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Singh’s hand-

some reelection
win in 2009 was seen as a
chance to recreate the
reforms momentum of the
1990s when he had been
finance minister. More
banner headlines greeted
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi as India’s Margaret
Thatcher or Shinzo Abe
when Modi received an
absolute majority in 2014,
but neither made progress
substantially revising labour laws, for instance. Ikea and
Coke announced billion-dollar bets on India in the summer
of 2012. But some time in 2012, Rahul Gandhi told NDTV a
week ago, Congress’ leadership, including Singh, decided
liberalisation had run its course. Now, Gandhi feels India
needs to find a “new model” that doesn’t enrich just the top
2-3 per cent. He wouldn’t let on whether this meant, say, a
marginal tax rate of 70 per cent. Gandhi’s English is enig-
matic and his Hindi unidiomatic. Elaborating, he sounded
like Robin Hood played by Ajit, the movie star of yesteryear:
“Past se future ko jodhna padega’.

It was astark repudiation of Congress’ most notable achieve-
ment in the past three decades. The manifestoes of the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the Congress are dispiriting
if you are foolishly hoping that privatisation would be included
even just for discussion. The headlines about widespread
unemployment should have prompted — in a country more
honest with itself — proposals to make it easier for companies
to hire and fire workers. “What I don’t understand is the mindset
that leads to the perpetuation of resistance to labour law
reform,” observes Pronab Sen, India’s former chief statistician.

Both parties aspire to building India into an export pow-
erhouse — never mind that data released Thursday showed
export growth in April slid to 0.64 per cent, compared with a
year ago, as many labour-intensive sectors continue to face
liquidity issues. Congress may call it “Make for the world”
and the BJP “Make in India”, but neither has a clue about
what it will take to embed India into mobile phone or athletic
shoe supply chains. The Reserve Bank of India’s industry
credit data for the year ended March 2019 shows that many
sectors that are typically labour intensive, such as leather,
textiles, and gems and jewellery, saw gross bank credit
decline. Both manifestos read like a wishlist for Santa:
Congress would raise expenditure on education to 6 per cent
of GDP while the BJP thinks a global yoga industry is a spring-
board to becoming the third largest economy in the world.

Even before this campaign of non-stop abuse and majori-
tarian flag-waving, Indian elections scarcely ever mentioned
reforms. The poor are infinitely more numerous than the mid-
dle class, and voter turnout in poor rural areas much higher
than in Mumbai or Bengaluru, even more so this year. Long
before our age of TV interviews about prime ministerial poetry
and mango-eating preferences, even “lion”-hearted P V
Narasimha Rao hardly ever made a table-thumping speech
about the bold reforms his government enacted. We may have
amixed up economy - alternately socialist/feudalistic, topped
up with crony capitalism — but our lingua franca is socialism.
Milton Friedman’s 1955 critique of the Mahalanobis' Five Year
plans broadly applies to 2019’s manifestos — they are obsessed
with (ill-defined) targets and expand too little on what remains
India’s fundamental problem: Its human capital.

More than a quarter of a century ago, a massive World
Bank study sought to identify what had created the East
Asian economic miracle that stretched from China, Korea
and Taiwan to city-states such as Hong Kong and Singapore.
It could only identify two common planks: openness to trade
and widespread, good quality primary education. In any
case, it’s too late now. Even with the US-China trade war
forcing multinationals to relocate production bases, I would
bet Vietnam, Bangladesh and even Ethiopia will be benefi-
ciaries rather than India. We have wasted decades playing
petty politics, our only Olympian gold-medal sport. Now,
India’s fate is to oscillate between what Rathin Roy aptly
described as the “compensatory state” where, in effect, the
state must pay people reparations for its many failures and
the Modi-Shah axis of blunt minority-bashing vividly on
display in 2019 to offset the effects of its Stalinist impulses
such as demonetisation and anti-profiteering agencies.

Regardless of who wins next week, we can only look to
the future with fear. Trade is slowing; our ports, our poorly
trained labour, and our over-valued exchange rate hobble
our chances to get at a diminishing global factory jobs pie.
Our non-bank financial companies’ crisis is apparent in the
collapse of auto sales in April. The recent financial results
of consumer goods companies suggest India’s middle class
is no longer growing. The existing members of this exalted
cohort are curbing their spending as savings rates slide. Our
environment, from the hollowed-out hillsides of the north-
east to the coming water crisis in Bengaluru to the polluted
gas chambers of north Indian cities, is nearing the tipping
point of Malthusian collapse. It will be the 55th anniversary
of Jawaharlal Nehru’s death on May 27. The sentimentalists
among us can only hope the new government of whatever
description will not be sworn in on that date. It is at least a
comfort Nehru did not believe in an after-life.
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Why this kolaveridi, didi?

You can't beat Mamata Banerjee in street politics — she pours her heart and soul

into pulverising herrivals

PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

11 this past week, if elections were
Abeing “fought”, they were being

fought in West Bengal. Mamata
Banerjee singlehandedly turned the last
phase of the elections into a gladiatorial
fight, forcing the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) to come out on the streets.

You cannot beat Mamata Banerjee in
street politics. The Congress, the Left parties
— they are all her victims. She pours her
heart and soul into pulverising her rivals.
Not for her sophistication and intellectual-
ism. She believes in raw powetr.

At a cabinet meeting, just after the
Trinamool Congress (TMC) supremo (and
make no mistake, supremo is what she is)
Mamata Banerjee had thrown a tantrum, a
minister exclaimed in exasperation: “What
is wrong with Mamata Banerjee?”

The question was a rhetorical one, but one
of his Bengal colleagues took his time to
answer it. He took off his glasses, polished
them, put them back on and said evenly: “If
someone thinks she’s a better poet than
Rabindranath Tagore, a better musician than
Beethoven and a better painter than Leonardo
da Vinci, then everything is a problem”.

Banerjee is viewed by the political com-
munity (cutting across party lines) as a prob-
lem child who should not be allowed among
grown-ups unescorted. But to the people of
Bengal, her life is an open book and she is
always, unfailingly one of them. In a state
that lionises poverty, she continues to live
in a simple house with a tin roof near a mos-
quito-infested open canal. Her style state-
ment runs to simple handloom saris, rubber
chappals and a modest Indian watch. Not
for her flashy mobiles and fancy cars. She
has a rule that she never breaks: She never
eats in anyone’s presence — only when she

is alone — presumably because she lives
among people who don’t know where their
next meal is coming from.

Banerjee grew up in straitened circum-
stances, having lost her father when she was
just a teenager. Her “people” are her family.
So much so that she has an unbroken rule:
She never attends any family functions. (Her
nephew Abhishek, widely seen as her suc-
cessor, got engaged to a girl in Delhi some
years ago. Festivities went on for three days.
Although Mamata had no other pressing
engagements, she just stayed away.)

Her strongest bond was with her mother.
When she used to leave her Kalighat home
for work, her mother would come to the door
to see her off. She would crane her neck, look
back and settle back in the car only when
she had lost sight of her mother. Contrary
to common perception, Mamata is not par-
ticularly close to her brothers. She is impul-
sive, has strong likes and dislikes and trusts
very few people.

Her mentor in politics was the Mayor of
Calcutta, Subroto Mukherjee who got
Mamata’s first lok Sabha nomination in
1984. She contested against a CPI (M) heavy-
weight, lawyer and later Lok Sabha Speaker
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Somnath Chatterjee, from Jadavpur, defeat-
ing him so thoroughly that he could never
contest from that constituency again.

Mukherjee privately rues the day he let
Mamata loose on Bengal. The man who got
the Calcutta Corporation to pass a resolution
that Sourav Ganguly should get a Padma
award, says he deserves the Bharat Ratna:
“Dancing on my head is Mamata Banerjee;
under my command is the army of sweepers
employed by the corporation. With all this,
Iam still running the corporation. Shouldn’t
I get an award for this feat?” he once said in
a TV interview.

With all this, how did Mamata allow the
BJP to acquire a mass presence in Bengal?

Trinamool supporters say she has only
herself to blame. New mosques are sprout-
ing all over Bengal on public land. Tourists
are warned by well-wishers never to get into
an altercation with a Muslim on the streets:
the police have orders to arrest you first and
ask you questions later. Mamata has
imposed affirmative action to the point of
absurdity. This has naturally led to count-
er-action: The Hindus who never thought of
themselves as Hindus are now banding
behind the BJP. Ram has entered the land
of Durga.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi told a ral-
ly in the state that many, many MLAs from
Trinamool Congress are in touch with the
BJP. If the Trinamool Congress does badly,
there will be an exodus of MLAs into the
BJP: Assembly elections are due in just 24
months. Bengal is the BJP’s new frontier.

Betipadhao,dowry badhao?

LUNCH WITH BS » GAUTAM SINGHANIA | CHAIRMAN & MANAGING DIRECTOR | RAYMOND

Simple is the new cool

Singhania tells Pavan Lall why Trump's sparring with China has been good for
business and how he keeps tabs on the goings-on in his company while
not being involved day to day

C lad in a V-necked, orange
pima cotton T-shirt embla-
zoned with his team logo
“GHS?”, grey track pants and Tommy
Hilfiger flip flops, Gautam Hari
Singhania, chairman and managing
director of the Raymond Group, is
meeting me on a warm afternoon at
the JK House, Raymond’s headquar-
ters on Warden Road. I am directed
to the Atelier Lounge, which is part
high-end boutique and part men’s
upscale country club, which features
a bar replete with single malts, an
exhaustive French wine list, and a
gigantic 12-foot flat-panel TV that
could be mistaken for a billboard.

Of late, the sports gear is de
rigueur for him — far removed from
pinstripe power suits. “Well, I'm not
part of (daily) management any-
more,” is his answer with a half-
smile, followed by the rider, “I'm not
involved day to day but don’t think
I don’t know what is happening
every day.”

From throwing legendary bac-
chanalian parties in Powai, Mumbai,
that lasted from sundown to sunset
and finished off with a champagne
breakfast he personally curated,
Singhania is now obsessed with
maximising shareholder value,
handing over operational charge to
professionals and keeping Raymond
in the competitive edge.

That may seem a charmed life
from the outside but there are huge
pressures, he says, adding that is
“the professional hazard of an type
A personality”. At 53, Singhania does
have his plate full. There’s the dis-
ruption across industries, geopoli-
tics and the shifting sands of lead-
ership in corporate India on the one
hand, and his growing realty busi-
ness and an unfortunate and very
public spat with his father and for-
mer Raymond Chairman Vijaypath
Singhania, on the other.

Waiters silently bring foldable
tables in front of us to set them up
for lunch.

Did it have to come to what it did
with his father? Singhania pauses,

then says: “There is nothing hidden
about the dispute between my
father and me. "He wants me to do
things that are not possible. The
company is on one side and my
father on the other. The dispute is
personal and my job is to firewall
my family issues from that of the
organisation.” Is resolution likely?
“God willing, hopefully one day,
who knows. I've tried my best and
of course I'm open to it. Who would-
n't like to resolve issues?"

Waiters return bearing silver
thalis.

Laid out in neatly arranged iden-
tical bowls are paneer masala,

navratan korma, jeera aloo and (|

cucumber raita. These are accom-
panied by warm, crisp naans. We dig
in with our hands. The food is sim-
ple, but fresh and perfectly prepared
with minimum spice and oil.
Singhania speeds through lunch; I
follow suit. “I'm a pretty normal guy
who is doing his job,” he says almost
reading my mind as I wonder if jeera
aloo is what the yacht-owning,
Lamborghini-driving, vicuna-jack-
et-wearing promoter consumes
every day.

The Cathedral & John Connon
School alumnus remembers taking
work trips in Dakota aircraft to fac-
tories at Bilaspur and Allahabad and
the diet on the plane would be
home-cooked fare like puri saag and
curd along with chatter on business.
“I'm simple about everything: I like
non-spicy vegetarian food, family is
very important, and religion is part
of my life.”

But of course: he takes his wife
and daughters on skiing trips to
Switzerland when he takes a
breather, I learn. The lesser known
facts include his regular visits to the
Venkateswara temple in Tirupati
every quarter and the frequent talkg
he hosts for spiritual leaders.

paper. “It was challenging to go from
textiles to newspapers, which was a
perishable commodity and which I
knew nothing about. But my time
there was great,” he says. "In the end,
I was caught between other media
giants and an unfortunate political
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While Singhania has been at the

helm of Raymond for close to two
decades now, in the late 19808 he
also ended up working for The
Indian Post, a family-owned news-

situation and the paper was sold to
Gujarat Samachar.”

Today, Raymond has over 1,100
stores across 550 cities, a retail dis-
tribution network spread over
20,000 locations, from metro cities
all the way to tier 10 towns. But there
are challenges. If earlier it was about
licences to do business — one could
get by even if the product was bad
— today there are more companies
in the fray, consumers are sharper
and the whole game has changed,

says Singhania. The emphasis is on
the brand and the marketing. The
real “challl-enge” — he stretches
the word for emphasis — is how
you keep reinventing things and
make them new.
At the B2B end, Raymond is
making made-to-measure suits and
supplying fabric to international
chain stores such as Macy’s, JC
Penney and Debenham. “Trump's
sparring with China is good for busi-
ness,” he says. Khadi has been added
as a fabric and apparel choice, as has
ethnic wear to include ornate sher-
wanis. Singhania has consciously
pushed men's accessories. “A very
senior industrialist’s wife reached
out and said that her husband want-
ed to have all their shoes
done by us,” he recalls.
He told her: “We can
do all the suits also.”

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

Noway!

]

That isn't marketing spiel. Inside
the Atelier a sales associate shows
customers a large touch monitor
with several combinations and per-
mutations for ordering hand-craft-
ed leather shoes. It's cutting edge
and quite unlike what many inter-
national labels offer. So what has he
done different in the last year?
Singhania says the focus has been
on the real estate business —
Raymond has just launched its first
project in Thane — which is com-
pletely different from textiles. "It's
all about the permissions," he says.
Raymond owns 130 acres in Thane,
valued around 5,200 crore accord-
ing to market estimates.

Lunch over, the waiters arrive
with a mango roulade cake for
dessert for me which I decline and
Singhania ponders vanilla ice-cream
and then decides against it and then
pick up a strain of thought. It is from
his mistakes that he has learnt the
most, he says. Which did he learn
the most from, I ask. Raymond's
denim merger was one. In 2006
Raymond tied up with denim maker
Uco of Belgium and what emerged
was a player with a combined capac-
ity for 47 million meters per annum.
However, multiple issues arose that
led to the collapse of the tie-up. The
consequence was heavy restructur-
ing costs. "Maybe I did it for the
wrong reason, or maybe not enough
homework went behind it, but it was
a mistake," he admits. "You learn
and move on, you can't ponder over
spilt milk."

Seconds later we are interrupted
by an assistant bearing a white note
which Singhania looks at before
exclaiming. "Some notice would
have been nice. Push it by half an
hour." There's always something on,
he explains, from product review
meetings to manager meetings to
someone landing up unscheduled
and so on. While his day starts at
around 7.30 am, Raymond's boss
says he only manages to grab the

day's newspaper and emails post
8.00 pm. "T've reached that stage
| in my life where, left to myself,
I'm happier not to travel."
His advice for millennial
entrepreneurs? "The thing
about managing money or
people when you get to a cer-
tain scale is that you have to
have a core value system in
place and do the right thing," he
says. "That's also the harder road
and to stay the course is even more
so. But that's the journey of life."

PEOPLE LIKE THEM

GEETANJALI KRISHNA

he other day, when Ram Kumar

I Singh came to say goodbye before
leaving for his village, I asked why

he was going at this time. He wanted to
cast his vote, he said. “And I also have to
check out a prospective groom for my
daughter,” he added. I was immediately
interested, having had many conversa-
tions with him about his eldest girl.
Straitened financial circumstances might
have forced him to seek employment in
Delhi, but every time he spoke it was evi-
dent that Singh’s heart was with his
daughter, a final year student in
Allahabad University. “She’s not keen on
marriage right now as she wants to study
further to become a teacher,” he said. “But

I have told her that she should do that if
she’s lucky enough to marry someone
who lets her.”

Iwondered aloud why Singh was hell-
bent on getting his daughter married. She
was a bright student and likely to make
something of herself with his support.
Singh responded by saying that he just
couldn’t afford it. For people like him,
higher education for daughters entailed
expenditure not only on tuition fees, but
had other invisible consequences. When
he explained these consequences, I
realised that "Beti Padhao, Beti Bachao"
and other government programmes to
empower girls would be more impactful
if there were a concurrent effort to change
mindsets and cultural practices.

“If I succeed in arranging my daugh-
ter’s marriage right now, I'll have to give
maybe a motorcycle and some gold in
dowry,” Singh said. “In my community,
marriages without dowry are unheard of.”
However, if he were to let his daughter
study further, that too a vocational course
in teaching that was bound to get her a
good job, circumstances would change.
For then he would have to look for grooms
with qualifications and jobs better than
those of his daughter’s. “Usually, boys in
my community who have good jobs in
banks or the government demand a
house or car at the time of marriage,” he

said. Singh, who works as a security guard
in Delhi and earns about 14,000 per
month, can’t afford to give so much. “I
also have a younger daughter to marry
off in a few years,” he said.

There was another equally compelling
reason why he wanted his daughter to get
married instead of studying further and
getting a job. The older she became, the
more he would have to give in dowry.
Singh explained that in his community,
if a good job made a bachelor more eligi-
ble, it was youth which was a girl’s most
saleable asset. “So, much as I love my
daughter,” he said, “I will be happier to
see her married young than have a suc-
cessful career.”

I realised that with the deeper pene-
tration of education, Singh’s daughter’s
generation could look forward to better
livelihoods than those of their fathers.
Yet, their lives continued to be governed
by regressive cultural practices like
dowry. “I probably won’t be able to afford
getting my daughter married if she
became a government school teacher,”
he said. “Neither can I afford to gamble
with her future by waiting for a good
dowry-less match,” he said. That’s why
he believed that women’s empowerment
schemes, were good for empowered
women. “For girls like my daughter,” he
said, “early marriage is the best.”

Gangland?

