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simple cell and tissue culture work, radiation and chemosensitivity
assays, clonogenic assays, SF-2 experiments, etc. It will also aid
in undertaking simple animal experiments in conjunction with the
animal house at ACTREC. Introduction to good laboratory
practices, ethical issues with regard to research on animals and
biosafety principles will also be covered. The curriculum and the
practical programme for the laboratory are being designed in
consultation with mainstream basic scientists at the institute.

In recent years, translational research in cancer therapeutics

has made rapid strides in an attempt to bridge the divide between
the bench and bedside with the transfer of basic biological
knowledge into practical medicine. We hope that this laboratory
will contribute in engaging young and bright minds and arouse
their interest in the biological aspects of cancer. Although a few
may pursue PhD programmes after their MD/MS/DM degrees, a
lot more will hopefully understand the language of translational
research and the ‘clinician scientist’ will not remain a rare breed
in oncology, especially in India.
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‘That man reminds me of Maximus!’
Dr Anu pointed with her eyes towards a tall man with grey hair.

And I could see her face turning pale.
We were at Delhi airport. It was a chance meeting in the queue

at the check-in counter and we had decided to share a coffee before
entering the next queue for security check. Dr Anu was my
‘classmate’ and ‘cadaver-mate’ for 3 weeks at M.L.N. Medical
College, Allahabad in 1970. She was currently a professor of
medicine at a state medical college. I had met her again a couple
of years back at a medical conference.

The word Maximus reminded me of my traumatic days at
Allahabad. I turned with a start to look at that man. The face was
strangely familiar.

The nickname of Maximus referred to one of the most dreaded
seniors at M.L.N. Medical College, Allahabad. He liked freshers
to remember him as ‘Chingaze-Khan’ (name distorted from an
infamous Mongolian ruler). But juniors preferred to call him
Maximus. This nickname had nothing to do with the Asterix
comics, because none of us had even heard of them in those days.
The name was derived from ‘Gluteus maximus’ and was meant to
convey the ‘extreme degree’ to which this man would go to make
you uncomfortable. He was a thorough professional in ragging, and
it was nearly impossible to escape him if you joined that college.

I had a clear vision of my own first day with Maximus. I was sure
at that time that I did not want to meet him ever again in my life.

Unlike what happens today, my parents had not come to drop
me off at the college. A family friend had helped me complete the
admission formalities at the medical college at Allahabad in the
morning and I was allotted a room in the hostel. My mother had
packed what she thought I would need at the hostel. And I landed
up at the hostel alone in a rickshaw, with one steel trunk, one hold-
all, one bucket and a mug. I can never forget that fateful evening
of 18 July 1970.

As my rickshaw stopped in front of the hostel gate, one tall
lanky boy in a white apron rushed to help me and politely asked,
‘Aaiyaee Doctor saheb, have you got admission here?’

I am sure I must have looked confused as I answered, ‘Yes, I
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have been given room number 49, and this is my first time in
hostel. Can you help me unload the luggage?’

‘Of course, I am here to help people like you.’ He smiled and
called another person to unload my luggage. ‘Doctor saheb’s
luggage should be taken straight to room number 49.’ He announced
loudly, and then turned towards me. ‘Can you please come with
me?’ And he held me by my shoulder and guided me towards a
room not very far from the gate.

I was thoroughly impressed as we walked, because all students
passing by would bend down to the floor to wish him. I felt as if
I was walking with a Shah-en-shah. Soon I was to realize that he
was much more than that.

In his room, there were 4 more young boys, looking very
terrified and, I thought, also very sorry for me. The tall boy walked
out leaving me there, as a few more seniors came into the room to
take charge. They told us ‘the rules’ for freshers. They also
introduced the tall boy as Chingaze-Khan. They gave us graphic
details of what it meant and what all horrible things he had done
to other freshers. The gist of their ‘barks’ (you cannot call it talk)
was that Chingaze-Khan was to have the same place in our life in
1970 as the fictional character of Gabbar Singh would have later
in the lives of Belapur residents.

Their simple advice was that we should do what he said and
dare not question his orders.

I had a strong impulse to run away from the college. Three
events scheduled for us that evening changed me forever.

