUST CRIME

Why The Whole World Loves A Good Murder

The Girl on the Train
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