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

fall the sobriquets heaped by the
Oright — “sickulars”, “libtards”,

“presstitutes” — the one I'm most
partial to is Khan Market “gang”. As a
partial liberal, part-time secular, disqual-
ified member of the fourth estate, it felt
good to be nominated for the moniker
on the very day a bunch of us chose to
partake of its dubious pleasures. It wasn’t
entirely to our satisfaction because elec-
tion-induced prohibition took the edge
of what could have been a pleasant week-
end lunch. Far from planning coups or
bandying politics, the only thing subver-
sive on our mind was the option of choic-
es on the menu. Not quite a gang, we
were just a bunch of giggly, gossipy ex-
colleagues somewhat melancholic for
lack of liquid sustenance.

Khan Market is useful if not central
to our existence. For most of us, its book
stores have been a whistle-stop for piling
up the latest thrillers, biographies, sum-
mer reads and those endlessly banal
books on the state of India’s society, pol-
itics and business. My own children
don’t visit the bookstores but do keep
its many bars and restaurants in reason-
able profit. My wife shops — or sends
me to shop —for meats and cheeses, and
I stock up on tonic water and handy
bites while there. There’s a reasonable
variety of breads to be found. My son
discovered, quite by chance, a haber-
dashery where he gets his office wear
tailored. There used to be an apothecary
we would patronise, but it deals more
in spa and beauty products than medi-
cines now.

There’s other stuff we pick up from
Khan Market — the season’s first cher-
ries, for instance, our dog’s pet snacks
and shampoos, gifts for friends, crock-
ery, cutlery, readymades and shoes. I've
had paintings framed here, and bought
condiments. Flowers too, though they’re
expensive and best bought outside the
cemetery behind the market. My driver
used to take our cars there for repair, and
for reconditioning audio systems or
ordering upholstery and floor mats, but
has since shifted his custom to another,

cheaper place. Those of us who don’t
have the patience to shop for lights in
the wholesale markets of Old Delhi find
Lok Nayak Bhawan convenient, though
there’s a part of it that stinks inexplicably
of urine.

Khan Market’s come a long way from
when it had neighbourhood-style kirana
shops, a mithaiwalla from where we
bought samosas, one of the best music
shops in the city, and a butcher who
would make fresh keema while you wait-
ed. These have all gone the way of histo-
ry. Khan Market is now more expensive
and caters to the well-heeled, an aberra-
tion in the government colonies that sur-
round it. But it has something the tonier
malls don’t — a sense of belonging, a
place for people like us who don’t flash
branded bags and tint their hair blonde.
It may be mere coincidence that it shares
the vicinity with India International
Centre and India Habitat Centre where
the literati and culturati meet, and
remains a place where you're more likely
to bump into friends and acquaintances
than at most soirees.

It doesn’t feel “gang” like, and the
parking can be an ordeal, but if there is
a Khan Market tribe, it isn’t something
to be wary of. That it comes without a
membership fee and doesn’t require pri-
or approval is merely a bonus.
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WEEKEND RUMINATIONS

TN NINAN

Fertile ground for populism

nce the dust raised by the elections has settled, a new government

will have to deal with the economic slowdown. The issue to focus

on is not the usual one of how long growth will stay in the 6.5 per

cent region before moving back up to 7 per cent and beyond. First,
because we should not assume automatic reversion to what existed before, and
second because the credibility of the GDP (gross domestic product) numbers
has been shredded. Instead, the focus has to be on real numbers that can’t be
fudged, and these tell a troubling story.

Merchandise exports have been flat for most of the last five years. This
reflects the failure of domestic manufacturing, and has made the economy
more inward-looking. Tax revenue was buoyant but has now dropped short;
collections from the goods and services tax especially suggest that business is
not buoyant. The consumption numbers show a dip across many sectors, affect-
ing corporate sales and profits. Balance sheet stress continues because of high
levels of debt. All too many entrepreneurs are still busy with debt reduction
efforts; some are giving up and selling out, mostly (it would seem) to foreign
investors, and others are simply going bust.

The “core sector” output numbers on steel, cement and electricity don’t
suggest buoyancy. Corporate projects tallied by the Centre for Monitoring Indian
Economy are still at a long-term low, and the government funding of projects
has been squeezed (or payments not made for past work done) because of the
revenue shortfall. The external account is comfortable because of capital inflows,
but the current account deficit is too large for comfort.

The financial sector continues to be a drag. Credit flow has recovered but
banks are still in trouble (the state-owned banks have provided for bad loans at
a staggeringly high level of ¥52,000-plus crore in the latest quarter — nearly
twice the earlier figure). The next tier of lenders, the non-banking financial
companies, faces a liquidity problem flowing from general loss of confidence
about what is hidden in their balance sheets.

What does any government do when faced with such an all-encompassing,
multi-faceted slowdown? It uses monetary and fiscal measures to stimulate
economic activity. But interest rate cuts by the Reserve Bank have not so far
found reflection in the real rates in the market. As for fiscal policy, the deficit is
too large for offering any tax discounts, unless the government simply gives up
on fiscal discipline. If it does do that, a higher level of government borrowing
will create bigger problems for monetary policy. There is a third solution, which
is to force down the value of the rupee to make Indian products cheaper overseas
and thereby competitive, and to make India an attractive sourcing base for
global players, but no one in government has wanted to go down that road.

The real danger is that the momentum created by past reforms has run out
of steam, and that we need a fresh set of structural reforms designed to make
the system more competitive. There has been all too little of such reform in the
last 15 years, and so the agenda remains unchanged: Reforming the factor mar-
kets (land, labour, capital). This means changing key laws, and forcing state-
owned companies to face hard budget constraints (no bail-outs for Air India
and its ilk). This is next to impossible politically, given that the losers will be
workers and farmers who are already seen as having lost out.

The flow of facts and logic leads to one conclusion: The country should be
ready for slower growth. This is already evident, but has been masked by the
fiddling with (and suppression of inconvenient) GDP and employment numbers.
The economy dropped to well below the key 7 per cent growth benchmark
towards the end of the Manmohan Singh government, and even the official sta-
tistics put it at lower than 7 per cent today. Since that is not fast enough to
provide jobs for the young, the fall-out will be political and social, on ground
made fertile by an under-performing economy for the rise of populism.
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If Pragya wins on Thursday

Never has one constituency had such a bearingon Indian
nationalism and the pretence of a Gandhian polity. So what
if PM Modi doesn't forgive herin his heart?

e have to acknowledge ‘Sadhvi’ Pragya

s " ; Singh for one achievement. She has suc-

ceeded in doing what no one has yet been

able to do to Narendra Modi and Amit Shah: Put them
on the defensive.

She also managed to do another thing her party
brass truly hates: To lose the power of deciding head-
lines. After brilliantly using the strategy of changing
and controlling the headlines for five years, the BJP
ends the campaign with just the one they didn’t want.
For the first time in this the entire duration of their
public lives yet, Mr Modi and Mr Shah were given a
case even they found indefensible.

A few of the BJP’s Twitter-happy usual suspects,
including minister Anantkumar Hegde and IT cell
head Amit Malaviya, initially jumped to her defence
or to take “the debate on Gandhi and Godse forward”.
All were squashed. The last five years have shown that
the BJP can defend or dismiss as irrelevant anything
offensive by a party person against anyone, individual
or community. This includes an “Ali versus
Bajrangbali” bigot, why should there be electricity on
Eid but not on Diwali dog-whistle, a “Modi ki Sena”
claim, the “illegal immigrants are termites” slur, the
Rahul the “Pappu” has now brought his “Pappi”
(Priyanka) crack.

But taking on the Mahatma, forget it. Some might
do it in whispers, debate his “blunders”, blame him
for Partition, but in drawing
rooms, goshthis or shakhas. Never
in public. Not after having spent
the past seven decades distancing
your ideological parent RSS from
his assassination.

Here, a prized, saffron-clad
candidate, a Hindutva icon under-
trial in a terror case you fielded
and defended with the usual
“innocent until proven guilty”
line, is calling the Mahatma’s
assassin a patriot. You do not take
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to malign the Hindus by inventing the bogey of saf-
fron terror.

Please make note of two points here. The first, the
reason why it is now impossible for his party to dista-
nceitself from ‘Sadhvi’ Pragya: She was their deliberate
choice, to make what they see as a principled point.
And second, an irony: Even to explain this political st-
atement, the expression Mr Shah used was a Gandhian
trademark: Satyagraha. When you employ the unique
form of non-violent protest Gandhi gifted to mankind
to defend your choice of a person who hails his assassin
as a patriot, you know where you are headed.

Never do the wrong thing even if for the right rea-
sons is a good principle, in life or politics. The BJP
has a bone to pick with Digvijaya Singh, we know. He
has been the Congress party’s most vocal spokesman
on “Hindu terror”. He has also gotten ahead of himself,
raising questions about New Delhi’s Batla House
encounter and the sacrifice of yet another heroic
police officer, Mohan Chand Sharma, decorated with
a posthumous Ashok Chakra for that encounter, like
Hemant Karkare in 26/11. Later, he also spoke in
endorsement at the release of a book calling 26/11 an
RSS conspiracy.

In the BJP’s view, he deserved to face the most
prominent face among the radical Hindu activists
arrested on terror charges. Until late last month,
when Pragya Thakur made her first headlines by
calling Hemant Karkare names
and claiming that he died because
she put a curse on him and his
family (we should remember that
his shattered wife also died six
years after his death in 26/11, inci-
dentally on the anniversary of the
September 29 Malegaon bomb
blast), and then boasted she had
climbed the dome of Babri Masjid
to break it, quick damage control
was done. Partly by sending her
on a maun vrat (vow of silence)

on the legacy of a man you also
hail as Father of the Nation. Not
in the year of his 150th birth
anniversary when you've so successfully taken away
the Congtress party’s original icon. The prime minister
himself takes great pride in escorting his foreign coun-
terparts to landmarks associated with the Mahatma,
rode the train in Pietermaritzburg, blogged on the
89th anniversary of the Dandi march, held forth in
Champaran on the centenary of that satyagraha, got
photographed spinning the charkhain Sabarmati and
made Gandhi’s familiar, rounded spectacle frames
the logo of his precious Swachh Bharat programme.

This, from Pragya Thakur, who actually counts for
a big cipher either in vote-catching ability or the par-
ty’s moral positioning, is a vicious kick in her prime
minister and party chief’s guts. They can’t even com-
plain, because they are the ones who consciously
pulled her out of nowhere.

SHEKHAR GUPTA

hy, was explained by Mr Shah at his press conf-
erence with Mr Modi. He said it was his party’s
“satyagraha” against the Congress party’s campaign

and partly by counter-attacking

Digvijaya and the Congress for

having “similarly insulted” Mohan
Chand Sharma. Her praise for Godse now leaves her
party no place to hide.

S ince 1989, the BJP has pursued a sharp strategy of
slow and controlled escalation. At any point of
time, beginning with the early days of L K Advani’s
Ayodhya movement, a more extreme “fringe” has been
cultivated. In the course of time, some are dumped.
Remember Sadhvi Rithambara, Praveen Togadia, even
Vinay Katiyar. Some are mainstreamed, from Uma
Bharti to Sakshi Maharaj, Sadhvi Niranjan Jyoti (of
Ramzade and Haramzade fame), to Yogi Adityanath.

This worked for three decades, but was too clever
tolast. Some of us had foreseen this. Do check out Ma-
instreaming the Lynch-Fringe, my National Interest
just after the Akhlaq killing by gau rakshaks in Dadri.
Pragya is only the latest, and the most embarrassing
example. It can’t even be described as a misstep, bec-
ause the party president has himself told us that this
was a deliberate, well-thought out move, a satyagraha.

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

This was an utterly unwise statement of intent, drawn
partly from an all-conquering hubris and partly from
a misreading of how Indian nationalism has evolved.

It lies in believing that somehow Hinduism (and,
by implication, Hindutva) is the primary glue that
keeps India together, and defines its nationalism.
Further on, it narrows down Hinduism and Hindutva
to the RSS-Hindi heartland vision: One faith, one peo-
ple, one language, one nation. India is much too
diverse to keep its cohesion like this. Mr Modi has to
remember that even if he gets a full majority, in four
of the southern states, Andhra, Telangana, Tamil
Nadu and Kerala, the BJP will be blessed to win even
two seats out of 103 if at all. All parts of India, like
these, will resent this kind of Hindu-isation, an
immune reaction will kick in, setting off a centrifugal
rash. This runs contrary to the vision of our founders
who built us as a voluntary federation of states. There
was no one vision flowing from a faith, a scripture or
an ideology. That is why India has not only stayed
together so marvellously, but become stronger and
more secure with the passage of each decade. And
the ideological state next door, Pakistan, broke up.

India’s great gift to the modern world is its comfort
with diversity. This, in a world where different cultures
find it increasingly difficult to co-exist, as in West Asia,
isabrand value that will have the greatest return on in-
vestment, going ahead. And if India is the world’s gre-
atest brand for diversity, Mahatma Gandhi is what Sw-
iss philosopher Carl Jung would call its brand archetype.

Fighting, repudiating, bad-mouthing Nehru is
easy. Some people already call Indira and Rajiv
Gandbhi’s assassins heroes. Mahatma Gandhi, even for
those on the extreme Hindu Right who believe he
founded the politics of Muslim “appeasement”, is sui-
cidal to target. Mr Modi may indeed be honest in say-
ing his heart will never forgive Pragya. He could begin
by praying that she doesn’t win next Thursday. Or, it
will be an embarrassing five years swearing by the
name of Gandhi, and carrying along in your parlia-
mentary party one hailing his Killer a hero.

By Special Arrangement with ThePrint
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China could pay a high price for US taritfs

MOHAMED A EL-ERIAN

y putting more barriers in China’s
Bpath to US markets and, in the

process, risking some short-term
damage to the domestic and global
economies, the US President Donald
Trump could exact a heavy long-term cost
on the world’s second-largest economy.
Indeed, he may even threaten China’s
chances of eventually entering the ranks
of high-income countries.

Chinese leaders have long known that
they need to change their development
model if they are to make this difficult tran-
sition, powering through the dreaded “mid-
dle-income trap” that’s tripped up so many

other developing countries. For two decades,
they relied on global markets to provide a
crucial tailwind while they pursued reforms
at home. But this is changing now that the
US is increasing tariffs on Chinese imports
and limiting their tech companies’ access to
US markets. Also, some US companies have
already begun to reorient their supply chains
away from the mainland.

With external tailwinds turning into
headwinds, China will need to rely far
more on domestic demand to generate
prosperity. To do so without building up
risks in the financial system, Beijing would
need to promote far greater household con-
sumption and private investment, rather
than relying on the debt-fuelled govern-
ment investment and inefficient state
owned enterprises that have helped drive
domestic engines of growth for most of the
last several decades.

This effort will fail unless the govern-
ment can overcome three habits that tend
to reassert themselves whenever economic
and financial insecurities increase in China.

The first is the tendency for households
to sock away more money as a form of self-
insurance. Especially when they’re uncer-
tain about their economic prospects,

Chinese households revert to parking away
higher savings to safeguard their future
ability to pay for things like hospital bills,
education for their family, and retirement.
China’s success in prudently reducing
its household saving rates in recent years
appears to have stalled in the last 12
months. The latest high-frequency eco-
nomic data, including this week’s lower-
than-consensus expectations for retail
sales and industrial output, suggests the
problem may get worse before it gets better.
China needs to do more to provide house-
holds with pooled insurance mechanisms
(including improving health insurance,
education and pension systems) so that
they can feel more confident spending.
The second trend is the tendency for the
government to revert to fiscal and monetary
stimulus whenever the economy hits a soft
patch. Recent evidence suggests that such
measures are less effective than they used
to be, requiring much more debt per unit of
GDP to stabilise growth. This only adds to
the risks building up in China’s financial sys-
tem. Most development economists argue
that to avoid the middle-income trap, coun-
tries instead must lead with the supply side,
securing further productivity gains and

diversifying their domestic economic base.

The third is the government’s tendency
to fall back on state-owned enterprises to
boost GDP. Most available evidence sug-
gests that the efficiency and productivity
of these companies is low and declining,
while their contributions to China’s debt
load and resource misallocations are
increasing. China instead should be
empowering its more efficient private com-
panies to be responsible for the bulk of jobs
and growth in the economy.

So far China has resisted following the
examples of Canada and Mexico in making
concessions to the Trump administration
in order to defuse trade tensions and build
a more sustainable economic relationship
with the US. If it also cannot resist indulging
these three habits, its multi-decade record
of impressive economic performance, not
to mention its future prospects, will be at
serious risk. That would only further
embolden those US policy makers who,
driven by both economic and national secu-
rity considerations, hope their actions now
will dampen China’s ability to challenge
America’s global dominance.

© Bloomberg

Celebrity overdose on IPL helps or hurts brands?

A

YES, BUT...

SANDEEP GOYAL

he IPL this year was an even bigger
I hit with television reach topping 444
million viewers — 259 million in
Urban, 186 million in Rural —in BARC Week
18, May 3 data, and video viewership on
Hotstar crossing 175 million in just the fourth
week of the tournament. Subsequent weeks
data, I am sure, will show even higher num-
bers. No wonder, therefore, while the eight
teams slugged it out for supremacy in the
stadia, there was another much bigger battle
of the brands raging off the field, on your TV
screens. So much was after all at stake.
Vodafone started a new trend way back
in 2009 when they launched a special ‘IPL-
only’ campaign with the ZooZoos, based on
the realisation that the T20 tournament is
the biggest (and zaniest) television property
of the year, by far, and hence merits brand

creatives that are different. The ritual has
gained momentum over the years, and today
many more brands debut on the IPL, and
there are many more who create bespoke
advertising only for the IPL window. Tata
Harrier, Netflix Selection Day, and Sporto
Red were among the noticeable debutants
this year; Cadbury Fuse, Dream 11, PayTM,
Zomato Premier League, Frooti, Myntra, and
Vimal Elaichi, besides some others, broke
new campaigns on the six-weeks long tour-
nament on Star Sports. Similarly, on Hotstar,
‘IPL-only’ campaigns were run by Wrogn,
Peter England wedding suits, Netflix-
Bahubali, Halaplay, Fanfight, Freecharge,
Budweiser, Cadbury gems, and ZooZoo
Fanbreaks. All underlining the growing
importance of the IPL to most brands seeking
millennial audiences.