The first event was a football match in the hostel verandah.
Seniors from two wings of the hostel played as two teams. We
were asked to get our buckets, mugs and new bars of soap we all
had in our luggage. We were asked to scrub the verandah with
soapy water. Then we were explained what a ‘medical dress’ is
and were asked to sit down on the floor in ‘medical dress’ and
function as 5 footballs. Fortunately, they did not kick us hard. We
were merely pushed around between 2 groups of senior students.
One of the 5 freshers that night was braver than the rest of us and
protested. He got real kicks on the backside and then finally
complied. The seniors laughed loudly and had fun as we glided
over the soapy wet verandah floor, from one end to another. We
were not physically injured, but were mortally scared and bruised
in the soul. This lasted for about an hour.
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As if pleased by the fun they had in football, we were taken to
‘Mutthi-ganj’ for the second event of the evening. Mutthi-ganj
was the local red light area. In response to our pleading to be let
off, Maximus just laughed and asked us the kind of girl we wanted.
All of us were shocked beyond words. Ultimately, we were made
to sit with our back to the dance floor and were asked to smoke
cigarettes with the burning end inside the mouth as they made loud
comments on a mujra. This lasted for another hour or so and we
were all loaded onto 3 rickshaws. They continued to enjoy
shocking us with more barks and barbs on the way back. Later that
night we had to play ‘the train’ around the girl’s hostel again in
‘medical dress’. In between the events, we were given an elaborate
introduction to the medical literature. We landed at our allotted
rooms around 0430 hours the next day, too exhausted even to
wonder, ‘What are we doing here?’

The first night gave us adequate warning about the events that
were to come and each one of us chalked out our individual and
collective strategy to escape being seen by seniors in general
and Chingaze-Khan in particular. It was later that we learnt the
significance of his more popular nickname Maximus. That one
night had scared us enough to use all the brainpower we had to
disappear after college every single day, and to find a suitable time
to enter the hostel. When caught, we would act as if we had just
been let off by Maximus after a bad evening. Then on, it was a
game of ‘spy versus spy’. Medical education was the remotest
thing on our minds.

I had first met Dr Anu in the dissection hall because we shared
a cadaver’s right upper limb. I had caught her smiling as I
described my first evening to Asutosh, another cadaver-mate
doing the right side of ‘Head and neck’. In no time we freshers
bonded with each other and shared our experiences.

Three weeks later, I was told by my parents that I had been
selected to the Medical College at Lucknow, and I could shift to
a better college. I was happy that I would not be seeing Maximus
ever again in my life. I left Allahabad.

I joined Lucknow and learnt that Lucknow Medical College
had traditions even more sinister than Allahabad, and a more
infamous and dreaded personality called Longus. By now, I had
learnt enough to not be caught unawares by anyone for ragging.

Presently, I looked at Dr Anu and asked, ‘How did Maximus
treat you?’

She had never answered that question. ‘Those days, your body
shape, waist and bust size, the way you dressed, the accent in
which you spoke English (reflecting the social, economic status of
your family), and the kind of male attention you were able to
attract were the central theme of our ragging. But we were all
scared of Maximus! Did you know that Maximus appeared for
the final MB,BS one year after us?’

‘How come?’
‘He was rusticated for one year in between for causing grievous

injury to one of the students, and he also failed twice.’
‘What grievous injury?’
‘One student was slapped by a senior, and had a tympanic

membrane rupture. This fresher was the only son of a minister.
Finally, the college authorities made an example out of Maximus.’

‘I hated him every day I was at Allahabad,’ I said, still feeling
a tinge of dread I had felt on that first day.

Dr Anu had picked up a free copy of the Times of India (dated
20 July 2007) lying next to her seat and pointed to a news report
for me to read.

‘Six students at Ramjas College have been suspended till
Thursday afternoon after they were caught ragging four freshers

inside a classroom by the anti-ragging squad.’1

She frowned as she said, ‘You see, things have not changed
much! It seems to be the universal way of harassing new students.’

‘I guess it is a tradition at some colleges?’ I volunteered
‘That means you also must have ragged!’ She retorted.
‘Well, yes!’ I explained. ‘I have ragged people but I did not

particularly enjoy scaring people.’ I recently saw a new website
(www.stopragging.org) run by a non-governmental organization
(NGO), which is edited by Shivam Vij. I remember one of his
sentences:

‘Last year at the height of some very unpleasant ragging at my
elite college in Delhi, I met a geriatric woman at an elite club, who
began defending ragging. “Freshers and seniors get to know each
other,” she said.

