8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

21stcentury
castes?

ne line in partic-
ular stood out in
Prime Minister

Narendra Modi’s victory
speech on the evening of
counting day, May 23.
The prime minister, who
was speaking of his vision
for 21st century India,
said there would be only
two castes: Those who
are poor, and those who
work for the upliftment
of the poor. There are sev-
eral ways to look at this
statement. The first is,
perhaps, that it repre-
sents the essential ideals of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh, the organisation that groomed Modi and formed him
ideologically. Another is that it is oddly Marxist, reflecting a
desire to erase caste distinctions, even if they exist, and
replace them with those of class — except with the notion of
class conflict replaced with that of “upliftment”. Yet another
is to contrast it with other forms of the poverty discourse in
this country — in some sense, Modi is talking essentially
here of charity instead of empowerment. He did not say the
two castes were the rich and those who will soon be rich.

After a mandate in which Modi and his vision won a
plurality of votes from every class and caste in this country
with the exception of religious minorities, it is worth think-
ing through the relationship between the social transfor-
mation he is leading and the old hierarchies of caste. Modi
himself has made a big deal of his OBC background, which
has served him well in, first, the caste politics of Uttar
Pradesh where the Samajwadi Party can be decimated by
the defection of non-Yadav OBCs, and, second, in distanc-
ing himself from the Brahminical leadership and traditions
of the Sangh itself. In the past, he reportedly made some
startling — in retrospect — claims about manual scaveng-
ing and Dalits, in particular the Balmiki caste, saying that
manual scavenging was not their (forced) livelihood, but a
“spiritual activity” adopted by choice over generations.
That line, close to the Sangh’s own, has perhaps evolved in
recent years. Certainly, he has now called for an end to the
practice of manual scavenging.

Yet in its essentials, a post-caste worldview such as Modi
claims is, in a country still ridden with caste divisions, more
an erasure than an aspiration. On Twitter, Dalit writer and
intellectual Chandra Bhan Prasad has usefully framed the
Modi movement and mandate as a “Savarna upraising”, a
“counter-revolution, if January 26 [the date of adoption of
the Constitution in 1950] was a revolution.” Prasad believes
— in my view, accurately — that even as Dalits of all eco-
nomic backgrounds could speak as victims, upper caste
individuals in India today also speak in the same manner,
as victims, hoping that “the India of the past might be
revived”. In eastern Uttar Pradesh, he recalled “new gener-
ation Savarnas are reminded by their elders of past glory,
identifying villains — Ambedkar for the Constitution, Nehru
for zamindari abolition”, giving rise to a shared upper-caste
consciousness that sought their “reign restored”.

In Prasad’s telling, the wiping out of “parties that identi-
fied with Dalits/Tribals/Muslims” was the ultimate act of
counter-revolutionary consolidation. Religion and nation-
alism were tools, not just to create and unify an upper-caste
Hindu votebank for the BJP, but also to disguise its true ends
and to lure away vital components of other coalitions, such
as “extreme backward classes” — poorer OBCs — and,
though Prasad did not mention it, young non-Jatav Dalit
men. A unified Hindu votebank, consisting of upper castes
with this new shared consciousness born of past grievances
as well as these new defectors seeking social mobility
through Hindutva and Sanskritisation, is an unbeatable elec-
toral coalition. This is the real political achievement of Modi
and Amit Shah — the creation of the largest and most reliable
votebank in Indian politics, ever. And it follows an old, old
method: The denial of social divisions, the pretension they
no longer exist, in order to maintain them in another guise.
After all, “post-caste” UP under Chief Minister Adityanath
is run mainly by Thakurs.

Counter-revolutions run by an old elite with a grievance
are a potent force. In the United States, Donald Trump was
elected essentially thanks to a white backlash following the
Obama years. Modi has done the same thing on a much larg-
er scale, and with far greater efficiency. Muslims are obvi-
ously excluded — the point behind “sab ka saath, sab ka
Vikas” (“with everyone, development for everyone”) was to
claim that earlier dispensations had privileged some groups
and thus had deprived “meritorious” upper caste Hindus. A
similar process, but less visible, might well take place with
Dalits and tribals. The old caste-based parties — the Bahujan
Samaj Party and the Lohia-ite socialists in particular — seem
unable to take this on. Partly because they had begun to
operate around the politics of patronage more than that of
ideology and consciousness-raising. I am not in a position
to offer advice to those parties or their putative successors.
However, it is and always has been true that an ideological
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Whose Bengalisitanyway?