Yes but, the most dramatic change that
the IPL has witnessed this year is the over-
load of celebrities being used by various
brands to stand-out at the IPL. There was
not one, not two, not three but four Akshay
Kumars on show in the Tata Intra mini-truck
ad; Akshay was also seen peddling Envy
‘French’ deos and Policybazaar; Virat and
Anushka were together, yet never in the same
frame, in Google Duo and Myntra; Virat was
alone in TooYumm; but featured alongside
Harmanpreet and Mithali Raj for Royal
Challenge; Ajay Devgn was selling Vimal
Kesri; newly-weds Deepveer cosied up for
Lloyd aircons; Dream 11 had Dhoni who was

also pushing Bharat Matrimony and redBus;
Alia Bhatt and Varun Dhawan were seen
together in the Frooti Life campaign; new
comers Vicky Kaushal and Kartik Aryan were
featured by Vivo and Oppo; Aditya Roy
Kapur was also roped in by Oppo; Aamir
Khan was in PhonePe and Vivo; Shahrukh
was playing mentor to kids in Byju and V-
Nourish; Hema Malini continued her long-
standing support to Kent RO; Mr Bachchan
was fixing it for Dr Fixit; Ayushmann played
pivot for Polycab; Ranbir Kapoor and Paresh
Rawal were paired again in a new commer-
cial for Coca Cola; Ranbir was also paired
with Deepika in the Asian Paints ad. Phew!
The list could go on and on and on, and if I
were to also include the various cricketers
from the various franchises featuring in team
sponsor ads, it would be endless.

Suffice it to say there was almost as much
of Bollywood on screen as cricket and crick-
eters in IPL 12. Celebrities, young and old,
old and new, had been hired by brands as if
without them their brand would have no
identity. On the contrary, methinks, in the
overcrowded celebrity parade during IPL,
brands that did not use these famous crutch-
es perhaps fared better. Swiggy with its
endearing advertising, sans any famous
faces, had ads that had both cut-through and
high memorability. Who can forget the ‘gula-
bjamun’ ad they put out last year, and an
equally hilarious sequel this year?

On IPL, there is undoubtedly a lot of

celebrity clutter. To neutralise that, one
would presume, brands need to either hire a
bigger star to dwarf competition or have cre-
atives that are really outstanding and differ-
ent. Unfortunately, both formulas don’t nec-
essarily always work.

Just having a top-leaguer like Virat or
Akshay may not really help because these
busy stars are the face of far too many brands.
The danger therefore is that the star is
remembered, the brand is not. Newcomer
V-Nourish must have paid a bomb to hire
Shahrukh, and aired its commercials with
high frequency in the finals, but few if any
would actually recall the brand name.
Shahrukh to most viewers was just Byju.

For creatives that stand out, you have to
either invest in creating a property like the
ZooZoos or there is little hope of differentia-
tion. Ranbir’s acting and mannerisms are
just the same in Coca Cola and Asian Paints;
Aamir in PhonePe as the grandfather is
almost wasted; four Akshays in Tata trucks
don’t tell the story any better.

So, have a celebrity by all means; but let
him or her not just merge with the crowd of
other famous faces. At ad-spots that cost ¥9-
10 lakh per 10 seconds, and an endorsee that
puts you back for a crore to 10-crore, if you
are on IPL your choices are limited: either
stand-out or get-out.

Thewriteris an advertising and media veteran
sandeep@goyalmail.com

EYE CULTURE

SHREEKANT SAMBRANI

arendra Modji’s claim of hav-
N ing used a digital camera and

email in 1987 has got him bad
press because of the date, which is
close to or before the beginning of their
use anywhere in the world. That may
not be entirely undeserved. But one’s
claim to be an early user of an innova-
tion need not be questioned merely
because the person is from India, not
known for its receptivity to new
devices (especially in the last century).

I am almost certainly the first user
of laptop computers in India and
among the earliest in the world. In ear-
1y 1985, 1 had begun an association with
a Canadian engineering consulting
company working on a project for East
India Hotels. We struck an immediate
rapport. In the Canadians’ Delhi visit
in February-March that year, I initiated
them into the intricacies of one-day
cricket while watching live telecasts of
the World Championship Series then
being played in Australia (in which
Ravi Shastri won an Audi car as the
player of the series).

When they returned in April, one
of them had a Toshiba T1100 portable
computer introduced globally just
days earlier, which he had bought right
before leaving for India for Canadian
$3,000. The covetous gleam in my eyes
was evident to everyone, especially the
leader of the Canadian team. He per-
suaded his colleague to sell the
machine to me for 330,000 and voila!
Iwas the proud owner of this wonder-
ful new piece of hardware within 10
days of its being on the market.

The Toshiba machine was techni-
cally not the first portable computer.
Some experimental devices had been
on the scene off and on for about a
decade. But the Toshiba offering, ful-
ly compatible with the IBM PC, was
“the world’s first mass-market laptop
computer,” as its manufacturer most
truthfully claimed.

A generation later, it can be called
with some justification the dinosaur
of laptops: It was slow, had only 256
kb RAM, no hard disk, used the then
not readily available 3% diskettes
(the standard ones were the 5%” flop-
pies), had a monochrome orange dis-
play and limited graphic ability and
bulky as well. Toshiba proudly and
rightly said it weighed just(!) 4 kg and
fitted into a briefcase (it did, but took
up all the space). But in 1985, it was
nothing less than a marvel.

Thad a presentation to make to the
Oberoi board, with such distin-
guished members as B K Nehru and

Field Marshal Sam Manekshaw.
Although I showed the key numbers
in an overhead transparency presen-
tation, I had saved the sensitivity
analysis on the laptop. The venerable
board members were completely con-
vinced when the “little” machine
answered all their what-if questions
with a few quick key strokes. The hap-
py hour post the board meeting was
entirely consumed by their eager han-
dling of the computer.

A few weeks later, I had a meeting
with Baba Kalyani of Bharat Forge. He
used to come to the office after a morn-
ing round of the shop floor. That day
he was a little behind the schedule. As
I waited, his senior personal secretary
wanted to know what was in my shoul-
der bag. I told her it was a computer.
She did not believe it until I took it out
and showed her. More than a decade
later, I had called up Mr Kalyani’s office
to fix an appointment. I introduced
myself and the voice at the other end
said, “How can I forget you? You intro-
duced me to laptops!”

Late in 1985, I went to North
America for a series of meetings and
discussions. Although airport securi-
ty then was not as stringent as it is
now, I had to invariably take out the
laptop every time and demonstrate
that it was a computer, much to the
great amazement of the security per-
sonnel. And if I worked on it during a
long wait in the departure lounge, a
crowd was sure to collect, oohing and
aahing about the little wonder.

It was not just the hardware. The
Canadians also gave me Microsoft
Word, then just introduced. I found it
much more user-friendly as compared
to then Indian standard Wordstar and
started using it immediately. People
did not ask for soft copies of docu-
ments in those days, so I was spared
the need of converting Word files into
Wordstar. But I still think in Lotus 123
before building Excel worksheets!

So Mr Modi might be right in claim-
ing to have used a digital camera in
1987, because Megavision started sell-
ing its Tessera camera then. He could
have picked it up in his travels abroad
or one of his many admirers may have
presented him one. But the first truly
digital camera, the Fuji DS-1P, came
into the market in 1988, a year after Mr
Modi claimed to have taken Lal
Krishna Advani’s digital picture. He
could surely not have sent it through
email, because the rudimentary, non-
commercial services then available to
select few anywhere in the world could
not handle large picture files. Oh well,
that would not be the first time when
truth has been embellished a little and
certainly not the last!
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More support for
[-regret-collegium

Justice |S Verma regretted his role in collegium-creation, Fali
Nariman wished he never won & now Justice Kurian has regrets

OT SURPRISINGLY, GIVEN how the sexual harassment charges against CJI
Ranjan Gogoi were handled, to the allegations of intimidation of the com-
plainant, the pendulum seems to be swinging away from the untrammeled
power of the collegium,and towards the more consultative process envisaged
by the National Judicial Appointments Commission (NJAC) Bill that the Supreme Court
contemptuouslystruckdownin 2015.Indeed, the power of the collegium hasbeen abused
so often,and for solong, the disillusionment set in quite some time ago.

The collegium taking over the appointment/transfer of judges from the governmet
beganwith the First Judges case and got further consolidated in the Second Judges casein
1993.1In 2009, Fali Nariman,who was one of those who won the Second Judges case, said
he regretted winning the case since the collegium hadn’t really lived up to expectations.
And CJIJS Verma, the author of the main judgment also regretted this,arguing that what
he had envisaged was not primacy of the judiciary in appointments/transfers,but a more
effective government consultation with the CJI instead of just a token one.

The latest to say I-regret-the-collegium is Justice Kurian Joseph who was one of the
four judges who rejected the NJAC; only Justice ] Chelameswar, who stopped attending
collegium meetings as they were opaque/arbitrary, voted for NJAC. So,what was a 4:1
defeat could have become 3:2 if Justice Joseph had felt thisway a fewyearsago,and whois
to say this wouldn’t have swayed another judge to make it a 3:2 NJAC victory? At a Vidhi
Legal book-launch, Justice Joseph said that he was expressing his regret considerablyfaster
—inunder fouryears — than CJI Verma; while hewas once optimisticabout the collegium,
he said, it had only got worse.Indeed, even as he agreed with Justice Lokur on how separa-
tion of powers in the NJAC judgment—between government and judiciary—“is the tec-
tonicstructure of the Constitution” Justice Kurianhadruled s
“the present Collegium...lacks transparency,accountability
and objectivity..The trust-deficit has affected the credibility
of the Collegium...very serious allegations and manya time
notunfounded too,havebeenraised”.In 2015, hisjudgment
spoke of blatant violations, bad appointments, dictatorial
attitude of the collegium, etc,but at that point, he felt,“tome,
itisa curable situation yet”.

Ironically,suchisthe CJI’s complete power,much of what
Justice Gogoiaccused then CJI Dipak Misra of doing—in that
famous press conference along with three other judges—
such as presiding over benches where he had a self-interest,
were things he repeated as CJI; he presided over the first
bench that discussed the sexual harassmentallegations,and
even said this was part of a larger conspiracy to hobble him.

While the four judges raised the issue of judicial corrup-
tion—including allocating cases to certain benches— with
then CJI Misra, they also spoke of Justice CS Karnan who gave a list of 20 corrupt
sitting/retired Supreme Court and high court judges. While the letter of the four judges
spoke of the need to“revisit the process of appointment of judges and to set upamechanism
for corrective measures other than impeachment”, no action was taken under CJI Gogoi.
Indeed,evenafterthebribery charge against Justice Nirmal Yadav of the Punjaband Haryana
High Court, she was only transferred to another court and her case is still pending after a
decade; there hasbeen no properinvestigation of the charges made againstjudges—includ-
ing the then CJI—by former Arunachal Pradesh chief minister Kalikho Pul in his suicide
note.Some of thisfallsunderthe Judicial Standards and Accountability Bill thatwas brought
into Parliament in 2010—it was to have a National Judicial Oversight Committee,a Com-
plaints Scrutiny Panel and an Investigation Committee—but it got scuttled.

While collegium-supporters feel judicial independence is part of the Constitution’s
basic structure,and that consultation with the CJlmeans concurrence — which ishowthe
CJI hasthelastword — Justice Chelameswar said thiswas not the case in countrieslike the
US and the UK; in the US, the president appoints judges with the advice and consent of
the Senate. And while the proximate cause for the collegium was the government riding
rough-shod over the judiciary, Justice Chelameswar pointed out that the transfer of 16
high courtjudgesbythe Presidentin 1976 was done in consultation with the CJI. He records
how“of 53 appointments of Judges to some High Courtsmadein 1984-85,32 weremade
ontherecommendations of acting Chief Justices...itisbelieved that the senior most Judges
of some High Courts (from where the said 32 recommendations had originated) who ini-
tiated those recommendations as acting Chief Justices,were made permanent Chief Jus-
tices only after they agreed to recommend names suggested by the Executive”.

And, on theissue of the independence of the judiciary being part of the basic structure
of the Constitution, Justice Chelameswar quotes BRAmbedkar as saying, “it would be dan-
gerous to leave the appointments to be made by the President, without any kind of reser-
vation orlimitation, thatis to say,merely on the advice of the executive of the day”and that
“to make every appointment which the executive wishes to make subject to the concur-
rence of the Legislature is also not a very suitable provision”. And yet, AmbedKkar says, “to
allow the Chief Justice practically a veto upon the appointment of Judges is really to trans-
fertheauthoritytothe Chief Justicewhichwearenot prepared tovestin the President orthe
Government of the day.I therefore, think that that is also a dangerous proposition”.

The current crisis in the SCwill blow over, especiallyif the judges close ranks,as they did
after CJI Misraretired. But till there is untrammeled power for the Collegium and the CJI
and thereis no independent mechanism to investigate/sack corrupt judges, the crisis will
keep reappearing.Thelatest cases—three of them within the space of afewmonths—where
SC orders were changed by lower functionaries are yet another symptom of this.

GenderGOOGLY

Some Bengaluru colleges are punishing girls for better
performance by posting higher cut-offs for them vis-a-vis boys

With Justice Kurian
regretting his
collegium-support,
the anti-NJAC ruling
could have been 3:2
instead of 4:1 and
that could have
persuaded a third
judge to come
around—a case of
repent at leisure

TIS RATHER unfortunate that some colleges in Bengaluru are fixing higher cut-offs

for girls for admission into pre-University (PU, or +2/XI-XII) because girls have per-

formedbetterthan boys,and the colleges fear that a flat cut-off would mean that girls

will significantly outnumber boys in the colleges, affecting “gender balance”. This is
nothing but punishing girls for performing better.The irony is that the proponents of this
“affirmative action” are citing an order of Karnataka’s department of pre-university edu-
cation thatwas meant toencourage colleges toadmit more girls—thedepartmenthad asked
colleges to follow an equal number of girls and boys seat-matrix to ensure more girls were
given admission.The order did not specify anything on posting separate cut-offs.

In Bengaluru’s reputed Christ Junior College, the science cut-off for boys and girls is
94.1%and 95.1, respectively,whilein MES PU College, it is 92% and 95%! Similar cut-offs
have been posted for the arts and commerce streams, too. Affirmative action is based on
historic and continuing social disadvantage. While women have suffered such disadvan-
tageinadeeply patriarchal set up—areasonwhythere were fewerwomenin colleges—byno
stretch of understanding canboysbe considered disadvantaged in the particular case.Each
individual case mayvary, but as a norm, boys would have received the same opportunities
tolearn.Also,in the face of anyfear of boys being left behind by girls, the focus should be on
creating more infrastructure. When nearly every expert sees greater participation of women
in thelabour force as key to future growth, stunting them at the start isa cardinal sin.
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(% POST-WWII ORDER GONE

RATE OF PROGRESS

FROM JANUARY 2015 TO JUNE 2018, THERE WERE SEVEN REDUCTIONS IN THE REPO RATE,
AMOUNTING TO 200 BPS, AND BANKS' WALR CHANGED BY 205 BPS DURING THE PERIOD

German chancellor Angela Merklel

There is no doubt that Europe needs to reposition
itself in a changed world. The old certainties of the
post-war order no longer apply... they are forcing us,
time and again, to find common positions

Banks have been

transmitting rate cuts

RE WE BEING unfair
when we constantly fret
over the slow transmis-
sion of interest rates by
banks when the repo rate

is cut? This has become a habit of late,
one where there is a lot of concern
raised on the slow transmission
process. The storyline is now familiar.
RBI lowers the repo rate and is joined
by the government which presses
banks to take action on lending rates.
Periodically,bankers are summoned to
Delhi, and the case is put forward on
lowering rates. The view put forth by
economists and analysts is that the
banks are not following RBI's suit,and
that blunts the efficacy of monetary
policy. How faris this true?

Two things need to be understood
here.Thefirstis that thelendingrateis
driven by a formula. There is the base
rate and the MCLR (an improvement
over the base rate concept),which is dri-
ven by a formula. One variable in the
formulaisthereporate; that,however,
affectsaverysmall part of the total cost
of funds and is negligible (total LAF
borrowings at repo rate is fixed at 1%
of NDTL).The most important compo-
nent is the deposit cost, which has to
change. If this cost changes, the base
rate or MCLR will come down accord-
ingly.This becomes the benchmark for
banks to decide on otherlending rates.
Therefore, the crux is the changing of
the deposit rate and the benchmark
lending rate.

The second is that the mechanics of
interest rates changes.Banks first have
to lower deposit rates. But all deposits
are generally contractual and have
fixed rates till maturity. Hence,when it
comes to time deposits, the new price
can come inwith a hiatus,say,when the
deposits come for renewal orwhen new
deposits are reckoned. Therefore, even
if deposit rates are lowered, the impact
on cost would come with a lag. Now,
when it comes to lending rates, once

SABNAVIS

Chief economist, CARE Ratings
Views are personal

lowered, it would be applicable for all
loans and, hence, the revenue would
dip for the bank when rates are
reduced. Hence there is a priori reason
to believe that the pace of lowering of
lending rates will be calibrated with
time. But what is the true picture?

The accompanying graphic looks at
the changes in interest rates develop-
ments since January 2015.The move-
ments in the repo rate are mapped with
the changes in the extent to which the
WALR (weighted averagelending rate) on
fresh rupeeloans sanctioned has moved.

Theideahereistolookatthe month
inwhich the repo ratewas changed and
see the corresponding change in the
WALR during the period when the new
repo rate change wasvalid,which would
be till the next change in policy was
announced.From January 2015 toJune
2018, there were seven reductions in
the repo rate (six occasions of 25 bps
each and one of 50 bps),amounting to
200 bps, and the weighted average
lending rate (WALR) of banks changed
byan equivalent of 205 bps during this
period. This indicates an elasticity fac-
tor of 1. When the repo rate was
increased by 50 bpsin the next two poli-
cies,the WALR forbanksroseby 51 bps,
which is again an elasticity of 1. There-
fore, if one tracks the changes on the
repo and the reaction of banks to these
changes,itdoesappearthatbankshave
beenveryreceptive to policy.Thereislit-
tle reason to believe that there is any
transmission issue with banks.