Since then, I have discovered how ragging is so politically
correct in our society—despite all the horror stories everyone’s
heard about ragging in hostels; despite all the suicides you’ve
read about in the papers; despite the landmark Supreme Court
judgment against ragging; despite anti-ragging laws in several
states. Despite all this, nine in ten people around you tend to
lecture you on how good ragging can be. Why?’2

I then added from my side, ‘Do you believe ragging can be
good for anyone?’

‘At my medical college, I have been co-opted in an anti-
ragging committee and hence I had to read a lot about it.’ She
paused, stared into space and added, ‘Ragging also goes by names
such as hazing, bullying, pledging, fagging, orientation, etc. and
is considered a traditional practice of humiliation and human
rights abuse taking place in educational institutions all across the
world, especially across South Asia. I will recommend that you
read Srikant Ghosh’s book Ragging: Unquiet campus (published
by A.P.H. Publishing Corporation) if you want to know more.’

Now she was the expert and I wanted to know more, ‘Any idea
who started this tradition?’

Dr Anu was very comfortable when she answered, ‘The
phenomenon can be traced back to as early as the seventh or eighth
century AD. In Greek culture, new entrants to the sports community
were subjected to all kinds of humiliation and teasing to inculcate
a team spirit in them. It was soon picked up by the uniformed
services including the Army, who wanted to give a fresh life and
a new personality to new recruits. Over the years, it reached
college campuses, and by the eighteenth century, it had spread to
Europe, and later to America. After the First World War, ragging
became more violent. It was one of the things the British brought
with them to India.’

‘Did anyone die due to ragging in Europe?’
‘The first ragging-related death was recorded in 1873 when a

freshman from Cornell University fell into a gorge as a consequence
of ragging. One doesn’t know if ragging was ever a serious
problem in India till the late 1960s, as most people reported it to
be in much milder form. This was primarily because higher
education was confined to some particular sections of society and
hence ragging was confined only to a part of the civilized
community of this country. Gradually as higher education became
more and more accessible to different communities, ragging
became a soft weapon to settle the animosity between students of
different castes, communities, religions, etc.’

She had apparently read a lot, ‘Deep influence of the media
during the 1980s made ragging much more brutal and violent in
India. Soon ragging became a measuring rod to test the grit of the
seniors. Many seniors, who were reluctant to rag their juniors,
finally succumbed to peer pressure. During the early 1990s, rapid
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mushrooming of new private engineering and medical colleges
led to several disastrous experiments with ragging. It made
southern India a hub of this brutal activity. During the 1990s
ragging-related suicides began to increase. However, in spite of
ragging being alien to Indian culture, it not only survived after
Independence, but actually thrived after the British left.’3,4

She looked up at me and added, ‘Most civilized countries have
been able to overcome this practice. In fact, according to research
conducted by CURE (Coalition to Uproot Ragging from
Education), India and Sri Lanka are the only 2 countries in the
world where ragging exists today.’

I looked at her with surprise, ‘Only in India and Sri Lanka?’
She could see that I was impressed. She added, ‘A report from

2007 will make you sit up and think. It highlights 42 instances of
physical injury, and 10 deaths caused by ragging in 2 years.

• A lady ended her life due to the controversy surrounding the
sexual abuse of her son during ragging (Andhra Pradesh,
September 2006).

• Three of the ragging deaths were those of seniors: 2 seniors
were killed by a first year student when he was being ragged
(Vidyanagar, Madhya Pradesh, August 2006);

• One senior ended his life when he was punished for ragging.
• The other 7 deaths were those of freshman, 6 who committed

suicide, and 1 due to the result of brutal ragging (equivalent to
murder).’5

I probed further, ‘You said it is peer pressure that leads people
to rag others?’

Her authority on the subject was apparent as she went on to
describe the psychological perspective. ‘Ragging as a phenomenon
is characterized by a vicious circle in which the victim (the first-
year student), becomes the perpetrator (the senior student) within
a matter of one year. The whole concept is based on 2 major beliefs
about ragging: (i) it has a positive effect on the personality of the
fresher and (ii) it helps in the interaction between seniors and
freshers. The seniors make every effort to ensure that these beliefs
are passed on to their juniors. Gradually, as the fresher goes
through repeated “tortures” and is inculcated with the myths of
ragging, he not only becomes insensitive to it but starts believing
in the concept of ragging. This ensures that the phenomenon of
ragging passes on from batch to batch.’