Asthe BJP raced neck and neck with the TM(, Mamata must have regretted the
cosmopolitan liberalism that allows Bengal to embrace outsiders as favourite sons

WHERE MONEY TALKS

SUNANDA K DATTA RAY

Bengal’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
chief, chattered away in Hindi on national
television to an interviewer who was as much
a home-grown fish-eating Bengali as he. She
opened in English but since she needed her
story, and Ghosh was clearly determined to
establish what I can only call his cow-belt cre-
dentials, she tamely followed suit in such
Hindi as she could muster.
In another age and at another level, Tagore
responded with “a volley of Sanskrit” to

I twas a sign of things to come. Dilip Ghosh,

Oxford’s Latin citation when it honoured him
with an honorary doctorate. Perhaps he was
influenced by the first Lord Sinha, Britain’s
only non-white hereditary peer, who must
have caused eyebrows to rise way back in 1919
when he introduced Sanskrit (his motto Jata
Dharma Stata Jaya) to the College of Heralds
and House of Lords. It was the first BJP prime
minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, who estab-
lished Hindi’s international status in the UN.

Bengalis don’t usually speak Hindi, and do
it badly when forced to. The underlying principle
of Zhou Enlai’s comment after his education in
Japan that language is an instrument of colo-
nialism finds resonance in the state. West Bengal
did not respond with angry protests to what
Tamils called “Hindi imperialism” but East
Bengal more than made up for it with a war of
liberation in which India intervened. In fact,
Bangladeshis were contemptuous that Indian
Bengalis left it to the Tamils to resist Hindi.

But despite the outward calm, Bengal’s last
Congress chief minister, Siddhartha Shankar
Ray, was criticised for “surrendering” to Sanjay
Gandhi’s Hindi imperialism. Two ironies can’t
however be overlooked. First, Bengali resist-
ance to Hindi was never seriously extended
to the English language. Second, although
Kolkata is the citadel of Bengali nationalism,

not everyone regards it as a Bengali city.

Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy, undivided
Bengal’s last premier, wasn’t of Bengali origin.
He traced his name to Suhraward in Iraq and
his lineage to the Prophet as he dreamt of an
independent Bengal governed from Calcutta.
He called it a city that had been “built up large-
ly by the resources of foreigners, inhabited
largely by people from other provinces who
have no roots in the soil and who come here
to earn their livelihood, designated in another
context as exploitation”. For Lord Curzon,
Kolkata was “a European city set down upon
Asiatic soil”. A local newspaper, The
Englishman, declared more bluntly, “Calcutta
is a purely English city. The city belongs and
has always belonged to the English, and the
native community in it is simply a foreign and
parasitical community that would cease to
exist if the English were to abandon it.”

It was gratifying that Kumbakonam-born
Sir Henry Cotton, a Civilian from 1867 to 1902,
and the son, grandson and father of ICS officers,
did all his work except correspondence in
Bengali “and for weeks and months together
spoke no other language while in office.” But
Bengalis weren’t put out because Michael
Carritt, also of the ICS, who served just before
the Second World War, “could speak or under-
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The making of a fast tortoise

Shroff talks to Sudipto Dey about the early days of split from
his brother and the lessons he learnt from that episode

n a Saturday afternoon, a
O few minutes past 1 pm, we

are sitting with our guest,
Cyril Shroff, in Café Prato & Bar,
next to the lobby of Four Seasons
Hotel at Worli. Our guest looks
relaxed in an informal outfit, com-
fortable with the surrounding. To
me, sitting face to face with Cyril
Shroff is a bit surreal.

We have been chasing him for his
time for almost a year. One reason
he has agreed to this lunch — I tell
myself — has to do with the timing
of the meeting. In May 2015, the
Shroff brothers, Shardul and Cyril,
formally split their then 97-year old
family law firm Amarchand
Mangaldas. That was, of course,
after a few months of headline-grab-
bing slugfest for the family estate.
Cyril kicked off his second inning
with his eponymous law firm Cyril
Amarchand Mangaldas (CAM) the
same month (May 2015).

As we settle down at a corner
table, Shroff says, “I want to talk
about our journey over the last four
years”, perhaps reading my
thoughts. We decide to get the order-
ing bit out of the way. Shroff, with
an air of firm familiarity, orders a
truffle cheese naan along with a
quinoa salad as a starter; I settle for
a Greek salad. For the main course,
he orders an Alfredo pasta and I opt
for mamma rosa pasta. Shroff sug-
gests we share a grilled asparagus
and truffle mash.