The change will not be instanta-
neous for sure and will take time to

work out,as can be seen in the graphic.
There are processes involved in the
bank where the ALCO meets and
decides on the interest rate action. In
fact, when the rate-cut is allowed to
work through for a longer period of
time, which can be more than six
months, then the effect is sharper and
the past rate-cuts also get included in
the final impact. This has been soin all
the threeinstanceswhen the WALR has
changed by more than 40 bps over the
longer time period. In two of these
cases, the reaction was to an immedi-
atecutof only 25 bps—in October 2016
and August 2017.

Hence, quite to the contrary, it
appears that banks have actually been
very receptive to RBI’s policy changes
and passed on the benefit of lowerrepo

Change in repo

rates to the customers. This does not
appearapparentwhen onelooksatjust
thebaserateor MCLR that have tended
to be sluggish in changing as they are
driven by the formula where the
deposit rate is critical. This is probably
why it does look as if banks lower their
deposit rates at a faster pace than their
lending rates. But, as the data shows,
thisisnot trueand banksdoin fact give
a good part of the benefit to the aver-
age customer. In fact, one could argue
that banks have been doing so even
though the NPAlevels have been high,
where the credit risk environment has
notbeen congenial. Ideally, these rates
should be less than elastic when the
credit risk perception is higher.

This data should also satisfy RBI
that has been trying to reconcile the
phenomenon of repo rate changes with
market interest rates.In a way, itis a
vindication of the efficacy of monetary
policy.Data,however,indicate that the
interest rate cut should be given time
towork through and, typically,alonger
time-period relates well with policy
changes. There is definitely no need to
get overly critical of bank reaction to
policy changes.

Quantum Quantum of

of change Period of new repo rate change in WALR
Jan 2015 -25 Jan-Feb 2015 -17
March 2015 -25 Mar-May 2015 | 29
June 2015 . -25 Jun-Aug 2015 | -9
Sep 2015 | -50 Sep'15-Mar 2016 ' 50
Apr 2016 -25 Apr-Sep 2016 -12
Oct 2016 -5 Oct 16-Jul2 017 | .55
Aug 2017 -25 Aug 17-May 2018 -40
Jun 2018 ' +25 Jun-Jul 2018 | +23
Aug 2018 +25 Aug 18-Jan 2019 ' +28
Feb 2019 -25 Feb 2019 -12
Apr 2019 -5 | '

Source: RBI

Don't drag India into a trade war

For the US to be a stakeholder in

India’s future, trading some
short-term gains for more

important long-term returns is

implicitly required

First China. Now India? In recent
months, US president Donald Trump
has made clear that the trade war will
reach beyond the People’s Republic.
Not onlyhas he threatened Japan and
Europe with import duties on cars,
he’s repeatedly blasted India as “the
tariff king.”

Trump has obsessed over the Asian
giant’s high levies on Harley-David-
son motorcycles and complained
about its modest $24.3 billion sur-
plus in trade with the US. In March,
the president gave Congress notice
that he plans to terminate duty-free
privileges for $5.6 billion worth of
Indian exports to the US.He could do
so at any moment.

And Trump may not stop there.
Hisadministration is toying with the
idea of exercising the same legal
authority used to levy unilateral tar-
iffs against China to impose higher
duties on India. Imagine the world’s
largest democracy, which Washing-
ton has diligently sought to enlist as
an ally against Beijing, being lumped
together with America’s main strate-
gic competitor.

India represents the rare bright
spot in US foreign policy. With much
difficulty, a years-long, bipartisan
effort has greatly deepened ties with
the prickly emerging power. Once
considered the ultimate swing state,
India is now seen as the fulcrum of
the White House’s Asia strategy.

Trump’s trade tactics appear to
reflect a belief that the US can fight
tooth-and-nail with friends such as
Europe and Japan without jeopardiz-
ing broader strategic ties or under-
mining efforts to balance China.Even
in the unlikely event he’s right, given
that those longtime allies count on
the US security umbrella, that’s
hardly a winning play in India.

The country hasn’t entirely shed a
post-colonial mindset; it fervently
valuesitsautonomyand its placeasa

non-aligned nation. Regardless of
how powerful strategic ties have
grown in recent years, India still has
no interest in a formal alliance with
the US.

Successive US administrations
have generally been willing to respect
India’s choices. At the same time,
they’ve quietlylabored to strengthen
habits of cooperation. Through a
series of actions — in particular a
civilian nuclearagreement reached in
2005 — these administrations have
effectively declared: “India’s rise lies
in America’s interests.”

If frictions were now limited to
trade, those common
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has little choice but to respond with
retaliatory duties.

This would run counter to India’s
own interests, of course. A trade con-
frontation with the US would under-
mineitsargument that global compa-
nies should choose its huge, young,
tech-savvy market as an alternative to
China.Foreign investmentis crucial to
helping India develop its economy
and play a more robust regional role.

It’s also worth pointing out that
Trumpisnotentirelywrong.Indiaisin
need of trade reform and could have
taken useful steps after Washington
launched an April 2018 investigation

into its practices and

interests might provide "SSSS————————— before the onset of the

enough glue to main-
tain this positive

India represents

current political season.
Instead New Delhi made

momentum. Instead, the rare brightspot gcant progress and even

the Trump administra-
tion’s complaints have
expanded to include

in US foreign
policy. With much

slid backwards. The new
government should
swiftly revisit illiberal

demands that India cut d'fﬁCUItY' a yfea " trade policies that hamper
oilimports from Iran to long, bipartisan India’s regional economic
zero and abruptly end effort has greatly integration, exports,
significant arms pur- deepened ties global competitiveness
chases from Russia, or and labor productivity.

else face sanctions. The ——————

president has even
belittled India’s significant develop-
ment contributions in Afghanistan.

All this only reinforces the suspi-
cions some Indians still hold about
US reliability. Being a stakeholder in
India’s future implicitly requires
trading some short-term gains for
more important long-term returns.
The Trump administration should
remember that an economically
vibrant India will also be a much
more capable strategic partner.

A hasty step such as removing
developing-nation trade benefits, on
the other hand, could begin to under-
mine the core logic of the partner-
ship.Whatever government emerges
from Indian elections that conclude
later this month may well decide it

A number of those
policies are actually
designed with China in mind. Like the
US, India runs by far its largest trade
deficit with its wealthier neighbor. If
just afforded a chance, it might qui-
etly lend a hand to US efforts to
change China’s trade approach.

The Trump administration should
give Indian leaders at least a couple
months to get organized and draft
some serious proposals,including on
e-commerce restrictions. While the
US dukes it out with China, India can
hopefully getits act togetherand give
Trump less incentive to launch
anotherill-advised trade assault.

This column does not necessarily
reflect the opinion of the editorial
board or Bloomberg LP and its owners

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

BJP loses its

moderate guard

It is sad that in this day and age we
are expending our time and energy
on discussing whether Mahatma
Gandhi's assassin Nathuram Godse
was a terrorist or a patriot. Things
have now come to such a pass that a
candidate fielded by India's ruling
and principal party could openly hail
Godse as a desh bhakt. One man's
terrorist is not just another man's
freedom fighter, but also a patriot, it
would seem. Pragya Singh Thakur's
unabashed glorification of Godse
was clearly beyond the pale. Still
several BJP leaders are unapologetic
about her eulogizing Godse. One
BJP leader described Mahatma
Gandhi as the Father of Pakistan.
Another leader said if Godse killed
one person, Rajiv Gandhi killed
thousands, 1700, to be precise.
Thankfully, Sadhvi agreed to toe the
party line of respecting Mahatma
Gandhi and refusing to extol Godse
as a patriot. BJP was under political
compulsion and pressure to extract
an apology from the saffron-clad
‘firebrand’ leader. Be that as it may, it
is hard to comprehend why a patriot
should kill or want to kill another
patriot or compatriot. To her credit,
Sadhvi did not say that Mahatma
Gandhi was not a patriot. While
Sadhviwas honest enough to say
what she felt about Godse, most of
her party men are hypocritical. They
share her view of Godse, still
maintain a strategic silence
condemn one among their number
for fear of public anger. The
glorification of Godse by a person
who prospered in BJP tells us
something about the party and its
virulence. Despite the claimed
divergence between her 'personal
view' and 'party view', Sadhvi
certainly represents Sangh Parivar's
world-view or else she would not
have risen to her present 'stature’
and 'fame’. With the take-over of BJP
by the Modi-Shah duo, the
moderates in the mould of Vajpayee
in what is essentially a Hindu right-
wing party have become extinct.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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CONOMICS IMPACTS POLI-

TICS—and the otherwayround

isequally true. Eleven rounds of

the Sino-US trade talks led by

China’sVice-Premier Liu He (an
economist) in Washington DC failed to
reachatrade deal,with the USincreasing
tariffs on $200-billion worth of Chinese
goods from 10% to 25%. Tariffs on the
remaining $325-billion worth of goods
atthatrateare to follow. Despite US Pres-
ident Donald Trump’s warning, China
has retaliated with a tariff hike of 5% to
25% on $60-billion worth of US goods.
While China has framed the retaliatory
measures in terms of respect and dignity,
the American tariffs go well beyond the
economic dimension. In fact,the Ameri-
canresponseappearsas part of an evolv-
ing strategy that takes a long-term pic-
ture of China as an economic and
strategic rival. Clearly, the trade dispute
has multiple dimensions.

There is ample writing on the wall to
suggest that the here and now matters
much less to the American long-term
strategicinterests.The recent statement
by the US Secretary of State, Mike Pom-
peo—that of China posing a challenge of
“an authoritarian regime that’s inte-
grated economically into the West in
ways that the Soviet Union never was”™—
is an inkling of how the US views China:
Somewhat of a formidable combination
of the politics of the Iron Curtain with the
economics of the Japanese miracle. This
constitutes the backdrop to the Sino-US
trade talks.

The US has cited China reneging on
negotiations where the ‘enforcement
mechanism’ remains a point of con-
tention. The US has been trying to pin
China down to legislation—regulations
and laws embedded in the legislative
process aimed at curbing forced tech-
nology transfer and intellectual prop-
erty protection, rather than have the
continued scenario where foreign com-
panies are welcome into China but have
to partner with local companies, which
forces transfers.

The many facets of Sino-US trade dispute

The bottom line is that Xi Jinping may have provoked the dispute, departing from the dictum of China “biding its time”
before its time—a cumulative backlash to China’s actions in Taiwan and North-east Asia, and the South China Sea

On the other hand, China views that
tariffsand Chinese imports from the US,
not ‘enforcement mechanism’, are the
keyissues.Chinaappeared to have agreed
to an ‘enforcement mechanism’ but
backtracked, the reason why the US says
China reneged on negotiations. Instead,
China supports a nuanced ‘regulatory
mechanism’. While legislation would be
enforceable and transparent, a ‘regula-

tory mechanism’ would work differ-
ently,where the Communist Part/

(CCP)/state could work it to

e
=

advantage on an ‘on and
off’ basis. The Chinese
themselves may not be
necessarily opposed to
‘regulatory mecha-
nism’as they view the
CCP as the reincar-
nated  Confucian \
‘paternal
state’/emperorship of
yore that upholds the
‘mandate of heaven’,and
national interests rather
than personalistic interests.
That said, the American tar-
iffs go well beyond the economic
dimension and should be understood in
in the context of China’s rise and recent
actions. China’s territorial claims in the
East and South China Sea, land reclama-
tion, military facilities and maritime
militia in the South China Sea have
caused concern. In a striking departure,
British and French ships have joined the
Freedom of Navigation Operations
(FONOPS).Recently, India participated in
naval exercises with the US,Japanand the
Philippines in the South China Sea.
Otherkey differences between the US
and China include Taiwan and North-
east Asia (North Korea), areas where
China challenges the primacy of the
American ‘pivot’. On Taiwan, China feels
anational anxiety underpinned by a feel-
ing that time is running out for reunifi-
cation. This has to be understood in the
context of Taiwan’s demography.Taiwan
hasapopulation of 23.7 millionand 40.7

“..Ithink the experience of Hong Kong
teaches the Taiwanesealot.”

As for North-east Asia, it continues to
be unstable, with renewed tensions fol-
lowing North Korea’s resumption of short-
range missile tests (May 4 and May 9,
2019), the first missile launches since the
North Korea’s ICBM in 2017.1In a parallel
development, the US has seized North
Korean cargo ship named Wise Honest
(exporting North Korean coal) for violat-
ing sanctions.Wise Honest has been towed
away to Pago Pago,American Samoa.

North-east Asia has gained centre
stage once again, given that the diplo-
matic high following President Trump-
Chairman Kim summit (Singapore,2018)
hastouched anewlow—following the dis-
membered talks at the President Trump-
Chairman Kim summit (Hanoi,2019).
The optics in North-east Asia is
critical,given thatitis thelastbas-

tion of the Cold War between
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While it is a forgone conclusion that both the US and China will be
affected by tariffs, China will be more so. In the US, the load of
tariffs will impact US importers and indirectly impact consumers
who now have to pay more for Chinese goods. For the Chinese,
the tariff hike shows that President Trump is no ‘paper tiger'
=" " .1}

isthe current medianage.Thoseaged 65
and above will make up 20% of the total
population by 2026. In other words, the
post-1949 generation (born and brought
up in Taiwan) is increasing,and the older
generation with memories of China and

the emotional impulse of reunification
is decreasing.

Instead of reunification, Taiwanese
President Tsai Ing-wen,who facesre-elec-
tion (January 2020),has called for support
of Taiwan’s democracy, tellingly saying:

China, North Korea and Rus-

siaononehand,and the US,

South Korea and Japan on
the other.

Much of the enthusi-

asm surrounding the

’ 4.27 Panmunjom Decla-

ration (April 27,2018),
which marked the first
Inter-Korean meet in a
decade,hasdissipated.The
key Panmunjom Declara-
tion for Peace Prosperity and
Unification of the Korean Penin-
sulaat Panmunjom (the first Inter-
Korean meet) that affirmed the conver-
sion of the armistice agreement into a
peace agreement and a nuclear-free
Korean peninsulaisyet tomaterialise.The
fourth Inter-Korean meet is yet to take
place. On ground, UN operations have
stalled DMZ Tours to Panmunjom at the
DMZ (Demilitarised Zone).

The UShasbeen frustrated that sanc-
tions on North Korea have had limited
impact on North Korea, given that for
China and Russia, North Korea is a ‘core
interest’. North Korea has been holding
up,despitebeingin the midst of what the
UN estimates a severe ‘hunger crisis’ Ten
million North Koreans are at risk after a
bad harvest,with the 2018-19 food crop
production 4.9 million metric tonnes,
the lowest since 2008-09. The food
deficit is estimated to be 1.36 million
metric tonnes.

The South China Sea and North-east
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Asia speak volumes about the niggling
issuesfesteringin the US backyard,whilst
Sino-US talks are out in the front yard.

While it is a forgone conclusion that
both the US and China will be affected by
the tariffs,Chinawillbe more so.In the US,
the load of the tariffs will impact US
importers and indirectly impact con-
sumerswho nowhave to pay more for Chi-
nese goods.The US maytilt towardsa ‘bet-
terlate than never’approach.

Forthe Chinese, the tariff hike shows
that President Trump is no ‘paper tiger’.
Despite the hoopla surrounding Sino-
US trade talks (or even the summit
meeting with Chairman Kim in Hanoi),
Trump has walked away, holding the
line. This is a departure from the previ-
ous decades when China was given lee-
way,when it was weaker. Trump’s stance
may have afavourable bearing on his re-
election bid in 2020.

On China’s part,reactions to the tariffs
have been low-key and, if anything, have
been downplayed by the official media.
China’s commerce ministry has said that
‘necessary counter measures’would be
taken. Vice-Premier Liu He has sought
restraint on both sides and need to nip
‘unlimited escalation’in the bud likening
the talks to ‘running a marathon ... that
gets harder asyou reach the final stages’

Chinese media is showing restraint,
to0.The People’s Daily (Communist Party’s
newspaper) carried an article saying the
US had “misjudged China’s strength,
capacity and will, further escalating trade
friction between our two countries.” The
China Daily‘deeplyregrets’the tariff hike,
running a collection of comments by
global analysts on the implications of the
tariffs. Even the Global Times, known for
itsacidictongue,showed uncharacteristic
restraint, saying that 2019 marked 40
years of Sino-US relations and that“at 40,
one should no longer be confused.” China
is not blowing its own trumpet about the
retaliatory tariffs either.

Despite the lowbrow,low-key, muted
criticism of America and, importantly,
the absence of criticism about China’s
own political leadership, there is little
escaping political damnation. In China,
where ‘face’ (mianzi or ‘keeping face’) is
key, China seems to have ‘lost face’in the
global order. Has China erred in judge-
ment and made a miscalculation—of
departing from the dictum ‘biding its
time’beforeits time? That isthe question
that Zhongnanhai must ask itself.
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India's growth curve: TFP peaked in 2006
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Private investment remains weak
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Augmenting labour and capital is critical for raising

India's potential growth
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FTERTHE ELECTION results are
announced on May 23 and a new

government at the Centre is
formed, the focus must shift towards
the reform agenda.As gross domestic
product is assumed to be produced by

combining physical capital and human
capital at the economy’s overall level of
productivity or total factor productivity,

pushing up growth from 7% to 8%
would require reforms that augment
capital and labour.Areport by HSBC

says that the period from 2004 to 2006

reported a spurtin total factor
productivity and the capital stock,

Public investments crowd in private investment

(Unit response of all new private projects to one unit rise in all new public projects)

N,

Post May 23,
focus on reforms

raising India’s potential growth. Strong
global liquidity and growth too helped,
which pushed up India’s potential
growth level to 8%.

After the global financial crisis in
2008, India’s growth started falling
and all drivers of growth—capital,
labour and total factor productivity—
weakened considerably. Growth
performance since 2015 has been
different as the drivers are no longer
moving in tandem. The report points
out that the growth in the capital

stock s falling, reflected in the decline

in investment rate. Gross fixed capital
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Public sector's spend on

capex is likely to fall
(Capital expenditure; % GDP)

formation dropped to 28.6% of GDP
in FY18 from an all-time high of
34.3%b as private sector investment
remained stagnant at 11% of GDP
during the period. Household
investment, which accounts for small
and medium enterprises, reported a
steep fall—from 15.7% of GDPin
FY12t010.3%in FY18.