I asked her, ‘If students are dying because of ragging, I am sure
it would be called a crime?’

She gave me a look of disbelief, ‘It is! In most parts of the
world! Even in India we have several laws that prohibit ragging,
some examples:
1. The Prohibition of Ragging Act, 1996 (applicable in Tamil

Nadu)
2. The Andhra Pradesh Prohibition of Ragging Act, 1997
3. The Kerala Prohibition of Ragging Act, 1998
4. The Maharashtra Prohibition of Ragging Act, 1999
5. The Prohibition of Ragging in Educational Institutes Act, 2000

(applicable in West Bengal)
‘These Acts provide for a statutory definition of ragging.

They also direct institutions to set up Disciplinary Committees for
taking immediate and effective steps against ragging. And finally,
they also declare ragging to be a cognizable offence and prescribe
punishment for the same.’

She added, ‘For instance, The Maharashtra Prohibition of
Ragging Act, 1999 says: “Offenders of Ragging will be liable to
a fine of Rs 5000 or two years of rigorous imprisonment or both.

Offenders may also be expelled from their institutions without any
scope for re-admittance.” ’

She asked, ‘Have you heard about the Raghavan Committee?’
‘No! I haven’t.’
‘The Ministry of Human Resources Development (HRD),

following a directive by the Supreme Court, appointed a 7-
member panel headed by ex-CBI director, R. K. Raghavan, to
recommend anti-ragging measures. The Raghavan committee
report,6 [Box 1] submitted to the court in May 2007, includes a
proposal to include ragging as a special section under the Indian
Penal Code. The Supreme Court of India interim order7 [Box 2]
dated 16 May 2007 makes it obligatory for academic institutions
to file official FIRs (First Information Reports) with the police in
any instance of a complaint of ragging. This would ensure that all
cases would be formally investigated under the criminal justice
system, and not by the academic institutions own ad hoc bodies.
While these measures have been generally welcomed, a minority
have protested that such draconian measures may be taking away
academic fun from student life.8 The panel also met victims,
guardians and others across the country. The Raghavan Committee
has placed its recommendation to the Hon’ble Supreme Court
which has given its order on the issue.’9

She took out a piece of paper from her purse and handed it over
to me to read (summarized in Box 1 and 2). It was news to me. And
what she said after that just underlined the fact I had not kept up-
to-date on this social evil.

She said, ‘With the situation turning uglier every year, youth
have started volunteering for anti-ragging movements. Several

Box 1
The Raghavan Committee Report said that*

1. Urgent action was required to solve the problem of ragging.
2. We should accept that ragging is criminal and an act of human right

abuse.
3. The report listed 250 reported cases of ragging in last 10 years and

quantitative analysis of ragging over last 2 years submitted by Coalition
to Uproot Ragging from Education (CURE).

4. Noted that the Guidelines of Supreme Court Judgment 2001 were not
implemented by the stakeholders.

5. Debated on measures for prevention of ragging apart from affirmative
action on default.

6. Identified that awareness about ragging is a major component of
prevention. Requirement of ragging awareness is not only for freshers,
but all stakeholders, i.e. seniors, freshers, teachers and the civil society
at large.

7. Recognized the need for a strong and uniform ragging law.
8. Noted the significance of proactive monitoring to identify the existence

of ragging (for instance by surprise checks and anonymous surveys)
to offset the fear associated with reporting ragging by a victim.

Key recommendations of the Committee:
a. Central Regulatory bodies to take ragging situation as an important

factor in accreditation of educational institution.
b. Set up anti-ragging cells at central, state and college level.
c. Set up toll-free helpline for ragging victims.
d. Strong law against ragging with responsibility to prove not guilty that

of perpetrator.
e. NCERT, SCERT school books to include chapter on ragging
f. Psychological counselling on anti-ragging and human rights at senior

secondary level
g. Colleges to organize interactive sessions between juniors and seniors

in the presence of college staff.
* Raghavan Committee Report: A brief analysis. CURE Report CR-2007/07-16.
Available at http://noragging.com/analysis/analysis.html (accessed on 22 January
2008).
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Box 2
The Hon’ble Supreme Court of India has condemned the issue. There have been two landmark judgments prohibiting ragging. These include
(i) Ragging of Freshers in Thiruvananthapuram Government Engineering College vs. State of Kerala, and (ii) Vishwa Jagriti Mission through President
vs. Central Government through Cabinet Secretary. The judgment in the second case* is particularly important as the Hon’ble Supreme Court, while
exercising its jurisdiction under Articles 32 and 142 of the Constitution of India, has laid down broad guidelines for colleges and educational institutes
to prevent ragging. These guidelines are:†
‘1. Anti-ragging movements to be initiated by all colleges and educational institutes: Anti-ragging movements should be initiated by the institutions right