Shroffis a third-generation legal
practitioner from a family with
roots in the port city of Surat. His
great grandfather was in the pearl
trade. The family firm was founded
by his grandfather Amarchand
Shroff and his partner Mangaldas
Mehta in 1917. An out and out
Mumbai boy, Shroff studied in
Bombay Scottish School, then went
to Sydenham College. He complet-
ed his law degree from the
Government Law College, Mumbai,
in 1982. Soon after, he joined the

family practice. While he focussed
on the markets in the west, largely
operating from Mumbai, his elder
brother Shardul built up the prac-
tice in the north. Post the split in
2015, the two went out to build their
individual footprints across key
cities in the country. “The split was
a hugely liberating experience,”
says Shroff. CAM’s progress over
the last four years has surpassed
his own expectations by a signifi-
cant margin, he says.

CAM is arguably the largest law
firm in the country in terms of the
number of lawyers — 750 and
growing (apart from a support staff
of another 750-odd). It started off
with around 400 lawyers in 2015.
Over the years the firm has become
more thoughtful and less impul-
sive, far more strategic in its think-
ing. “Profitable growth is a key
parameter for us, not just growth,”
he says.

Veterans in the legal fraternity
say law firms that are in the growth
stage are usually insecure about
losing work. Shroff says he took an
early call not to compromise on the
price it attaches to the service it
offers. “We have walked away from
situations where the transaction is
not commercially reasonable,”
he says.

The challenge in the early days
was to build faith among clients in
the quality of work that the firm
delivered and the value it generated
for them. “We have now developed
areputation and institutional capac-
ity to take on elephant mandates,”
says Shroff. The firm has been
involved in many of the recent big-
ticket legal deals, including those
involving IL&FS, Jet Airways, the
Blackstone-Embassy REIT.

What has evolved in the last four
years is a great sense of legacy and
purpose, says Shroff. “My biggest
contribution, I feel, over the last two
and a half decade is the creation of
the first “modern Indian law firm”

erstwhile

pus, giving them structured train-
ing, offering a career progression
track, the use of technology in the
work place and the compensation
are some of the salient features of
“the modern Indian law firm” that
were all tried and tested in the

Mangaldas under Shroff’s guid-
ance. “We invented the notion
of the ‘modern Indian law firm’,
he emphasises. The journey con-
tinues with a focus on innovation
— in the hiring and training
methods, in the use of technolo-
gy. “I have learnt from many dif-
ferent models. And that helped in
evolving my own model,” he says.

Shroff believes that the profes-
sional services model does not
respond well to the command and
control structure — which is most
visible in a corporate set-up. “One
needs to have a consultative,
democratic and transparent
style,” he says. “We run on the
same philosophy as a BCG or a
Bain or a McKinsey, but we offer
only one product — legal serv-
ices,” explains Shroff putting
his views in perspective.

Surely, there would have
been some misses in his four-
year journey. He concedes there
was turbulence in the first 18
months. A no-poach agreement
with his brother forced the firm to
hire laterally through acquisitions.
“Though the people were good,
they somehow did not fit in with
our culture. So quite a few people
came and left in the first 18
months,” he says. “The culture of
the firm is organic and that phase
was something akin to tissue rejec-
tion. It was a great learning experi-
ence — now we are far more astute
about hiring,” says Shroff.

Cracking the Delhi
turned out to be more difficult than
he and his team had anticipated.
“Delhi was a difficult market for the
first two and a half years, but not

Amarchand
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ayear,” he adds.
market
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operations across geographies. “We
course corrected on that front within

There were times when rogue
clients put the firm in difficult situ-
ations. “We have learnt from the
hard experiences and become sig-
nificantly more careful in our risk

Business Standard

stand no Bengali at all”. He had another string
to his bow. Apart from the heaven-born service,
he was the Communist Party of Great Britain’s
secret emissary to the Communist Party of
India and hobnobbed with the likes of PC Joshi.