The report underlines the fact that
even if the new government does not
undertake any new big bang reforms,
but simply focuses on recently enacted
ones like GST,IBC and digital payments
to settle down, potential growth could

EErsseee—
——
‘)

ILLUSTRATION: SHYAM KUMAR PRASAD

rise from 7% to 7.5% through impact
on total factor productivity.

In order to raise public investment
in a fiscally responsible way, the
government needs to raise revenues.
Disinvestment, improving GST
structure, enactinganewand
improved Direct Taxes Code and
monetising land holdings can help in
raising funds. Higher fiscal revenues,
the HSBC report says, will give some
legroom for raising public,and thereby
private investment,as higher public
investment tends to crowd in private
investment in the country.

Public sector is running an elevated
borrowing programme

(Gross market borrowings; % GDP)
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BJP’S SADHVI TEST

Party may have sent her a show cause notice. But it is Sadhvi
who has posed a question to BJP on its nationalism

ADHVI PRAGYA THAKUR, accused in the Malegaon terror blasts case, who is

out on bail and the BJP’s candidate for the Lok Sabha elections in Bhopal, has

been issued a show cause notice by the party for her comments hailing

Mahatma Gandhi’s assassin Nathuram Godse as a “patriot”. The BJP’s discipli-
nary committee has given her 10 days to respond, reiterated party president Amit Shah
at a press conference on Friday, Prime Minister Narendra Modi by his side. The PM has,
separately, condemned Candidate Pragya’s remarks. The PM and the party president have
publicly disapproved of the Sadhvi’s comments, therefore, not long after they staunchly
endorsed her controversial candidature. Yet, the BJP’s Sadhvi problem may only just have
begun.

Pragya Thakur’s praise of Godse follows close on the heels of her outrageous claim that
itwas her curse that sent Hemant Karkare to his death — the Maharashtra ATS officer, who
led the probe into the Malegaon blasts case, died fighting terrorists during 26/11. At that
time, too, the BJP was compelled to distance itself from her remarks. There is no predicting
what the BJP may have to rush to explain or apologise for next — possibly on the floor of the
House, if she should win the election. But appointing a permanent spokesperson for apolo-
gies for Pragya Thakur’s remarks may not be a solution either. The Sadhvi’s comments on
Gandhi have only brought to the fore a simmering predicament that will not go away. There
is a deep strain of unease within the BJP and the Sangh Parivar with Gandhi, and his repu-
diation of the majoritarian claim and ethos, even as the Modi-BJP has set out to appropri-
ate political-culturalicons, especially Gandhi, in order to relegate the Congress. But the prob-
lem lies not in debating Gandhi, nor in criticising him. In fact, if anything, his deification as
Father of the Nation has meant that a deeply political thinker has not got his due share of dis-
agreement. The problem, really, is that today, the refuting of Gandhi comes wrapped in a toxic
nationalism that encourages a sense of seige in the Hindu majority, rides on a historical and
cultural illiteracy, and intolerance of the Other, and even emboldens violence.

Those like the Sadhvi were once said to be the BJP’s fringe. Today, her elevation in the
party is posing a crucial question mark against its moderate space. While a party can carry
along internal complexities and contradictions, Pragya Thakur’s candidature from Bhopal,
and her comments, highlight a larger question that the show cause notice sent to her
does little to answer: Does the BJP participate in, does it own up to, her version of desh
bhakti, her brand of nationalism? It is not so much the BJP that is asking the Sadhvi to ex-
plain herself today. It is the Sadhvi who has posed a question to the BJP on its national-
ism that it cannot evade or escape.

10 YEARS LATER

Sri Lanka is still to take steps towards reconciliation and
accountability, a decade after the LTTE’s defeat

T IS 10 years since the Sri Lankan military defeated the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam decisively, ending a long and violent chapter in the history of the island nation,
one that India was drawn into for a full decade, first on the side of the LTTE, and then
against them. The LTTE started off as an insurgency in response to the failure of the
country’s dominant Sinhala-Buddhist leadership to accommodate Tamil political aspirations.
In their quest for anindependent Eelam, the Tigers built themselves into a formidable fight-
ing machine that conscripted children and used human shields, as well as a ruthless ter-
rorist group that, with the 1991 assassination of Rajiv Gandhi, introduced the world to sui-
cide bombs. By the time its leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran, was killed at the end of the war
onMay 18,2009, it had lost all political purpose and had rejected every chance at a peace-
ful settlement. Prabhakaran had turned it into a cult of the leader. Over three decades, he led
the Tamil people into four self-serving “Eelam Wars”, for which they paid the heaviest price.

Rid of the LTTE, Sri Lanka could have been magnanimous in its military victory and
made efforts to heal the wounds of the Tamil community by addressing immediate post
war issues, including accountability in the Sri Lankan forces. Instead, unfazed by interna-
tional censure, it gave in to a triumphal Sinhala-Buddhist militarism, fanned by the
Rajapaksa clan that saw this as the way to perpetuate its own power. President Rajapaksa’s
2014 electoral comeuppance was supposed to be Sri Lanka’s new dawn. The militarism
wound down immediately, and in its first few months, the unlikely coalition of President
Maithripala Sirisena and Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe, seemed ready to do what
it would take towards political reconciliation and accountability, including a list of com-
mitments to the UN Human Rights Council. Unfortunately, their bickering with each other
ensured that some of those steps remain implemented on paper only, while constitu-
tional reform to address the Tamil political question is stuck.

The Easter bombings, claimed by the ISIS and carried out by what so far seems like an
ISIS inspired local group, have rudely destroyed whatever recovery Sri Lanka had man-
aged to make. The aftermath of the attacks that killed more than 250 people have cracked
wide open new ethnic faultines that might have been addressed if the Sri Lankan polity
had taken the task of nation-building and constitutional reform after the war as a serious
and urgent project. That the top two leaders of the country are still engaged in a game of
one-upmanship with each other inspires little confidence.

A MERRIER GAME

AirBadminton could rope in a new demographic,
let some fresh air and fun into the court

AKING A CUE from how the sport grew organically in back lanes and parks,

where more recreational players toss around the shuttle than those sweating

itoutin high-ceilinged indoor courts, AirBadminton is racing towards a 2020

season. This development holds the potential for roping in a new demographic
— from untouched corners of Africaand America as well as mixed 3-member teams from
the traditional hubs, in a fun format never seen before. .

For Indians, these are merry tidings. Not many childhoods have missed out on the
hurriedly assembled net and the endless summer afternoons and winter evenings spent
playing casually outdoors, with the sole motive of keeping the shuttle in play. Badminton
is perhaps the most popular recreational sport right upto the senior citizens category.

This isn’t too dissimilar to the 3X3 basketball that Americans indulge in with hoops
casually jutting out of outer walls. Or how South America scouts for its footballers — Pele
and Maradona were first spotted off the streets. Closer home, Indian outdoor shuttlers are
perhaps closest to how Pakistan channels its tape-ball cricketers and routinely unearths
150+ pace bowlers catapulted into the national team. Next to cricket, badminton has been
India’s second largest participatory sport — perhaps more even, given girls are not kept
away from the ‘building compound’ games. An organised tournament structure for the
outdoor sport might well mean that a Pullela Gopichand or Prakash Padukone with their
highly trained eye get invited as chief guests to many such breezy AirBadminton outdoor
tournaments, and can scout the thousands who for many reasons, financial mostly, never
knocked on the doors of the state of the art academies.
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WORDLY WISE
INTOLERANCE IS ITSELF A FORM OF VIOLENCE AND
AN OBSTACLE TO THE GROWTH OF A TRUE
DEMOCRATIC SPIRIT. —MaHATMA GANDHI

Gulf crisis, India’s stakes

Turmoil in Persian Gulf will hurt India’s economy. Delhi
must rethink policy options if US ignores its concerns

SANJAYA BARU

THE GEOGRAPHY, POLITICS, security and sta-
bility of West Asia over the past century have
always been about oil. Nations were created,
regimes were changed and wars have been
waged in the name of oil. From the First
World War till the Second Gulf War, it was
about Western powers securing access to oil.
Over the past decade, with the US becoming
self-reliant on the energy front, the focus of
US policy has shifted to retaining control over
the sources of supply, and not just ensuring
its supply. This is by now a commonplace ob-
servation. But it is an observation that mer-
its repetition. Renewed tension in the Persian
Gulf is not about over-powering Iran-spon-
sored terrorism. It is about securing control
over Iran-produced oil.

Structural changes in the market for en-
ergy have, in particular, reduced US depend-
ence onimported oil and, in general, Western
dependence on hydrocarbons. While the
trans-Atlantic nations, especially the US, no
longer depend on Gulf oil, Asian economies,
including China, Japan, South Korea and
India, depend critically on Gulf oil. India’s de-
pendence on imported oil has risen sharply
over the past decade, and now exceeds 90
per cent of its domestic consumption. By
destabilising regions of the world that supply
oil and gas, the US is throwing sand into the
engine of Asian economic growth, keeping
Rising Asia off-balance.

Consider the fact that US hostility to-
wards Venezuela and Iran is having the ef-
fect of imposing constraints on the supply
side at a time the market for oil was shifting
from being a sellers’ market into becoming a
buyers’ market. Decline in oil consumption
and the increased use of renewables had be-
gun to ease demand pressures, but geopoli-
tics has intervened to once again destabilise
the market. The countries most hurt are
India, China and several developing coun-
tries.

Having reinforced US influence within
the Arab Sunni world, the US has been seek-
ing to secure control of the Shia Islamic world

Be it hydrocarbons or
nuclear, any denial of access
to new sources of energy or
any increase in the cost of
energy can only hurt India’s
growth prospects as much as
it would hurt China. India
could suffer collateral
damage as a consequence of
US policy of the geo-
economic containment of
China. Indian diplomacy
will, therefore, have to ensure
that economic actions being
taken by the US aimed at
hurting China do not end up
hurting India.

—includingIraq, Syria and Iran. Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates, Iraq, Iran and
Kuwait are the major oil exporting nations
that increasingly sell their oil to Asian
economies, including China, India, Japan,
Korea and the ASEAN economies. Regime
change in Venezuela is also impacting the
supply of oil.

That President Trump seeks the geo-eco-
nomic containment of China is no secret. In
aninfluential treatise, The Rise of China vs The
Logic of Strategy (2012), Harvard scholar
Edward Luttwak made the point convinc-
ingly that the only way the US could deal
with arising China would be through its geo-
economic containment, applying “the logic
of strategy in the grammar of commerce”, by
restricting Chinese exports into (US) mar-
kets, denying raw materials to China insofar
as possible, and stopping whatever technol-
ogy transfers China would still need for the
future. Luttwak suggested that US policy goal
ought to be to slow down China’s economic
growth so as to ensure adverse domestic eco-
nomic and political consequences that
would exert pressure on China’s leadership
to act more in accordance with Western in-
terests.

Many countries, including India, may ap-
preciate Trump’s trade policy action against
China because they have all been saddled
with a persistent imbalance in their trade
with China. However, bringing energy into
play will not be acceptable to most
economies, especially those like India that
are now excessively dependent on imported
Gulf oil. Nor, indeed, can India afford to sup-
port any policy of containment against China
that would also end up hurting India.

That the military threat to Iran could in
fact be part of such a geo-economic con-
tainment is a point that another Harvard
scholar has more recently made. William R
Polk, a professor of history at the universi-
ties of Harvard and Chicago, views Iran as
“the missing pillar in an American policy of
imperium in imperio toward China. One way

or another — threat, surrender, regime
change or war — Trump believes that Iran
must be brought into line.” The “Trump
Doctrine”, suggests Polk, is that the US
should be able to dictate the pace of Chinese
economic growth by controlling the price
and supply of oil.

The use of access to energy as a neo-im-
perialist tool in a strategy of restraining the
rise of emerging economies is an argument
that has long been made even in the dis-
course on climate change. The former chief
economic advisor to the government of
India, Arvind Subramanian, had dubbed it
“carbonimperialism” — the strategy of deny-
ing access to coal and other hydrocarbons in
the name of climate change and thereby,
hurting developing country growth
prospects.

Be it hydrocarbons or nuclear, any de-
nial of access to new sources of energy or
any increase in the cost of energy can only
hurt India’s growth prospects as much as
it would hurt China. India could suffer col-
lateral damage as a consequence of US pol-
icy of the geo-economic containment of
China. Indian diplomacy will, therefore,
have to ensure that economic actions be-
ing taken by the US aimed at hurting China
do not end up hurting India also. Hence,
India has a stake in ensuring peace and sta-
bility in the Persian Gulf.

Sure, India can diversify its sourcing of oil
and reduce its dependence on Iranian oil, as
it has done before, but the problem of rising
cost will remain. The destabilisation of the
Persian Gulf will impact prices even before
itimpacts supply. Thatis already happening.
If President Trump is insensitive to India’s
concerns, New Delhi will have to seriously
rethink its foreign policy options since sus-
taining high economic growth with low in-
flation is a fundamental developmental pri-
ority and a key strategic objective.

The writer is Distinguished Fellow, Institute
for Defence Studies & Analysis, New Delhi

CURSE OF THE BLACK LAW

Asia Bibi’s plight retrains the spotlight on Pakistan’s Blasphemy Law

KHALED AHMED

THE BIG news on May 8 was that Asia Bibi,
acquitted two years ago by the Supreme
Court of blasphemy, was finally allowed to
leave for Canada to join her already exiled
family. She had rotted in jail for eight years
as the judges refused to challenge the injus-
tice of Pakistan’s infamous Blasphemy Law.
What the sessions court had ruled could not
be set aside by the High Court either. Even at
the Supreme Court, it took a lot of guts to let
the innocent woman walk.

A Christian, Asia Bibi was convicted of
blasphemy in 2010 under dubious circum-
stances. She was treated as an untouchable
by society, and called unclean because of her
religion whereupon a quarrel ensued. She
was then accused of insulting the Holy
Prophet, triggering prompt police action who
putherinjail. A cleric “maulvi” said she had,
indeed, blasphemed.

This “black law”, Pakistan Penal Code’s
(PPC) Section 295-C, inserted into the Penal
Code by an Act in 1986, has made hundreds
rot in jail. It seeks to punish with death indi-
viduals who insult the Holy Prophet in “word
gesture or innuendo” — it typically targets
the minorities in Pakistan.

The Ahmadis, declared a non-Muslim mi-
nority in 1974, collectively insult the Prophet
by allegedly violating the doctrine that he
was the last prophet. All Christians, by rea-
son of their belief in the Old Testament, at-
tract death penalty because the Old
Testament, which the Muslims believe is
fake, contains insulting references to the
prophets mentioned in the Quran. All the
Shia community, who disagree on the status
of the Companions of the Prophet, by innu-

This “black law”, Pakistan
Penal Code’s (PPC) Section
295-C, inserted into the
Penal Code by an Actin
1986, has made hundreds rot
in jail. It seeks to punish
with death individuals who
insult the Holy Prophet in
“word gesture or innuendo”
— it typically targets the
minorities in Pakistan.

endo insult the Holy Prophet, and therefore
may be collectively liable to be punished un-
der the law.

Since “insult” happens by innuendo, des-
ecration of the Holy Quran can also be con-
verted to “insult” if the judge so decides.
Hundreds of cases where the Christian com-
munity has been assaulted by mobs, relate
to the dispossession of land, removal from
job, plunder and rape. Most cases have been
reported in the press with a slant that goes
against the minority community. The police
have, more often than not, joined hands with
the mobs to persecute the Christians, and the
judges have passed unfair judgements un-
der pressure from groups pursuing
vengeance through the Law.

When the accused have been awarded
bail, they have been either attacked and
wounded or killed, thus establishing the
trend of not awarding bail to the accused. The
biggest flaw in the law, apart from conviction
on the basis of innuendo, is its FIR, used by
the semi-literate police officer to arrest indi-
viduals whom he is unable to protect from
the mob. Or, he leverages it to let off individ-
uals on the payment of a heavy bribe.

Why is Pakistan doing it? The latest wis-
dom is that the majority community wishes
toretain or enhance its identity through what
social scientist Francis Fukuyama calls
“isothymia” or the collective urge to be recog-
nised as “equal”. He explains the injustice
arising out of this urge: “Contemporary iden-
tity politics is driven by the quest for equal
recognition by groups that have been mar-
ginalised by their societies. But that desire for
equal recognition can easily slide over into a

demand or recognition of the group’s superi-
ority. Thisis alarge part of the story of nation-
alism and national identity, as well as certain
forms of extremist religious politics today.”

India follows in the footsteps of Pakistan
in setting aside what its founding fathers had
sought to avoid while writing its constitu-
tion. The violence unleashed against the mi-
norities by mobs in the streets while no ex-
isting law supports or allows it, is the new
“identity” trend. Fukuyama says: “National
identities can be built around liberal and
democratic political values, and the common
experiences that provide the connective tis-
sue around which diverse communities can
thrive. India, France, and the United States
are examples of countries that have tried to
do this. Such an inclusive sense of national
identity remains critical for the maintenance
of a successful modern political order for a
number of reasons.”

Most Indians who react negatively to my
opinion in The Indian Express express nothing
but contempt for Pakistan. But it is shocking
how most Indian critics of Pakistan forget the
imitative groove into which India itself has
fallen despite the fact that India has no com-
parable Blasphemy Law dishing out death as
the minimum punishment.

Pakistanis trapped.Its top judiciary, when
not manned by Islamists, lets the victims walk
after an average period of six to eight yearsin
jail. But a victim can get presented before a
court manned by “pious” judges, in which
case, he is sure to go to his death.

The writer is consulting editor,
Newsweek Pakistan

MAY 18,1979, ForTY YEARS AGO

ABSENT SIR

GOVERNMENT WHIPS WERE under severe
criticism from within the Janata Party in
Parliament over the defeat of the
Constitution’s 46th Amendment Bill in the
Lok Sabha today. Judging from the vote, there
was no difference of opinion in the party or
in Parliament over the amendment which
seeks to give statutory status to the Minority
Commission and the Scheduled Castes and
Tribes Commission. Yet the bill fell through
because not even the minimum 273 mem-
bers were present in the House at the time
of voting. Nearly 280 Janata members of the
Lok Sabha were in town last night to cast
their vote in the JPP polls, but in the House

today, out of the 205 members who voted
for the Constitution Amendment Bill, not
more than 180 members could be from the
Janata Party, which had the main responsibil-
ity in seeing the official bill through.