from the time of advertisement for admissions. The prospectus, the forms for admission and/or any other literature issued to aspirants for admission
must clearly mention that ragging is banned in the institution and anyone indulging in ragging is likely to be punished appropriately with punishment
which may include expulsion or suspension from the institution or class for a limited period or fine with a public apology. The punishment may also
take the shape of: (i) withholding scholarships or other benefits, (ii) debarring from representation in events, (iii) withholding results, (iv) suspension
or expulsion from hostel or mess, and the like. If there be any legislation governing ragging or any provisions in the Statutes/Ordinances they should
be brought to the notice of the students/parents seeking admissions.

2. Undertakings to be taken both from the freshmen and their parents/guardians: The application for admission/enrolment shall have a printed undertaking
to be filled up and signed by the applicant to the effect that he/she is aware of the institution’s approach towards ragging and the punishment to which
he or she shall be liable if found guilty of ragging. A similar undertaking shall be obtained from the parent/guardian of the applicant.

3. Undertaking to be taken from senior students and their parents/guardians too: The institutions which are introducing such a system for the first time
shall ensure undertakings being obtained from the students and their parents/guardians already studying in the institutions before the commencement
of the next educational year/session.

4. Notices to be issued indicating where to approach for redressal in case of ragging: A printed leaflet detailing when and to whom one has to turn for
information, help and guidance for various purposes, keeping in view the needs of new entrants in the institution, along with the addresses and telephone
numbers of such persons, should be given to freshers at the time of admissions so that the freshers need not look up to the seniors for help in such matters
and feel indebted to or obliged by them.

5. Management, principals and the teaching staff to have personal interaction with the freshmen: The management, principal and teaching staff should
interact with freshmen and take them in confidence by apprising them of their right as well as obligation to fight against ragging and to generate
confidence in their mind that any instance of ragging to which they are subjected or which comes in their knowledge should forthwith be brought to
their knowledge and shall be promptly dealt with. It would be better if the head of the institution or a person high in authority addresses meetings of
teachers, parents and students collectively or in groups in this behalf.

6. Practorial committees to be set up: At the commencement of the academic session, the institution should constitute a practorial committee consisting
of senior faculty members and hostel authorities like wardens and a few responsible senior students:
• to keep a continuous watch and vigil over ragging so as to prevent its occurrence and recurrence,
• to promptly deal with the incidents of ragging brought to its notice and summarily punish the guilty either by itself or by putting forth its findings/

recommendations/suggestions before the authority competent to take decision.
7. Ragging-prone zones to be identified and carefully guarded: All vulnerable locations in the college such as the canteen, the playground, etc. shall be

identified and specially watched.
8. Society to be sensitized on the issue of ragging: The local community and the students in particular must be aware of the dehumanizing effect of ragging

inherent in its perversity. Posters, notice boards and signboards wherever necessary, may be used for the purpose.
9. Failure to prevent ragging to be construed as an act of negligence: Failure to prevent ragging to be construed as an act of negligence in maintaining

discipline in the institution on the part of the management, the principal and the persons in authority of the institution. Similar responsibility shall be
liable to be fixed on hostel wardens/superintendents.

10. Hostels/accommodations to be carefully guarded: The hostels/accommodations where freshers are accommodated shall be carefully guarded, if
necessary by posting security personnel and placed in charge of a warden/superintendent who should himself/herself reside there, and wherein the entry
of seniors and outsiders shall be prohibited before and after a specified hour of night except under the permission of the person in-charge. Entry at other
times may also be regulated.

11. Migration certificates to mention whether the student ever indulged in ragging: Migration certificates issued by every institution should have an entry
apart from that of general conduct and behaviour whether the student had participated in, and in particular, was punished for ragging.

12.  Withdrawal of financial assistance to institutes where ragging incidents are reported: If an institution fails to curb ragging, the University Grants
Commission/Funding agency may consider withdrawal of financial assistance to such an institution till such time as it achieves the same. A university
may consider disaffiliating a college or institution failing to curb ragging.