The Brits have gone; Marwaris are the new
Brits. Drawn by lucrative trading opportuni-
ties, the Bania influx from Rajasthan spiralled
by 400 per cent between 1890 and 1920. Two
local grandees, Maharajadhiraja Bijay Chand
Mahtab of Burdwan and Nawab Khwaja
Salimullah of Dacca, joked that “Marwari” was
“More-worry”. They probably meant the great
1917 scandal of adulterated ghee, a trade
Marwaris monopolised. As frenzied rumours
swept Bengal, tests showed that only seven
out of 67 samples were pure cow’s milk ghee.
One sample had only 5 per cent ghee, another
not a drop. Much of it was untouchable fat
that would horrify any self-respecting gau-
rakshak. Pundits from Benares prescribed
costly and elaborate purification ceremonies,
and Lord Ronaldshay, Bengal’s governor, not-
ed the “electrifying” spectacle of nearly 5,000
Brahmins desperately cleansing themselves
by the Hooghly.

Despite their jest, neither Bijay Chand nor
Khwaja Salimullah was Bengali. The first
Mahtab was a Punjabi Hindu. Dacca’s nawabs
were Kashmiri Muslim. R.P. Goenka, the leading
Marwari industrialist, claimed to be an indi-
gene: he wore a dhoti and spoke Bengali but his
consciousness remained Marwari. As the BJP
raced neck and neck with the Trinamool
Congress, Mamata Banerjee must have regret-
ted the cosmopolitan liberalism that allows
Bengal to embrace outsiders as favourite sons.

an hour and our main course is
almost over. We decide to share a
plate of mango with vanilla ice
cream for dessert, followed by a dou-
ble espresso for Shroff.

The family split also had a few
lessons for him, which Shroff feels
could be useful to corporate India

in handling conflict. “At that
point, I was at a crossroads —
money was not important for
me, what was important was the
firm and peace of mind. I took
the call to walk away,” he says.
Shroff says he walked away from
L the conflict “with his head held
high”. “I am sure that would have
. made my father very proud,” he
/ adds a tad emotionally.
/ The big lesson for him is that
the ability to walk away from a con-
flict is a huge first step in conflict
resolution. He often uses his own
example while advising other fam-
ilies going through turbulence. “In
the game of the hare and the tor-
toise, we have been a bit like a
fast tortoise,” says Shroff. His
family will play a big role in the
firm’s onward journey. Both his
kids — Rishabh and Paridhi —
work in his firm. “I am letting
them come through the ranks.
No parachuting. You have to
grow tall on your own,” he says.

He discovered an interest in
painting quite late in the day. He

started off with charcoal painting

about a decade or so back and plans
to move to oil and acrylic. A series
of sketches, which were part of the
wedding invitation of his daughter
and son, has been a highlight of this
journey. “I find painting incredibly
relaxing,” he says. While giving credit
to his wife who encourages him to
explore his “soft skills”, Shroff says
about a year back he started taking
guitar lessons. Of late, he has taken
aliking to books on aging as he steps
into his 60s and is particularly appre-
ciative of Roman statesman Cicero’s
take on how to grow old.

Bollywood is the other stress
buster for the Shroff family.
Together they watch at least
one new Bollywood release every

battle is underway, and their side is losing their own.

m.s.sharma@gmail.com; Twitter; @mihirssharma

Let’sget the men talking. Period. Modiagain. What next?
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PEOPLE LIKE THEM

GEETANJALI KRISHNA

n May 28, the whole world will
O observe International Menstrual
Hygiene Day. It’s the perfect time
for me to tell the story of Sachin Gupta
(14) of Sonva village in Bakshi Ka Talab
block of Lucknow district. This young
boy has given his sisters Juhi (18), Mansi
(16), Sanjana (15) and Jaya (14) a thought-
ful but highly unusual gift, a sanitary
napkin incinerator that he has built with
his own hands. To me, Sachin’s story
highlights the crucial male voice that is
often missing from the public discourse
on what’s considered an essentially fem-
inine subject — menstruation.
Last year, the young schoolboy under-
went training to become a peer educator

on sanitation in his village. “That was the
first time I learnt about menstruation and
what my mother and sisters undergo
every month,” he recalled. He was gobs-
macked that an uncomfortable but nor-
mal biological event happened to his
beloved sisters every single month and
yet he was unaware. “When I tried to talk
to them, they laughed in embarrassment
and sent me packing,” he said. Howevetr,
Sachin was determined to show he cared.
“Since there is no chemist nearby, I
realised my sisters had to walk a distance
to buy sanitary pads. So I started getting
them for my sisters to save them the trou-
ble,” he added. During his training with
WaterAid India, he realised that sanitary
waste disposal was also critical to his sis-
ters’ welfare. “I realised that if my sisters
also had an incinerator at home, they
won’t have to throw their waste in the
fields. So I built them one from clay I col-
lected from the local pond,” said Sachin.