SPECIAL COURTS BILL

THE PRESIDENT GAVE his assent to the
Special Courts Bill that was passed by the Lok
Sabha last week. The bill, which will be
gazetted tonight as the Special Courts Act,
paves the way for the early trial of Indira
Gandhi, her son Sanjay Gandhi and some of
her Emergency associates. The government
is initiating steps to set up three special
courts in Delhi. The Chief Justice of India and

the Chief Justice of Delhi High Court have
been requested to nominate three sitting
judges to these courts.

ALIGARH VIOLENCE

SOME PARLIAMENT MEMBERS are respon-
sible for incitement in the incident that oc-
curred in Aligarh, recently. The minister of
state for home affairs, S D Patil, said in the
Rajya Sabha today that he had information
that “certain honourable members did in-
cite.” He did not name them and no mem-
ber pressed him to say who they are. He was
replying during the nearly five-hour long dis-
cussion on the incidents resulting in the clo-
sure of Aligarh Muslim University.
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Dividing to rule

The contemporary use of the policy of divide and rule demonstrates the persistence
of the temptation colonial rulers had givenin to

WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Brexit is obviously important, but it seems clearer now that the only way it will
be resolved is through a fresh referendum.” — THEINDEPENDENT

[t’s about social
justice, not welfare

To fulfill constitutional requirement, reservation must
be based onarigorous identification of
economic backwardness

tuted any commission to conduct arigorous
empirical analysis and instead has chosen
income and asset criteria by fiat. They also
runinto practical and conceptual problems.

Let us take the income criteria.
Practically, the income criteria is unwork-
able owing to the difficulty in assessing per-
sonalincomesin India and the fact that only
afraction of the population pays income tax.
In 2018, only 8.3 per cent of the total labour
force paid income tax, which in all likelihood
were employed in the organised sector. The
threshold of Rs 8 lakh per annum that is be-
ing touted as the income qualification may
end up including everyone but the top few
percentage of the Indian population. If 95
per cent of India’s population technically fits
into the category, the category has definitely
not been defined in a meaningful fashion
that can serve an affirmative action scheme.

The problem is not so much in the
threshold of income but in determining EWS
onasingle axis like income or asset holding.
This will be severely inadequate in identify-
ing the sections that suffer from trans-gen-
erational economic disadvantages that place
severe barriers in equal participation and op-
portunity. Itis only for this latter class of cit-
izens that the government can make a per-
suasive case of reservations above and
beyond welfare measures as a matter of
equality and social justice.

So,isit possible to create an index of eco-
nomic indicators that adequately define
EWS on these lines? The Mandal
Commission’s recommendations were un-
precedented in boiling down the complex-
ity of social stratification in India into meas-
urable indicators of social, educational and
economic backwardness. Defining EWS will
also be a challenging exercise, but far from
being impossible provided a commission is
allowed to evolve appropriate criteria and
methodologies.

Some possibilities are relatively easy to
start with. Rakesh Basant, an economist who
was also a member of Sachar Committee,
has argued that parental education has a
strong impact on higher education partici-
pation, much higher than even caste or com-
munity affiliation. Other economic criteria
can supplement parental education status
to prepare acomposite index of EWS. These
could include households headed by fe-
males, applicants who belong torural areas,
individuals or households located in noti-
fied slums, whose primary income source is
manual labour, and who are migrants from
poorer states like UP, Bihar or West Bengal.
Theindex can also contain disqualifications
for the creamy layer — ones that exclude
households which own a specified portion of
land or own living quarters of specified size
incities and towns, an automobile, or have at
least one family member with a group A or
B job with the Central or state government.

The EWS reservations could add a desir-
able dimension to India’s reservation scheme.
But this would depend on whether the pol-
icyisimplemented scrupulously in line with
the fundamental constitutional precepts.

KRISHNA KUMAR

“BEG TO DIFFER” was one of the many
phrases that made no sense but you had to
get used to them in order to learn English.
That this phrase would one day become es-
sential had never occurred to me. Now it has.
[ feel like using it all the time these days.
Differing from another person in public is
full of risk, so if begging secures you some
kindness in advance, there is no harmin beg-
ging. This is, of course, not why an English
gentleman said, “I beg to differ”.

Many old expressions that have gone out
of use in the native land of the English con-
tinue to be used in India. Our system of ed-
ucation keeps them alive. They are regularly
used in administration, police procedures
and in the judiciary. As an English-using na-
tion, our status has improved and many of
our English writers are treated as mother-
tongue speakers.

Consider the staple of colonial history. -
The English practised a divide and rule pol- |
icy, according to several Class 8 history text- i
books. According to them, Partition was a
consequence of this policy. If that is so, why l

are we doing the same thing now? Divide I

| ABUSALEH SHARIFF
AND MOHSIN ALAM
BHAT

THEINTRODUCTION OF the 124th constitu-
tional amendment that provides the possi-
bility of quotas for the “economically weaker
sections” (EWS) hasrekindled the debate on
reservations. These quotas diverge from
reservation policies for the Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes and other socially and ed-
ucationally backward classes, by jettisoning
caste or community identity as the basis of
identifying beneficiary groups.

Parliament’s power to amend the
Constitution is limited by the basic structure
doctrine, according to which no law can vi-
olate the Constitution’s essential features. In
order to meet the established constitutional
parameters, the conceptualisation and im-
plementation of EWS reservations must sat-
isfy the principle of equality and the consti-
tutional mandate of social justice that are
basic features of the Constitution.

Before the Supreme Court approved
caste as the basis of defining “socially and
educationally backward classes” or OBCsin
1992, caste reservations beyond SCs and STs
had attracted controversy. In the Indra
Sawhney case, the Court held that reserva-
tions were designed, among other things, to
provide a share in power and representation
to the classes, which were historically ex-
cluded from such avenues.

The key to the acceptance of a caste-
based interpretation of the OBC category
was the Court’s endorsement of the Mandal
Commission’s argument that alow caste sta-
tus represented a form of marginalisation
that was so entrenched and trans-genera-
tional that it could not be dismantled by ei-
ther being blind to it, or only through wel-
fare measures. The Court’s observation that
reservations are not poverty alleviation pro-
grammes should be interpreted in this light.
Reservations are particularly ineffective for
distributing economic benefits, but more
meaningful in distributing opportunities, as
amatter of representation,among the mar-
ginalised classes which do not have an ade-
quate share in governance.

These conclusions led the Court to also
hold thatreservation policies must be based
on empirically-sound and rigorously-ap-
plied criteria of backwardness. The imple-
mentation of the EWS category must thus
involve arigorous empirical process of iden-
tifying the criteria of economic backward-
ness. It cannot be just about relative poverty
or poverty plain and simple, but must indi-
cate compelling forms of trans-generational
poverty that demand measures beyond wel-
fare policies. Only this conceptualisation and
procedure will be able to justify the require-
ments of equality and social justice.

The present models adopted by the
Centre and state governments violate these
standards. The government has not consti-

and rule seems to have become the winning
ideology of the current election. We call it
differently now. The term preferred by tel-
evision anchors and the press is polarisa-
tion. They say the outcome of this election
will depend on the extent to which the po-
larising rhetoric of the ruling party succeeds.
Other parties are also said to be following
this approach except they are polarising
along regional or caste lines.

If this is indeed a continuation of colonial
strategies, we should return to authors like
Paul Scottand Albert Memmi. I read the latter
in a course on Third World development.
Along with Franz Fanon, Memmi made im-
mense sense though both these authors were
concerned with Africa. The story of India was
different from that of Africa and Latin America,
but there were continuities too. The ones in
economic relations between the colonisers
and the colonised were easy to notice and
grasp. Not so visible were the psychological
parallels, especially because figures like
Gandhi made India look and feel different from
anywhere else. He seemed to have given India
a new identity, putting the fear of imperial
power at rest. Memmi’s thesis was thatloss of
identity and fear push the colonised towards
religion. If Gandhi averted that fate for India,
his success was neither total nor permanent.
Had it been so, the colonial formula of divide
and rule onreligious lines wouldn’t have come
back to haunt this election.

Having taught colonialism for over two
decades, I am used to facing the criticism
thatitis anirrelevant topic. The fact that the
system of education continues to carry nu-
merous marks of its colonial legacy does not
make colonialism a worthwhile topic of
study. Unless you present it as history, you
can’t get very far with students who believe
that colonialism ended when India gained
freedom. They attribute its living legacies to
inefficient administrators and politicians. It
doesn’t help much either if you try to distin-
guish colonial rule from colonial relations

CR Sasikumar

and the ideology they signify. Gandhi’s cri-
tique of the colonial worldview arouses
some interest in the few who agree to won-
der why education does not fortify people
against divisive propaganda. Indeed, the
view that the common people are emotional
and their hearts are more important for
votes than their minds is also a colonial
legacy. Many senior British administrators
were guided by the stereotype of Indians as
emotionally driven people, lacking rational-
ity. This stereotype gained popularity among
Indians who started to identify with colonial
masters, not justin lifestyle butinideas and
perceptions too.

An important distinction needs to be
made about election propaganda. Identity
politics is part of a much larger social phe-
nomenon. It has grown in recent decades in
response to the growth of collective self-
awareness and communication among dis-
persed members of communities. Creation
of vote banks along caste lines is one thing;
actively promoting religious otherness is
quite different. The emotive potential of the
two processes also differs. In the first case,
people who see their caste identity as means
of consolidating their material interests come
together without necessarily hating others
who identify with a different voting collec-
tive. In the case of divisive otherness along
religious lines, inimical feelings are mixed
with anger and aggression.

The advantage that colonial rulers de-
rived by using divide and rule policies was
that they weakened resistance. What advan-

tage can a divide and rule strategy offer to-
day? It will make India less governable even
if you win one more chance to govern it by
putting the coloniser’s strategy to fresh use.
It will also weaken the state apparatus.
Institutions in charge of maintaining law
and order have not outgrown the legacy and
shadow of colonial history. As recent events
show, even institutions that directly man-
age the electoral process now prefer to over-
look than intervene.

Our diversity alone will save us when di-
vide and rule is back in business. No emo-
tion seems to last long in a diverse social
landscape. Nor does any emotional mood
cover India’s territorial vastness. Even dur-
ing patches of war, such as 1962, 1965 and
1971, the awareness of problems like water
and food shortage was quite widespread.
Regional issues remained sharply capable
of influencing politics. This is unlikely to
change, and the current phase is particularly
prone to the force of diversity. A slow and
staggered election schedule has also helped
to keep emotions temporal and stuck to lo-
cal anxieties. No emotion lasts long, no mat-
ter how assiduously it is aroused. Divide and
rule might have served as a strategy during
certain phases of colonial rule, but it did not
work in every case. Its contemporary use
merely demonstrates the persistence of the
temptation that India’s colonial rulers had
felt during their stay.

Our diversity alone will save
us when divide and rule is
back in business. No emotion
seems to last longin a diverse
social landscape. Nor does
any emotional mood cover
India’s territorial vastness.
Even during patches of war,
such as 1962, 1965 and 1971,
the awareness of problems
like water and food shortage
was quite widespread.
Regional issues remained
sharply capable of
influencing politics. This is
unlikely to change, and the
current phase is particularly
prone to the force of diversity.

Shariffwas member secretary, Sachar
committee and is with the US-India Policy
Institute, Washington DC; Bhat is assistant
professor of law and executive director,
Centre for Public Interest Law,

Jindal Global Law School

The author is a former director
of NCERT and a Hindi writer

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Drowning in the current

WORRYING CHANGE
. . . . THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘A new pori- LETTER OF
Nuanced interventions, not bureaucratic silos, will help to clean the Ganga borton’ (IE, May 17). West Bengal was THE WEEK
exceptionally peaceful after the demo-
lition of the Babri Masjid and the
SOWMIYA ASHOK Gujarat riots. It is now communally COURT AND SOCIETY

charged. The TMC has inflicted violence THIS REFERS TO the editorial,

IN NOVEMBER LAST year, three men from
Bihar entered a drain in Varanasi. They were
promised Rs 5,000 each, quickincome in time
for their visithome for Chhath Puja. Within the
hour, two of them fainted, and died from the
noxious gases. Their cousin, who escaped with
abroken leg, told me that they were daily wa-
gers who worked only on construction sites.
They were not equipped to enter drains.

But on that day, they were rounded up,
and promised more money to break a con-
crete wall inside a large drain that would di-
vert sewage towards the Dinapur Sewage
Treatment Plant (STP). The work was part of
a Rs 34-crore sewage network, contracted
locally under the National Mission for Clean
Ganga (NMCG). But no safety equipment
was provided to any of them. Two days later,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi flew to
Varanasi to inaugurate the STP at Dinapur as
part of his government’s efforts to clean the
Ganga. The men’s names found no mention
in the FIR filed four days after the incident.

On April 26, when Modi filed his nomi-
nation to contest once again from Varanasi
in the ongoing general elections, he told an
Aqj Tak reporter that “water should alsobe a
festival”. “In the past, water bodies were wor-
shipped. Had these left liberals treated (the)
Ganga like mother, nobody would have pol-
luted the river,” he said. “Indians considered
the Ganga to be so holy that it would wash
sins. Throwing trash into the Ganga should

be stopped. Sewage should not flow into the
Ganga. I have focussed on that, the results
are there to see.”

But what about all those people who
might think of the Ganga as their mother?
What about their source of livelihood for that
hour, day, week, month, year, or even life-
time? For those men from Bihar, tasked to
smash a wall inside a drain, it was wages that
would pay for a child’s tuition, a parent’s ail-
ment. This is the case for several other men
and women who live and work along a river
that flows over 2,200 kms across five states.
They serve as the frontline staff who carry
out the dirty work during festivals, like the
Kumbh Mela, so that politicians can later take
credit in campaign speeches.

Take Kanpur, for example. Six writ peti-
tions have been filed over the last nine years
by a supervisor, an operator, a scrubber oper-
ator, a safai karamchari, and two pump oper-
ators at the Common Effluent Treatment Plant
(CETP)in Jajmau.

These petitions have demanded regulari-
sation of work, better pay, health benefits,and
provident fund options for the 200-odd men
who manage a plant that treats tannery waste
laced with chromium in the most polluted
city along the river. The men are sick, and have
been getting sicker over the last two decades
—skindisorders, lung problems, heart condi-
tions. They showed me the pills they take, the
prescriptions they carry in their shirt pockets,

the contaminated bore-well water they can-
not drink. Nobody eats vegetables grown in
Jajmau.

Many of them have worked at the CETP
for nearly two decades and speak fondly
about a river on the banks of which they
grew up. Eighty per cent of the funds (nearly
Rs 20,000 crore) sanctioned under the
NMCG, till six months ago, had gone towards
putting in place sewage infrastructure — an
integral part of which is the labour that runs
the show. They bear the brunt to make the
Ganga safe and clean for those who have the
privilege to worship the river as their mother.

If the goal is to have a cleaner river, the
objective should be to make more nuanced
interventions. The cleanliness of the river on
the ground is driven by engineering. The on-
site senior engineers at STPs, overwhelm-
ingly men from mechanical and electrical
backgrounds, think of cleanliness “within
norms”. It narrows down to checking boxes
after parameters have been met.

This does not consider the health of the
worker, the health of the river from an envi-
ronmental standpoint or ensuring that the
processes in place work smoothly. The re-
sponsibility for cleaning the river instead
seems to be cordoned off, contained within
the compound walls of the executing agen-
cies across the cities that I visited.

The official version of how the system
works is straightforward: Intercepting pol-

luting drains, diverting and capturing it at a
particular place, pumping it towards an STP,
and treating the sewage to reduce the level of
contaminants before pouring it back into the
river. It is a policy that works perfectly in the-
ory, but encounters hiccups in sprawling
cities which have a chronic plastic pollution
problem and where numerous houses are
not connected to the sewerage network.
Aninteraction I witnessed in Kanpur be-
tween two officials, one from the Jal Nigam
and another from the Kanpur Nagar Nigam,
arguing over who is responsible for keeping
solid waste out of the drain, was telling. The
officials disagreed on how to ensure that
people don’t dump waste into the drain.
Meanwhile, behind them, sitting onalow
wall of the Sisamau Nallah was Barkun Nisha.
“All the city waste flows into the drain,” she
told me. “People throw mattresses and any-
thing else they want to dispose off. In the mon-
soon, we wade through sewage in our homes
because the drain overflows into our homes.”
Behind her,a Nagar Nigam truck dips a fork
claw into the drain and excavates solid waste
and dumps it in the truck. There was no clear
idea as to where the waste will be taken.
Residents gather to watch — children are
pushed back for their safety. Someone shared
a story of a child having fallen into the drain
30years ago, and found floating on the Ganga.

sowmiya.ashok@expressindia.com

on cadres of other parties. The destruc-

tion of Vidyasagar’s statue signifies the

growing intolerance in the state.
Vasant Nalawade, Satara

JUDGING JUDGES

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Undue crit-
icism,” (IE, May 13). One wonders
whether the writer took into account
the fact that being procedurally correct
need not necessarily mean being fair
and just. The fact that the procedure laid
down by the court does not allow en-
gaging a lawyer by the complainant
should be reason enough for question-
ing it. The writer’s idea that we should
trust our judges if we want our democ-
racy to function is worrying. Democracy
is not about trusting individuals but re-

specting the rule of law and law cannot

‘Undue criticism’ (IE, May 14).
Since 1999, when the in-house
procedure of the Supreme Court
evolved an informal inquiry pro-
cedure (which the eminent jurist
describes as “peerreview”) much
has changed with respect tolegal
provisions to prevent sexual ha-
rassment of women in work
places. The Me Too Movement
has shown that workplaces have
not yet become safe for women.
The skewed gender ratio in the
higher judiciary would impinge
on the peer review procedures as
well. Itis time that the SCevolved
procedures to enforce on itself
the standards of women’s rights
it sets for the society.

Shruti George, Jaipur

be divorced from justice. Judges must
also be judged by the same yard sticks
we use for others, especially in the mat-
ter of sexual harassment cases.
Apurba K Baruah, Guwahati

WORK IN PROGRESS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘IBC hits
and misses’ (IE, May 16). There is no

doubt that IBC s the best thing to hap-
pen as far as bad debt resolution is con-
cerned. Arecovery of Rs 70,000 croreis
an indication of the same. It will take
time to evolve. All stakeholders should
strive to reduce the resolution time and
bring it as close to 270 days.