13. Students to first approach their colleges: In case of any incident of ragging, the students must approach the Disciplinary Committee of their respective
colleges, and only if the said Committee does not take cognizance of the matter or if they feel dissatisfied with its decision should they approach
the police. The objective behind this is to restore faith in the ability of educational institutions to maintain discipline and protect the interests of their
students.

14. Police not to follow a retributive approach while dealing with ragging culprits: It may be important to note here that the above stated guidelines are
only illustrative and are not intended to come in the way of the educational institutions and authorities devising ways and means to curb ragging. If
there are any local laws governing ragging, they should be implemented and knowledge and information about such laws should also be disseminated.’

You can get more information about ragging at:

• Coalition to Uproot Ragging from Education (CURE) (http://www.noragging.com/)
• Stop Ragging Campaign (http://www.stopragging.org/)
• No Ragging Foundation (http://www.no2ragging.org/)
• Ragging and Human Rights: Did you know that even the UN has raised concerns over ragging? (http://www.noragging.com/)
* The Supreme Court of India Judgement. Available at http://www.noragging.com/laws/supreme-court-judgement.html (accessed on 13 February 2008).
† Chopra M. Ragging in educational institutes: A human rights perspective. Available at http://www.legalserviceindia.com/articles/ragging.htm (accessed on 22 January

2008).
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voluntary organizations have come up who conduct drives for
public awareness and arrange for support to the victims. New
generation human rights lawyers have taken up the responsibility
to establish ragging as a serious form of human rights abuse in
education.’10,11

Her intensity surprised me. I decided to provoke her further,
‘Oh, I always thought that ragging was plain fun.’

‘Yes, it can be—for the ragger. Just as Abu Ghraib was fun for
the American soldiers in those pictures you saw. And you never
saw pictures of similar abuse in India’s college hostels, because no
one took those pictures. Ragging has no doubt been slowly
declining all over India after the Supreme Court order in 2001, but
a lot still needs to be done. There are still colleges where faculty
members personally think of ragging as an acceptable practice,
and thus are not doing enough to eliminate it from their institutions.
You have been a Professor too, what about your college?’

‘I guess we’ll have to continue later, I can see the green light
blinking against my flight number on that board.’ We parted to
catch our respective flights, but what she said was still on my
mind.

Engrossed in these thoughts I found my aisle seat and sat down,
the newspaper that Dr Anu gave me was still in my hand.

‘Excuse me,’ a tall gentleman wanted me to move out so that
he could go in and occupy the window seat. As I moved out to let
him in, I glanced at his face. He was immersed in his own thoughts
but I gasped and stepped back with a start. My heart skipped a beat
as recognition dawned on me.

He saw me staring at him and gave me a faint smile, ‘Thanks.’
I smiled back but was still perplexed. This was the man Dr Anu

had pointed out. That nose with a hump! I could never forget that
face, even though he had a grey Mexican moustache, which
wasn’t there when I saw him last. Even that arched scar over his
left eye. There was no doubt that this was Maximus.

I guess my constant gaze made him uncomfortable.
‘Have we met? I am Dr Manohar.’
‘Isn’t it Chingaze Khan?’ I wanted to ask him. But all I said

was, ‘Glad to meet you sir, I am AC.’ He must have thought I was
peculiar, but I could clearly hear the pounding of my heart beat.
I kept my eyes on him, because he had appeared equally polite at
first instance, when I saw him nearly 37 years back.

I was wide awake now, deciding what to do after recognizing
him. My first impulse was to quietly slink away and change my
seat. But what the hell! Thirty-seven years had passed. I was now
a middle aged man! There was no need to be scared of ragging.

‘Are you from M.L.N. Medical College, Allahabad?’ I managed
to ask him in as grim a voice as I could manage.

‘I am, yes! But, I am sorry, I cannot place you!’ He looked a bit
surprised.

‘Oh! I am one of your juniors from the 1970 batch. You have
ragged me.’ I did not know how he was going to respond to this
sentence.

Now it was his turn to stare at me. ‘No, you must be mistaken!
I do not remember seeing you at college.’

‘That is because I left after 3 weeks.’
‘Oh! I am sorry you had to leave because of my ragging.

Medicine is not a very bad career.’
‘No, I did not leave medicine and it was certainly not because

of ragging. Three weeks after joining Allahabad, I got selected for
Lucknow and moved there.’