Today, thanks to this young boy’s
efforts, the Gupta household has been
transformed. Not only are his sisters com-
fortable talking about periods with him
as well as their mother Suman, they even
joke about them with their feisty grand-
mother Lakshmi Devi. While I was there,
the old granny regaled us with stories of
her own childhood, when in the absence

family law firm to train as a litiga-
tor. The years following the eco-
nomic liberalisation were the
busiest in terms of building up the

he says.

of any other option, she would wrap ash
from the kitchen hearth inside a long
piece of cloth and tie it between her legs
when she was on her period. The girls dis-
solved into giggles when she dramatically
rolled out a sample for us using an old
dupatta, but sobered when she said how
uncomfortable they were. “We used to get
cuts, infections, itching and worse
because of them,” the old lady said.

Lakshmi Devi is happy that the atmos-
phere in their house is different now. She
told us that in her younger days, menstru-
ation was something they didn’t even
speak about among friends. “This crush-
ing silence and embarrassment is the rea-
son why so many women have such a
hard time, fall ill even, during those days,”
said she adding, “which is why I feel so
happy when I see the change that Sachin
has brought in our house”.

Sachin told me that his friends often
laughed at him for getting involved in
“women’s matters”. “I tell them it’s men
like them who need to change their mind-
sets, notI,” he said.

He’s so right. We need to bring the men
into menstruation dialogues urgently.
This might be the most efficient way to
bring this important issue into the main-
stream and tear away the shroud of silence
that envelops it even today.

in the combined entity and now,”

The use of the apprenticeship
model of hiring students off cam-

anymore,” he says.

Shroff concedes that he underes-
timated the need for internal com-
munication as the firm expanded its

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

ow that the elections are ovetr,
N Modi is back as prime minister,

the laddoos have been eaten by
supporters (and non-supporters in a
show of magnanimity), can we get back
to what life was like before it all began?
“We haven’t had a proper party for so
long,” Sarla sighs. I empathise with her.
While enough alcohol had been glugged
in the capital’s drawing rooms, the con-
versation had been overwhelmingly
about politics. Who was one to vote for?
What was the alternative? Theories
abounded about whether Modi “could”,
“would” or “should” win/lose. Ditto
Rahul Gandhi. Everyone dissed the state
of the nation. “Look at the businessmen

assessment,” says Shroff. “In turn,
the process of client intake has
become quite bureaucratic,” he says.

We have been talking for about

who’ve become NRIs,” pointed out an
industrialist, pouring himself a peg of
single malt. “I'm thinking of sending my
children out of the country,” chimed in
his “partner” — spouses are no longer
appropriate accessory for an evening out.
When acquaintances weren’t dis-
cussing policymaking, they were watch-
ing the season’s IPL. For those of us dis-
interested in either, staying at home with
the TV on offered poor relief. Nor could
one lock the bedroom and head off for a
holiday because one had to vote — for
Instagram’s sake. Having shrugged off its
earlier apathy, urban India had discov-
ered the ultimate status symbol was no
longer the Birkin or designer watch but
the mark of electoral ink. Not wearing it
was the equivalent of social hara-kiri.
But we're not done and dusted with
the elections — yet. Already, invitations
for “analysis” parties are dribbling in. Did
we vote right — or wrong? Was the arith-
metic wrong — or right? Did constituen-
cies vote for presidential Modi or some
pathetic partypooper? Now that the ver-
dict is in, everyone swears to have known
the result beforehand. Hadn’t they pre-
dicted the Modi tsunami? Er, no.
“Nonsense,” admonishes a school pal, “I
knew he was going to gain a majority.”
“Me, it was me,” insists a neighbour four
houses away, “I'd said he’d get a land-

week. And who decides which
movie the family would watch?
“Madam,” Shroff says with a twin-
Kkle in his eyes.