Bal Govind, Noida




External woes

Given the widening trade deficit, urgent
measures are needed to boost exports

he estimates for foreign trade showing a sharp
slowdown in merchandise export growth in

April, to 0.64% from a year earlier, ought to add
to concerns about the economy. If one were to strip
away the 31% surge in shipments of petroleum products
to overseas markets, India’s export of goods actually
contracted by over 3% in dollar terms last month. In
contrast, overall merchandise exports had expanded
11% year-on-year in March, with the growth in ship-
ments excluding petroleum products exceeding that
pace by about 50 basis points. The slump in exports
was fairly widespread, with 16 of the 30 major product
groups listed by the Commerce Ministry reflecting con-
tractions, compared with the 10 categories that had
shrunk in March. Worryingly, shipments of engineering
goods declined by over 7% after having expanded by
16.3% in March, while the traditionally strong export
sectors — gem and jewellery, leather and leather pro-
ducts, textiles and garments and drugs and pharma-
ceuticals — all weakened. These are all key providers of
jobs and any protracted pain across these industries
will impact jobs, wages and consumption demand in
the domestic market. While the contraction in gem and
jewellery exports widened to 13.4% in April, from 0.4%
in March, the slump in the leather segment broadened
to 15.3% from 6.4%. And the pace of growth of garment
exports decelerated to 4.4% from 15.1% in March.

Imports grew by 4.5% to $41.4 billion in April, accel-
erating from March’s 1.4% pace as purchases of crude
oil and gold continued to increase. While the 9.3% jump
in the oil import bill, from March’s 5.6%, can partly be
explained by the rise in international crude prices
(Brent crude futures, for instance, advanced 6.4% in
April), India’s insatiable appetite for gold, as reflected in
the 54% surge in imports last month, must give policy-
makers cause for reflection. Excluding oil and gold, ho-
wever, imports shrank by more than 2% last month, sig-
nalling that import demand in the real productive
sectors is largely becalmed. As a result of merchandise
imports outpacing exports, the trade deficit widened to
a five-month high of $15.3 billion. The widening trade
shortfall will add pressure on India’s burgeoning cur-
rent account deficit, which at a provisional $51.9 billion
in the first nine months of fiscal 2018-19 had already sur-
passed the preceding financial year’s 12-month shortfall
of $48.7 billion. With stronger headwinds ahead in the
form of an escalating trade war between the U.S. and
China, and its knock-on impact on global growth, the
outlook for export demand is far from reassuring. Add
the rising military tensions in West Asia and its poten-
tial to further push up oil prices, and the scope to con-
tain the trade and current account deficits seems signif-
icantly challenging. Clearly, this would be one more
pressing concern for the new government to address.

Holding?fe centre

Europe’s mainstream parties must not take
fright at the perceived appeal of populism

n May 23, as the results of the Indian elections
Oemerge, in Europe the world’s second largest
democratic electoral process will get under way.
More than 425 million voters are eligible to participate
in elections that will take place over a four-day period to
select 751 members of the European Parliament for a
five-year term. There would have been 705, but for the
delays to Brexit, which means Britain will participate
too. Thousands of candidates from hundreds of parties
as well as independents will seek votes, and the win-
ners will form cross-national groupings in the House
based on their political ideology. With turnout usually
low (43% in 2014), predictions can be tricky, but expec-
tations are that far-right and Eurosceptic parties will
make gains. Last month, Italy’s Deputy Prime Minister
and figurehead for the far right in Europe, Matteo Salvi-
ni, launched the campaign for the European Alliance of
People and Nations, alongside allies from Germany to
Denmark, on a platform invoking tougher immigration
rules and in some cases Euroscepticism, uniting parties
that had once been split between groupings. In Britain,
the appeal of anti-European sentiment has manifested
itself in the success of the Brexit Party, formed in Janu-
ary by former UK Independence Party head Nigel Far-
age — it is projected to win a 34% share of the vote. In
Germany, the right-wing Alternative fiir Deutschland is
expected to make gains, while in France the right-wing
National Rally (former National Front) could to do bet-
ter than President Emmanuel Macron’s En Marche.
There is a risk that centre-right and centre-left coali-
tions will fail to command a joint majority. The tempta-
tion will be for centrist parties to see these elections as
yet another sign that populism is on the rise, and a
cause they must in one way or another pander to. In
Britain, this has certainly been the case with the right-
ward lunge of the Conservative Party, while in Germany
the centre-left SPD has toughened its stance on asylum-
seekers. Yet, this would be the wrong message to take.
What is under way is vastly more complex. It is certain
that people are seeking alternatives amid stagnating
wages and living standards, with many shunning main-
stream parties in their quest — but to infer that all see
populism as the route ahead would be naive. Green par-
ties, for example, are expected to make their best show-
ing yet across the continent, as public support for an
agenda that encompasses progressive climate change
policies and social justice has grown. European parlia-
mentary elections should certainly trigger alarm bells
for the mainstream parties, but should also motivate
them to look imaginatively for fresh answers, rather
than attempting to rehash decades-old illiberal ones.
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A referendum on the Prime Minister?

Hindutva nationalism as embodied by Narendra Modi has remained the dominant narrative of the Lok Sabha polls
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VARGHESE K. GEORGE

amesh and Rajesh, two
Ri)rothers in Atari Khejra,
round 50 km from the Mad-
hya Pradesh capital Bhopal, could
be counted among the so-called
aspirational generation that sup-
ported Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in 2014. In their mid-20s and
wiser by five years now, they la-
boured to explain their continuing
support for Mr. Modi, who they
want in office for a second term.
The brothers run a tea shop by the
highway and their backward caste
Kurmi family owns some land.
Their farm incomes remain non-
remunerative, material life re-
mains as tough as ever, and they
are not beneficiaries of the several
welfare schemes launched by the
Modi government. But finally they
came up with one reason that they
sounded fully convinced about:
“India has become number 1in the
world under Mr. Modi.”

Jettisoning economic issues

A widely popular explanation for
Mr. Modi’s 2014 success was that
he had jettisoned Hindutva for re-
forms/development. There was no
evidence to support this theory —
in fact, evidence suggested the op-
posite, as he declared himself a
“Hindu nationalist” ahead of the
campaign and repeatedly raised
cow slaughter, “infiltrators”, etc.
through the 2014 campaign. But
this had become justification for a
segment of his elite supporters.
Mr. Modi never promised a list of
reforms, though he did promise

jobs. So the difference between
2014 and 2019 has not been that
Mr. Modi has returned to Hindut-
va, but the complete removal of
jobs and development from the
agenda by systematically blocking
or contaminating official data on
these topics. If 2014 was about
seeking economic  progress
through Hindu consolidation, in
2019 national glory was itself the
end.

Core Modi voters are convinced
that India is a superpower, that his
strident rhetoric has scared Pakis-
tan and China. In a particularly
jaw-dropping moment of adula-
tion for Mr. Modi, a young tourist
guide in Agra, a Jat, who by con-
ventional wisdom should be a sup-
porter of the anti-BJP coalition of
the Samajwadi Party, Bahujan Sa-
maj Party and Rashtriya Lok Dal in
Uttar Pradesh, said: “Who in the
world knew Manmohan Singh?
Donald Trump stands up when he
meets Narendra Modi.” His finan-
cial situation is worse than it was
in 2014, but he believes that demo-
netisation has done a world of
good for the nation. To ask about
the promises of 2014 itself has be-
come an anti-national act. “To talk
about jobs, we need to have a
country first, right?” Mr. Modi’s
supporters retort. This suspension
of logic and rational thinking and
the intangible abstract of national
glory can be found across the Hin-
di heartland. This is not to deny
the existence of a cohort of tran-
sactional voters who rooted for
Mr. Modi — the recipients of the
subsidised cooking gas and hous-
es, for instance.

This euphoria disconnected
from self-admitted reality is borne
out in the Centre for the Study of
Developing Societies’s pre-poll
survey, in which more people
thought employment opportuni-

SANDEEP SAXENA

ties had reduced, prices had gone
up, welfare had shrunk, social dis-
harmony had risen and corrup-
tion had spiked, but still wanted a
second term for Mr. Modi. Only on
one question, more people
thought Mr. Modi has done well:
‘India’s image in the world’.

This kind of support for Mr. Mo-
di cuts across caste, though upper
castes are its fulcrum. But this sup-
port could be mobilised only
when the question was specifically
framed whether they want a se-
cond term for Mr. Modi, sidestep-
ping all local questions and daily
experience. Mr. Modi’s attempt
has been to make the entire elec-
tion into a referendum on him,
and his success will depend on
whether or not he managed to
push a critical mass of the voters
to look beyond their material
well-being.

The Congress challenge

The Congress under Rahul Gandhi
challenged this delusional popu-
lism by questioning the militarism
and ultra-nationalism underlying
it and promising a minimum in-
come guarantee for all under a
scheme called NYAY (Nyuntam
Aay Yojana). While this fuelled
some hope for the party’s resur-
gence, its impact as a pan-India al-
ternative to Hindutva has been li-
mited. This is primarily due to the
patronising tone of the party’s

messaging, as opposed to the em-
powering tone of Hindutva.

Therefore, the Congress’s per-
formance will depend largely on
its ability to amplify local factors,
the performance of its govern-
ments where they exist, and better
management of elections com-
pared to 2014. In Chhattisgarh, the
Congress has achieved this objec-
tive in significant measure. “Mr.
Modi’s campaign in 2014 was eco-
nomy plus emotions, but this time
he was only emotions. Our cam-
paign was only economy and
lacked emotions,” a Congress
functionary summed it up. “In
2004 we beat the BJP when we
both talked about material
aspects.”

The U.P., Bihar narrative

The Hindutva narrative has been
challenged the most in U.P., fol-
lowed by Bihar, and among two
communities everywhere: Mus-
lims and tribals, who were not vo-
cal. West Bengal is in a different ca-
tegory as the BJP is still trying to
expand its footprint. Bihar and
U.P. are extremely critical in 2019:
93 of the BJP’s 282 seats in 2014
came from these two States. The
critical mass of the Muslim electo-
rate and the deep-rooted history
of social justice politics that has of-
fered a counter-polemic to the
Hindutva agenda make these
States distinct. This unique combi-
nation of demographic and histor-
ical factors makes the Gujarat mo-
del of Hindutva — to reduce to
irrelevance Muslims and tribals,
and win an overwhelming majori-
ty among the rest — difficult in
these States.

The BJP achieved that feat in
2014, and hopes to repeat it in
2019. A shared existential threat
from the BJP united Yadavs, Dalits
and Muslims in U.P. and Bihar and

Charting a clear course in the Indo-Pacific

The Indo-Pacific wing in the Ministry of External Affairs gives strategic coherence to India’s Look East policy

HARSH V. PANT
& PREMESHA SAHA

hough the term Indo-Pacific
Thas been gaining traction in

Indian policy circles for
some time now, it achieved opera-
tional clarity after the Indian vi-
sion was presented by Prime Mi-
nister Narendra Modi in his
keynote address at the Shangri-La
Dialogue in June 2018. His speech
underscored that for India the ge-
ography of the Indo-Pacific
stretches from the eastern coast of
Africa to Oceania (from the shores
of Africa to that of the Americas)
which also includes in its fold the
Pacific Island countries.

Many mechanisms

India’s Act East policy remains the
bedrock of the national Indo-Pacif-
ic vision and the centrality of
ASEAN is embedded in the Indian
narrative. India has been an active
participant in mechanisms like the
Indian Ocean Rim Association (I0-
RA), in ASEAN-led frameworks like
the East Asia Summit, the ASEAN
Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus,
the ASEAN Regional Forum as well
as the Bay of Bengal Initiative for
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Eco-
nomic Cooperation and the Me-
kong-Ganga Economic Corridor.
India has also been convening the
Indian Ocean Naval Symposium,

in which the navies of the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR) participate.
India has boosted its engagements
with Australia and New Zealand
and has deepened its cooperation
with the Republic of Korea.
Through the Forum for India-Pac-
ific Islands Cooperation, India is
stepping up its interactions with
the Pacific Island countries. India’s
growing partnership with Africa
can be seen through the conven-
ing of mechanisms like the India-
Africa Forum Summits. India’s
multi-layered engagement with
China as well as strategic partner-
ship with Russia underlines its
commitment to ensuring a stable,
open, secure, inclusive and
prosperous Indo-Pacific.

India views the Indo-Pacific as a
geographic and strategic expanse,
with the 10 ASEAN countries con-
necting the two great oceans. In-
clusiveness, openness, and ASEAN
centrality and unity, therefore, lie
at the heart of the Indian notion of
Indo-Pacific. Security in the region
must be maintained through dia-
logue, a common rules-based or-
der, freedom of navigation, unim-
peded commerce and settlement
of disputes in accordance with in-
ternational law. More connectivity
initiatives impinging on respect for
sovereignty, territorial integrity,
consultation, good governance,
transparency, viability and sus-
tainability should be promoted.

A natural corollary

The setting up of the Indo-Pacific
wing in the Ministry of External Af-
fairs (MEA) in April 2019 is a natu-
ral corollary to this vision. Given
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how the term Indo-Pacific has
been gaining currency and how
major regional actors such as the
U.S., Japan and Australia are artic-
ulating their regional visions — in-
cluding this term in their official
policy statements — it was becom-
ing imperative for India to opera-
tionalise its Indo-Pacific policy.
The renaming of the U.S. Pacific
Command to U.S. Indo-Pacific
Command as well as the Asia Reas-
surance Initiative Act in December
2018 showcase Washington’s more
serious engagement with the Indo-
Pacific. The Free and Open Indo-
Pacific concept was unveiled by Ja-
panese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
in 2016, and Australia released its
Foreign Policy White Paper in
2017, which details Australia’s In-
do-Pacific vision centred around
security, openness and prosperity.

Given the huge geography that
the Indian definition of Indo-Pacif-
ic covers, there was a need for a
bureaucratic re-alignment to
create a division that can imbibe in
its fold the various territorial divi-
sions in the MEA that look after the
policies of the countries which are

part of the Indo-Pacific discourse.
This wing provides a strategic co-
herence to the Prime Minister’s In-
do-Pacific vision, integrating the
IORA, the ASEAN region and the
Quad to the Indo-Pacific dynamic.

The integration of the IORA
means that attention will continue
to be focused on the IOR. This can
be a result of the growing Chinese
footprint in the Indian Ocean and
Chinese diplomacy in the region.
The Ministry of Defence and the
Indian Navy also are also taking
note of the developments in this
region and this wing can work in
coordination with these two or-
gans as well. Given New Delhi’s
stakes in its immediate neighbour-
hood, a more focused and inte-
grated approach is needed.

Additionally, ASEAN forms the
cornerstone of India’s Act East pol-
icy and Indo-Pacific vision. As
ASEAN now enters into delibera-
tions to carve out its own Indo-
Pacific policy, it underscores a
shift in the stand of the sub-region-
al organisation towards the Indo-
Pacific concept. Initially there was
a lurking fear within the grouping
that the Indo-Pacific concept
might just overshadow ASEAN’s
centrality and importance. Visua-
lising the ASEAN region as a part
of the wider Indo-Pacific shows an
evolution in the region’s thinking,
opening new possibilities for In-
dia’s engagement with the
grouping.

Challenges ahead

India’s bureaucratic shift is an im-
portant move to articulate its re-
gional policy more cogently, cohe-

their numerical heft offers the
strongest pushback to Hindutva in
2019. The BJP has the solid backing
of the upper castes and non-Yadav
backwards, and a section of Dalits
in Bihar. That may not be good
enough to match the 2014 figures
in U.P., but Bihar offers better
prospects for the party. The BJP’s
performance therefore will de-
pend on whether and to what ex-
tent it has lured Yadavs, and in U.P.
non-Jatav Dalits and Jats. That will
depend on the extent to which Mr.
Modi could make it a referendum
on himself in U.P. and Bihar. Un-
like the Congress, the BJP has been
relentlessly reaching out to all
backward castes and tribals.

Traders, the traditional social
base of the BJP, expressed resent-
ment over demonetisation. Mus-
lims and tribals offered but did not
as much vocalise their opposition
to Hindutva. There were no fatwas
calling on the Muslims to vote in
any particular direction in 2019.
BSP chief Mayawati, representing
Ambedkarite Dalits, mobilised her
supporters on a staunchly political
platform, but her refusal to accom-
modate the Congress in the U.P. al-
liance may have cost the alliance.
Trinamool Congress chief and
West Bengal Chief Minister Mama-
ta Banerjee has fought the Hindut-
va plans for West Bengal in the
streets. All told, in regions where
the BJP is strong, Hindutva nation-
alism personified in Mr. Modi re-
mained the dominant political
force in 2019. Any public desire for
his removal from his office, if it ex-
ists, has not been an outcry. The
Congress’s gains will be propor-
tional to the impact of local fac-
tors, and not on account of any na-
tional alternative that it has put
forward.

varghese.g@thehindu.co.in

rently and with a renewed sense of
purpose. There are still challenges
for India, especially how it will in-
tegrate the Quadrilateral initiative
which got revived in 2017 with its
larger Indo-Pacific approach. It
will also be important for the new
MEA division to move beyond se-
curity and political issues and ar-
ticulate a more comprehensive
policy towards the region. Com-
merce and connectivity in particu-
lar will have to be prioritised if In-
dia is to take advantage of a new
opening for its regional engage-
ment.

While India has been consis-
tently emphasising “inclusive-
ness” in the Indo-Pacific frame-
work, it will be challenging to
maintain a balance between the
interests of all stakeholders. There
are differences between India’s vi-
sion and the U.S’s strategy for the
Indo-Pacific even as countries like
China and Russia view the Indo-
Pacific with suspicion. As geopolit-
ical tensions rise between China
and the U.S., the MEA’s new divi-
sion will have its task cut out if In-
dia’s long-term political and eco-
nomic interests in the region are to
be preserved. A bureaucratic
change was indeed needed, but
going forward the challenge would
be to see how effectively this
change manifests itself in manag-
ing India’s growing diplomatic
footprint in the Indo-Pacific.