‘I am relieved to know I wasn’t the cause of your leaving. In
some cases I was, you know!’ After a pause he added, ‘I was
surprised as to why couldn’t I place you. Generally I am familiar

with every junior I have ragged. After two encounters, they used
to be under my cover, and I made sure no one else could rag them
thereafter. Subsequently, I treated them like my younger brothers.’

This was new to me. His softer side. Now I wanted to know
more. Why did he become the terror that he was? What motivated
him to do all those things?

‘Where are you working now?’
‘I am practising in Mirzapur as a GP.’
‘And what is taking you to Pune?’ Most of us in Army Medical

Corps, think of Pune as ‘our town’ because our main teaching
institution is there.

‘My son Mayank has joined a medical college there. He is not
well and so I am going to see him.’

I wanted to offer help as Pune was ‘our town’ and I knew most
of the faculty members in all 5 medical colleges there. ‘What
happened to him?’

‘Just some fever and haematuria.’ He suddenly seemed very
friendly. ‘What are you doing these days?’

‘I have done gastroenterology and I am working in the Army
Hospital.’ It was much more difficult to explain my other activities
in the Army to a civilian doctor.

Suddenly he became quiet, as if he did not want to talk more,
and started looking out of the window. After the snacks service
was over, he picked up the newspaper that I had dropped on the
middle seat. His next question was possibly prompted by the news
item in that paper, ‘How was ragging at Lucknow?’

‘Similar to Allahabad. One encounter with you had taught me
enough. No one could touch me after that experience.’

‘That’s a myth.’ He said quietly but firmly.
I was surprised with that statement. ‘Why do you say that?’
He seemed to have drifted back in time, ‘Even at Allahabad, I

personally never touched any of the freshers. I did not believe in
any physical torture but some of my “friends” did get carried
away. All I wanted was to mentally toughen up the youngsters.
But to answer your question, I would say there are several myths
about ragging. Nowadays, ragging is mindless and I feel it should
be banned.’

‘Bhoot ke mouh se ram ram!’ (The name of God from the
mouth of a ghost) I wanted to say. But I asked, ‘What myths? And
why this change of heart?’

‘When a fresher enters a college hostel, he enters a new,
unfamiliar world. Instead of hospitality, he gets hostility. Today,
unlike our days, this ranges from being a servant to your senior to
brutal sexual abuse that has led to countless suicides. I have read
somewhere that what we earlier thought about ragging is actually
a myth! Let me give some examples:12

1. Mild ragging is okay: Mild today means asexual. Actually
any form of ragging involves subjugating someone, hurting
someone’s self-esteem and dignity. Unfortunately, ragging
is not perceived as a serious human rights issue in India and
it is high time that the human rights community in India
(including governmental and non-governmental players)
should consider crafting adequate human rights safeguards
against ragging.13

2. Ragging makes freshers strong: In fact, it weakens them.
(They compensate for this by becoming raggers from the next
year.)

3. Ragging is fun: It may be for the ragger, but for a person being
ragged it is always mental trauma, later followed by post-
traumatic stress disorders.

4. You get to know your seniors: The senior does not even
provide his name. So whose introduction is it anyway? The
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terrified fresher cannot reveal himself honestly. He tries to
give an answer that is likely to please the senior.

5. Raggers become best buddies: Ragging is a divisive strategy.
It is a way of choosing who the people I can get along with
are, and abusing the ones I won’t get along well with.

6. Ragging is tradition: It’s a colonial hangover. Sati too is a
tradition. So is hypocrisy. But unlike Sati, ragging is certainly
not a part of Indian tradition.

7. Ragging makes you a man: This is ridiculous. “How many
roads must a man walk down,” asked Bob Dylan, “before you
call him a man?” The answer, my friend, is blowing in the
wind.

8. You can refuse to be ragged, complain to college authorities:
Freshers refusing to be ragged and/or on complaining to the
college administration will face anything ranging from
marginalization from the hostel community to violent reprisals
that may also be sexual.

9. Girls don’t rag: There are heart-wrenching stories of sexual
ragging and suicide in girls’ hostels. Heterosexual ragging
exists too, but it never gets as bad because hostels of boys and
girls are mutually exclusive zones. It is ironic that our society
doesn’t trust its children with their sexuality, but is happy
with homosexual ragging.