slide.” The room demurs — the neighbour
had predicted a loss. “But I knew he was
goingtowin,” he insists. Time for a drink.
Already, though, the social satta is
vocal about ministerships on offer. The
pick of the pack, of course, is Amit Shah,
with a future foretold, but the bets are
on which ministers the PM will hold,
which he’ll let go. Now that he seems to
have much of India in his sway, perform-
ance rather than regional and caste bal-
ances may influence his choices — or
not. Does he have any more shocks to
administer? “He’ll rename Lutyens’s
Delhi Gandhinagar,” mutters a discon-
solate hack. “Khan Market will become
Kalyan Market,” giggles a housewife.
But this too shall pass. “Let’s make
the most of the remaining summer,” says
Sarla. Holiday plans are shared. The Rais
are off to Italy. The Dhillons don’t know
where to go, they’ve been around the
world twice. “The English have ruined
London,” a friend mutters something
about Brexit. “Where are we going?” my
wife wants to know. “I don’t honestly
know,” Isay. I'd like to get away some place
far from the elections, but when I wrote
for abooking yesterday, some bright spark
emailed back, “Modi won, congratula-
tions.” “If one can’t get away from the hus-
tings hoopla, we might as well stay here,” I
tell my wife. I know I don’t have her vote.
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stopped firing as before.

Take a look at the numbers.

total) liabilities of a year earlier.

TN NINAN

Borrowed money

e have heard these last few years about the twin-debt problem
faced by companies and banks. We’ve read reports like Credit
Suisse’s “House of Debt”, on companies that don’t have the
earnings to pay interest on debt, let alone the principal. And of
course we have read more than we would wish to about how banks have been
writing off record sums of bad loans. So far, though, no one seems to have looked
at the extent of money that is being borrowed by individuals, and the rising
levels of household debt. Time to look at it when the consumption engine that
has kept the economy going through a multi-year investment slowdown has

Individual or household financial stress is usually the result of lost jobs or
livelihoods, and there is some of that. Look at depressed farm incomes, the
fate of Jet Airways, or the effects of demonetisation. But there seems to be a
deeper problem building up, one that is not linked to economic downswings or
disruptions. Personal debt has been climbing and we must ask whether the
burden of repayment is eating into disposable incomes — especially if loans
taken for housing have to be repaid even when the housing project is stuck.

Between 2013-14 and 2017-18, according to the Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI’s)
“Handbook of Statistics on the Indian Economy”, personal loans given by banks
went up in by 89 per cent to 19.1 trillion. This, when private consumption
increased by only 53 per cent, and overall non-food credit went up by an even
more sedate 39 per cent. There was an increase of 82 per cent in borrowing for
housing, 54 per cent for consumer durables, and 78 per cent for vehicles. The
most striking was a 154 per cent increase in “other personal loans” even as credit
card outstanding went up by an even bigger 176 per cent. The only modest
increase was for education loans (up about 16 per cent).

These numbers on borrowings are compelling when placed against the
figures for household savings, which in the three years to 2016-17 went up by
just 18 per cent, while physical household savings actually declined, though
fractionally. The household figure for savings includes unincorporated enter-
prises, so the numbers are not strictly comparable. Nevertheless, the growing
tendency to borrow more to consume is clear: The ratio between borrowings
and overall consumption (including of the daily necessities) moved up in four
years from 15.6 per cent to 19.3 per cent.

That’s just bank credit. There is then the money that people borrow from
non-banking financial companies (NBFCs), usually for housing and cars but
also for consumer durables and spending occasions like weddings. RBI numbers
suggest that banks account for only about two-thirds of household financing,
and the overall financial liabilities of households went up by 6.7 trillion in
2017-18. This was an astonishing 80 per cent step up from the increase in (not

India’s household debt in relation to its GDP is low — barely 11 per cent —
compared to the other Brics countries: 17 per cent in Russia, 26 per cent in Brazil
and 48 per cent in China. But loans have to be repaid out of disposable income.
This will be lower in India, where most people still live hand to mouth, than in
the rest of Brics, which has per capita income about five times India’s. For that
reason, straight comparisons with such countries on the levels of personal debt
can be misleading. That apart, at their present rates of growth, personal loans
in India could well become the largest category of bank credit in just two or
three years, replacing large industry and services which lead the tables now.
Bank credit to all of industry, for instance, grew just 7.3 per cent in the four years
to 2017-18. The financing of households is fine if incomes keep growing. If not,
high debt levels could begin to bite, and we will have a double whammy.
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Mandal, Man

make way for Modi

BJP's Mandir politics has subsumed Mandal under
Modi-Shah and created a pan-Hindu vote. Modi’s
challenger hasto inventa new politics

after three decades. A new one has begun.

We are certainly not talking about the decline
of the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty and the rise of
Narendra Modi as the solitary new pole of Indian
politics. That would be too narrow a focus to under-
stand the profound political transformation in India.
We are marking the end of the Mandal-Mandir poli-
tics and the unfolding of the Modi epoch.