Harsh V. Pant is Director, Studies at
Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi
and Professor of International Relations
at King’s College London. Premesha Saha
is an Associate Fellow at ORF, New Delhi
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A wise decision

The Congress’s decision
points to the importance of
regional parties in forming
coalition governments
(“Congress will not insist on
Prime Minister’s post:
Azad”, May 17). Actually,
announcing the prime
ministerial candidate ahead
of an election is to rely on
the charisma of an
individual rather than bank
on the policies and
manifesto of the party. The
Prime Minister should be
appointed by the party
holding a majority in the
Lok Sabha, not be elected
by the voters directly.
Personality cults are
harmful to nations.

KSHIRASAGARA BALAJI RAO,
Hyderabad

A shameful remark

The BJP, which nominated
the terror accused Pragya
Singh Thakur to contest the
Bhopal seat as if there was
no other worthy person in
the party to be fielded,
should hang its head in
shame for the encomium
paid by its ‘sadhvi’ nominee
to a murderer (“Pragya calls
Godse ‘patriot’, whips up
storm”, May 17). If the
saffron party is truly
‘national’ and respects the
Father of the Nation, it
should not allow her to
contest the election. She
has lost all moral right to be
a Member of Parliament.

SHALINI GERALD,
Chennai

Gandhi is among the most

revered leaders not just in
India but in the world. He is
the symbol of our nation. It
is deeply upsetting that the
assassin of Gandhi has been
called a patriot. I also can’t
understand why politicians
are talking about past
events when there are so
many issues in the country
today to debate.

VIDHYA B. RAGUNATH,
Thanjavur

A partisan Commission
The Election Commission’s
actions are partisan (“West
Bengal tango”, May 17). All
its recent one-sided
decisions show that the EC
has a lot to answer for. The
10 p.m. deadline to end
campaigning in West
Bengal was clearly intended

to allow the Prime
Minister’s rallies there. How
can anyone believe in
democracy when a
constitutional body
entrusted with ensuring the
largest democratic exercise
loses credibility?

V. PADMANABHAN,
Bengaluru

Liberal talk

The concern of liberals
about the erosion of
institutions and the change
in the ‘idea of India’ in
contrast to the immediate
concerns of the people is a
topic that is woefully under-
examined (“Is the future of
Indian democracy
secure?”, May 17). World
over, the trend of ‘strong
leaders’ grasping power

and riding populist waves
points to the alarming
erosion of the liberal
consensus that had once
dominated the post-war
world order. However,
discussions in the English
media focus mainly on
these ‘liberal issues’.
Instead, there is a need for
closer examination of
whether the institutions of
the liberal project have
delivered equity and social
justice in India.

HARIKRISHNA VARMA,
Ernakulam

Principles of coalition
There are three factors
which determine the
effectiveness of coalition
governments in India (“Is
coalition government worse

than single-party rule?”,
May 17). One, the alliance
should be of likeminded
parties, at least on critical
issues. Two, it should be led
by a leader who has wide
appeal across the nation.
Three, post-election
alliances are not only
detrimental to the proper
functioning of a
government, but are a
mockery of democracy as
parties that fight against
one another come together
to form the government
later. If the coalition is
formed on a pre-election
agenda, it would add to its
strength and longevity.

Y.G. CHOUKSEY,
Pune

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

A ND-NDE



THE HINDU ceim
SATURDAY, MAY 18, 2019

The foot soldiers of Hindutva in West Bengal

As ideological barriers give way and political activists switch sides, the BJP is relying on its tried and tested ways of getting into the mainstream on the
strength of a host of communal organisations. Suvojit Bagchi reports on the rise of the BJP as tensions flare up and rumours abound in election time

n an oppressively hot day in Ba-
Oruipur, 50 km south of Kolkata,

in South 24 Parganas district,
Swarup Dutta sits in a shop crammed
with stabilisers and inverters. He slowly
sips his morning tea while chatting with
three middle-aged men. Outside, ban-
ners of the Trinamool Congress show-
ing the grim visage of Chief Minister Ma-
mata Banerjee are erected. But that
doesn’t reflect the political leanings of
the four men inside. Dutta is one of the
founders of the Hindu Jagran Manch, an
organisation affiliated to the Vishwa
Hindu Parishad (VHP), in Baruipur. The
Hindu Jagran Manch, according to its
website, aims to “enable social harmo-
ny and Hindu unity, propagate in public
interest Hindu myths, and rehabilitate
the victims of love jihad,” among other
things.

The four men discuss the ongoing
general election, which has been
marred by violence in West Bengal.
Much has changed in the eastern State
in just a decade. The West Bengal polit-
ical landscape underwent a transforma-
tion in 2011 when the Trinamool rode to
power, bringing to an end the Left
Front’s 34-year rule. Eight years from
then, the contest is not between the Tri-
namool and the Left, or even the Trina-
mool and the Congress. A new national
player is making inroads everywhere.
The Bharatiya Janata Party’s steady rise
is not necessarily because of the party’s
activities; it is supported by a host of or-
ganisations in West Bengal and has deep
coffers. Established over the last three
decades, these organisations have mul-
tiplied since the Trinamool came to
power. Their rise has forced the Trina-
mool to change its election strategy and
adapt to the new challenge in ways dic-
tated by its competitor. This is a story of
the work done by some of the agencies
that lend their support to the BJP.

Jumping ship

Samir Naskar, 40, who has dropped in
for a chat, is a member of the Hindu Ja-
gran Manch, which is still unregistered
here. He is a former member of the So-
narpur Zonal Committee and Panchayat
of the Communist Party of India (Mar-
xist). Now, he is a committed foot sol-
dier of the BJP.

“What to do? Dilip-da wanted me,” he
explains. “Dilip-da” is the BJP State pre-
sident Dilip Ghosh, who was particular-
ly keen on roping in Naskar because of
his ability to manage elections. Naskar
says he switched recently from the Hin-
du Jagran Manch to the BJP. The reason
is “understandable,” says Dutta. “Nas-
kar has worked with Dilip-da in the
Manch. They share a bond.” It is against
the blurring of boundaries between ide-
ologically inimical parties that the 2019
election is playing out.

Naskar used to be in charge of booth
management for the CPI(M) — his task
was to gather together boys in his Pan-
chayat, Pratapnagar, which is adjacent
to Baruipur, to mobilise voters to reach
the booths and vote, he says. Now, he is
the poll manager of the BJP in four Pan-
chayats, which together have about
67,000 voters.

“Today, Hindus are supporting the
BJP because of Mamata’s policy to ap-
pease the Muslims,” says Naskar. His
grouse with the CPI(M) and the Trina-
mool is that they are “reluctant to pro-
tect the interests of Hindus”. He adds:
“Last month, Muslims planned a jalsha
in Sangur village in Pratapnagar. We
stopped them from organising it. The
police arrested me.”

With the participation of activists like
Naskar from across the State, the Hindu
Jagran Manch’s main programme, Ram
Navami, has witnessed a massive surge
in participation. In 2014, Ram Navami
celebrations got a big boost when the
Manch provided logistical support. “We
felt that the youth needed an icon in
Bengal. We decided to give the Ram Na-
vami celebrations a push. We formed
celebration committees and Naskar
played a key role in that,” Dutta says. He
reads from a yellow diary: “Last year,
20,61,000 people participated in the
Ram Navami rally. Among them,
3,89,135 were matrishakti (women). Till
about a few years ago, there were only a
few thousand who attended the
celebrations.”

Soon after BJP leaders participated in
armed Ram Navami rallies, this year the
Trinamool, not to be left behind, also
organised processions, with partici-
pants beating drums and shouting ‘Jai
Shri Ram!’ Trinamool leaders admit that
they were — and still are — unsure about
their strategy “to counter the Hindutva
brigade”. The district president of the
Trinamool in Malda, Moazzem Hossain,
who is contesting this time, says, “We
do not have cadres who are informed
and educated to monitor the Sangh Pa-
rivar. They [Hindutva organisations] are
operating at many levels.” One such ‘op-
eration’ involves taking candidates to lo-
cal and lesser-known shrines in the
evenings, have them perform an aarti,
and take the blessings of the temple
priest. When a priest endorses a candi-
date in front of 200-500 people, it
makes a difference.
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"The Trinamool's bigger challenge beyond May 23 will be Hindutva outﬁts which are not clearly visible on ground unlike the BJP. " A religious procession marking the Ram Navami festival in Siliguri in April, 2019.

(Below): An Ekal Vidyalaya in a tiny hamlet, Kalitala, in the Habibpur developmental block of Malda district, West Bengal.
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Neither does the Left Front have a
strategy. In the Kolkata office of the Par-
ty of Democratic Socialism, founded by
the CPI(M)’s rebels in 2001, Samir Puta-
tundu, one of the founders, says they
“never monitored the RSS [Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh] outfits over the
years, as neither the BJP nor the RSS
was perceived as a threat.” With the Left
now floundering in West Bengal, and
with the Trinamool still its main adver-
sary in the State, more and more of its
supporters are moving to the opposite
ideological camp, the BJP.

A new icon in Bengal

The VHP office is located in a nonde-
script four-storey building on which is
painted the emblem of the organisation,
a giant banyan tree. Inside the office, lo-
cated in central Kolkata, is a poster of
Lord Krishna and two cows on the door.
It reads, ‘Only those who protect cows
will get our votes’. Elderly Bengali wo-
men in white saris run around offering
prasad in the office, someone is cooking
bhog, and there is a strong fragrance of
flowers.

The organisation secretary of the
VHP, Sachindranath Sinha, does not de-
ny that the VHP has been working with
temple priests for a long time. “It is
called Dharmacharya Samparka Bibhag
[the blessings of priests are sought for
every activity of the VHP]. There are
half a dozen other departments of the
VHP doing various kinds of work such
as empowering women [through Durga
Vahini], skill development, etc.,” Sinha
says. The VHP liaises with sadhus and
arranges free pilgrimages for them to
the Maha Kumbh Mela and places of re-
ligious significance.

The organisation has only been grow-
ing, Sinha says. “The Bajrang Dal is the
youth wing of the VHP. Four years ago,
we had 5,000-7,000 members. Now we
have 70,000.” He credits the rise of the
Bajrang Dal to Lord Ram and the gener-
al growth of Hindutva in the State. “A
few years ago, after the government

change, we began noticing how the mi-
norities were growing from strength to
strength. The majority community was
complaining and the BJP was failing to
take advantage of the situation,” he
says. “We decided then to act and began
promoting Ram Navami to engage the
youth.”

There was some apprehension in
putting the spotlight on Lord Ram in a
State where Durga, Kali, local gods cele-
brated in Bengal’s literature such as Ma-
nasha and Itu, and other godmen are
celebrated, he says. “But we felt we
should select only that icon, which has
helped us grow elsewhere, to mobilise
people. This year we have had rallies in
all the 512 of the VHP’s own blocks.”

Sinha agrees that their programmes
have helped “the BJP increase its vote
share,” but insists that the VHP is not
“connected to elections”. “We are a reli-
gio-social organisation,” he says firmly.
Sinha smiles while talking of the Trina-
mool adopting the same strategy to gar-
ner votes. “They’ve realised that the
Hindu votes are consolidating behind
the BJP”

Changing strategy

At the Ram Navami celebrations in
April, thousands of people could be
seen brandishing hefty metal swords
and rocket launchers made of thermo-
col. Ratna De Nag, the incumbent MP of
Hooghly, stood at the tail end of the ral-
ly, following the sword-wielding men
and “monitoring the situation”, accord-
ing to her associates.

“The ruling party is adopting the nar-
rative of the Opposition. And that is the
victory of the Sangh Parivar,” says San-
jeeb Mukherjee, retired Professor of
Political Science, Calcutta University.
“Owing to a lack of ideology, the Trina-
mool is borrowing the narrative of its
rivals from time to time. Earlier it had a
pro-peasant narrative, which it had bor-
rowed from the Left. Now it has a pro-
Hindutva narrative, which it has bor-
rowed from the Right.”

But the Trinamool could also turn
this into an advantage, he says. “An im-
portant characteristic of Mamata is that
she is a quick learner. Not having a
strong ideology helps her to continu-
ously improvise. This is a kind of jugaad
in the world of politics.” But while the
Trinamool “adapts”, there is no way to
tell which direction its flock will turn.

Biswanath Das (name changed) is a
reasonably affluent political activist. He
lives on the bank of the river Padma in
Murshidabad’s Jalangi block. “We are of-
ficially Trinamool and unofficially BJP,”
says Das. Das, a Trinamool Panchayat
Samiti member, was denied a ticket
when internal infighting broke out with-
in the Trinamool. He was also attacked
by members of a faction of the Trina-
mool. He still has a neatly spread Trina-
mool flag on the roof of his house. “The
Hindus here are all with the BJP, but the
flag is for protection,” he says.

Nation-building

Seemanta Chetana Mancha (SCM), a
platform to increase awareness about
borders and commit to the nation-build-
ing process, is another success story of
the Hindutva brigade in Bengal. Stand-
ing in a floodplain of the Padma, the
SCM’s State Committee member, Ta-
pash Biswas, says the organisation,
which “closely coordinates with the
Border Security Force”, has grown dra-
matically. “Our job is to ensure that pe-
ople like Biswanath Das are aware of
their rights as citizens living on the bor-

(:) Owing to a lack of ideology, the
Trinamool is borrowing the
narrative of its rivals from time
to time. Earlier it had a pro-
peasant narrative, which it had
borrowed from the Left. Now it
has a pro-Hindutva narrative,
which it has borrowed from
the Right.

SANJEEB MUKHERJEE
Retired Professor of Political Science, Calcutta University
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We [Trinamool] do not have
cadres who are informed and
educated to monitor the Sangh
Parivar. They [Hindutva
organisations] are operating at
many levels.

MOAZZEM HOSSAIN
District president of the Trinamool in Malda

C

der. They report cases of cow theft,
smuggling and atrocities by the ‘majori-
ty’ in Murshidabad,” says Biswas, a
swayamsevak. Muslims, who constitute
about 70% of Murshidabad’s popula-
tion, are the majority in the district.

Colonel Dipak Bhattacharya, the
South Bengal president of the SCM, says
the organisation was launched in Ben-
gal decades ago, but began to grow only
from 2017. “In the last four years, from
very few volunteers we are now have
about 30,000 in the State, of which
20,000 are in South Bengal,” he says.
The Colonel became a full-time
swayamsevak after retirement, he says.

The SCM is popular in border States
like Rajasthan and Gujarat. One of the
key programmes that popularised the
SCM in the border towns and villages of
Bengal was “stopping land transfer to
Muslims”. Many Hindu families, espe-
cially aged couples whose children live
in Kolkatta, were selling their property
to Muslims and leaving the border areas
to be with their children, the SCM mem-
bers say. “So, we undertook a pro-
gramme to reach out to those couples.
We told them that if every Hindu family
leaves the area, then the border will be
completely dominated by Muslims. The
programme gave a major boost to our
membership,” Bhattacharya says. Other
programmes such as providing protec-
tion to cows and ensuring jobs have at-
tracted more people.

Skill development

Along the banks of the river is a giant
and partly rusted gate covered with
bougainvillea. This is the Bhalukbona
Gramotthan Prashikshan Kendra. The
organisation was founded in Kolkata in
the late 1980s and is credited for the
BJP’s growth in the tribal areas of cen-
tral India by national leaders of the
party.

As the gate opens, visible on a plaque
are words by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi: “Our mission should be skill deve-
lopment to take the country forward.”
The Bhalukbona centre, located deep in
Malda’s Habibpur block which has a
50% Scheduled Caste and 30% Sche-
duled Tribe population, is running the
Prime Minister’s skill development pro-
gramme on a huge campus.

“Since 2001, the Ekal Vidyalaya has
been in operation, but from 2011, we de-
veloped the Gramotthan project to en-
sure jobs for the villagers in the area,”
says Kanai Pande, the man in charge of
the Bhalukbona project. Pande, a
swayamsevak, takes us on a guided tour

of the campus which has a Ram Mandir,
a goshala, a computer-training school
and various skill development pro-
grammes to impart training to courier
boys or automobile mechanics. But the
real success story is the 85,000 Ekal
schools in India. “Bengal has about
3,600 of such schools, of which 250 are
in Malda,” says Pande.

It is early morning. Dalit and Adivasi
children chant the Gayatri Mantra in
Kalitala village in Habibpur. The school
has one teacher, Jolly Mondal, who is
pursuing a Master’s degree. She gets
21,000 as honorarium per month and
“enjoys teaching”. The children under
her watch recite a series of poems re-
counting the greatness of Sita and Savi-
tri. The children say that their favourite
hymn is the Bijaya Mahamantra, in
praise of Lord Ram.

Pande insists that Ekals are “both
non-religious and non-formal schools”
and that they follow the government-ap-
proved syllabus for children up to the
fourth grade. These schools, some of
which are residential, impart education
in sports, language, culture and patrio-
tism. “We teach children to love their
country through songs. There are 90
such schools in Habibpur block, besides
many run by the RSS,” says Pande. Both
Ekal and Gramotthan are funded by
“well-wishers in many countries, espe-
cially the United States.”

On way to the city, Pande says that
the good work of the Ekal should “bene-
fit the BJP” in the elections. How? “We
run the finest Ekal school in Balurghat
and it has an impact in the area,” he
says. Sinha says there are “50 families
connected to each Ekal”, and the teach-
er is asked to reach out to each family to
talk “about religion and the country”.
The teachers do not talk about the elec-
tions necessarily, he says. But come
elections, the parents carry forward the
message of voting for the country first,
an oftrepeated comment of BJP
leaders.

The bigger challenge

The heady mix of nationalism and reli-
gion has clearly found a resonance in
the once Marxist State of West Bengal.
Bengal now slips into the last phase of
what has turned out to be a violent bat-
tle for the ballot. With educationist Ish-
war Chandra Vidyasagar’s marble bust
smashed into smithereens following a
clash between the BJP and the TMC a
few days ago, and both blaming each
other for the episode, the tension in the
State has only increased. Messages
about religious communities are being
forwarded by organisations, many of
which were founded in post-Indepen-
dence Bengal, managed to survive dur-
ing the Communist era, and are now
consolidated in Trinamool’s Bengal.
The Trinamool’s bigger challenge
beyond May 23 will be these Hindutva
outfits which are not clearly visible on
ground, unlike the BJP.
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