10. I am too smart to be ragged: Your myth! Raggers come in all
sizes and shapes with bizarre perversions, so do not be sure.
Ragging has driven countless thousands towards drug abuse
and smoking; ragging has destroyed the careers of so many
people; there are people who have not even been able to
complete graduation because they couldn’t handle the ragging.
And there are those who committed suicide.14

11. Colleges are united against ragging: They are not. In many
violent cases, colleges have denied the incident, or worse,
indicated that the fresher had initiated the altercation. The
college authority prefers to deny a ragging incident for face-
saving at the cost of the fresher’s trauma.’15

My jaw dropped and I looked at him again as if I was seeing a
ghost! ‘Coming from you, it sounds very strange! Tell me, why
did you rag? What has brought about this change in your thinking?’

‘I guess I ragged for the same reason that others do. Personally,
it gave me a sense of authority. By having the freshmen always at
my command, I had a sense of authority which put me on a high.
I soon realized my colleagues were doing it for different reasons.
Some did it for satisfaction of sadistic pleasures; many ventured
into it due to the peer pressure. I have seen that ragging also makes
a fashion statement: Many of my friends felt that ragging makes
a style statement and thus will put them in the ‘influential crowd’
of their college. And for some it was a means of retaliation. Many
students I had ragged went on to exceed my limits possibly to vent
their frustrations on the freshmen.’16

He sighed and continued, ‘AC, many things have happened
since you were ragged! I was suspended from college for one year
after a minister’s son had a rupture of the tympanic membrane. I
hadn’t hit him at all, but I took the blame for my friends. I had
started realizing that some of my so-called “friends” were doing
unacceptable things in my name. And one year is a lot of time to
brood over one’s mistakes. During that one year I saw how my
father was working to put me through college. I also saw how
much my mother wanted to see me as a good doctor. And I
promised her that I would. I later became a campaigner against
ragging.’

I now wanted to change the topic, ‘How is your practice at
Mirzapur?’

He ignored my question. ‘When I came to drop my son at the
hostel in Pune, just a few days back, the college authorities told me
that there is no ragging now-a-days. It had been declared a crime
and the college anti-ragging committee was very strict. It was very
reassuring.’

‘Then what happened?’
‘Nothing happened. I watched him go into the hostel. He

turned back and waved. The chaperon there told me to go back and
reassured me that my child will be all right. I could not move from
there. All the past images of what I did 40 years back, my ghosts,
came rushing back to me.’

His face had become unusually soft. He said, ‘I realized how
vulnerable my only child was! I came back and prayed for his
well-being.’

He opened the small bottle of water provided by the airlines,
took two gulps and continued, ‘Just to reassure myself, I went
there again the next day and requested the gatekeeper that I wanted
to see my son who had joined one day back. About 30 minutes
later, he came. He looked scared, kept his eyes at his third button
and I instantly knew what was happening. I wanted to hold him
close to me and reassure him, but he stopped 5 feet away from me.
I was shocked to hear his voice which was hoarse like never
before. He said, ‘Dad, don’t come to see me. I am fine. You go to
Mirzapur, I will manage.’

Even I knew what that meant. It meant that he was being ragged
and had accepted it as fait accompli. But I still asked, ‘What did
you do then?’

‘Mayank turned back and disappeared in the hostel. I stood
near the gate for about one hour debating what to do. I could see
other parents happily going back home after leaving their wards,
but my mind was in a turmoil. The turmoil had a lot to do with
what I used to do, my own ghosts. I stayed for two days in town
and Mayank talked to me on phone the third day. He wasn’t
happy to know that I was still in town. His pleading got to
me—don’t come to see me! I knew what was happening but still
I returned to Mirzapur, promising myself that I would join one
of the anti-ragging groups I had read about.’

‘So you joined one such group?’ I asked him.
‘I hardly had time. I went back from Pune last Sunday. Just

after reaching Mirzapur, I got a call from the college authorities
that my son had been hospitalized.’

I thought back about Mayank’s illness—fever and haematuria!
I looked again at the man I knew as Chingaze-Khan. ‘What has
happened to Mayank?’

‘The treating doctor was very honest with me. One night,
Mayank was asked to do 500 sit-ups. He could not measure up to
the senior’s expectations and was then beaten up.’

‘You mean…’
‘Yes, it is all due to ragging. He is hospitalized for internal heat

stroke, myoglobinurea and renal failure.’
He again turned his face towards the window. He did not want

me to see the water welling up in his eyes. The old ghosts were
back.
(Note: All names are fictitious, though the events are real.)
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