It was exactly around this time of the year in 1989
that the BJP, reduced to two in the Lok Sabha by Rajiv
Gandhi in 1984, had begun to see a chance for a come-
back in the last year of his prime ministership. Rajiv co-
nfidant and defence minister V P Singh had rebelled,
and looked the natural leader for
an alliance to replace Rajiv. But
he could not have done it without
the BJP’s numbers. And L K
Advani, the BJP’s sharpest mind,
wasn’t willing to accept having
to share power forever.

He wanted the BJP to win
power on its own. For this, the
BJP needed an agenda going be-
yond the day’s flavour: Defeatin,

Q n epoch has ended in Indian politics exactly

“corrupt” Rajiv. He picked u]% NATIONAL INTEREST

Singh and his mostly Socialist/Lohiaite think-tank
knew the arrangement was unsustainable and
worked to build a new politics opposed to both the
BJP and the Congress. An almost decade-old report
of the Mandal Commission, recommending reserva-
tions for Other Backward Classes (OBCs), was pulled
out and implemented in a jiffy.

The upper castes, already resentful of the 22.5 per
cent reservations for scheduled castes and tribes,
declared war on V P Singh, leading to violent distur-
bances. In these, 159 upper-caste students tried to
commit suicide and, unfortunately, 63 succeeded. A
caste war had begun within the Hindu mass. In the
process, V P Singh and his socialists built a new OBC
vote bank. It threatened the BJP
by dividing the Hindu vote it cov-
eted, the last thing Mr Advani
wanted when he was trying to
polarise that entire population on
a Hindu-Muslim basis.

VPSingh’s “Mandal” strategy
ran headlong into Advani’s
“Mandir”. The Mandal versus
Mandir politics resulted in a tus-
sle that’s defined Indian politics
since then: Can you re-unite by

Ayodhya, combining aggressive
nationalism with Hindu revival. SHEKHAR GUPTA
This was his Mandir doctrine.

Mr Advani helped the opposition stop Rajiv well
short later that year. V P Singh, whose Janata Dal won
143 seats, most of these in the heartland, was sworn-
in as prime minister of a newly-formed National Front
coalition. It was still way short of 272. The numbers
were made up by two unlikely outside supporters —
the Left and the BJP. It wasn’t actually the first or the
last time the two sworn ideological enemies cynically
made common cause.

The bulk of the Janata Dal and its smaller allies’
numbers came from old Socialists and Congress reb-
els. Generally, they detested the BJP. Mutual unease
worsened with differences over the handling of a new
insurgency in Kashmir, especially after Rubaiya Say-
eed, the daughter of Mufti Mohammad Sayeed, the
Kashmiri politician serving as home minister in V P
Singh’s cabinet, was kidnapped for ransom by Kash-
miri separatists and the government capitulated.

faith what caste divided?

When it worked, which was
less often, the BJP came to power.
But mostly, bonds of caste prevailed, particularly as
many old heartland leaders built and reinforced vote
banks of their own castes. Kanshi Ram and Mayawati
joined the mix too, taking away the Dalits. Muslims
were these caste groups’ force multipliers, and vice
versa. Together, they often beat the BJP in the heart-
land. And nationally, these joined hands with the
Congress to build unlikely coalitions to keep the BJP
out of power.

The 2019 verdict has ended that. To say that
Mandir has triumphed Mandal will miss the point. It
is more like Mandir, under Narendra Modi and Amit
Shah, has subsumed Mandal. Helped along by Mr
Modi’srise as India’s first full-term, full-majority OBC
prime minister winning a second term, the Mandalite
vote banks are broken. Mr Modi has taken the mantle
from both Mandal and Mandir.

In terms of political geology, this isn’t just a tectonic
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shift, it is a continental collision. How has it come ab-
out? What are its consequences? And what will it take
to contest it, and invent a new pole in Indian politics?

Cut to Mr Modi’s spirited speech to his party men
in the evening of the results. Two points he made
stand out. One, he said that there were only two castes
in India now: The poor, and those able to generate
the resources to help the poor. Second, that those
who wore the “secular mask” have been defeated.
The political message is that the time when leaders
could divide Hindus on the basis of caste, combine
with Muslim voters and stay in power is now over.

Mr Modi is the solitary factor that made this pos-
sible. There is no point blaming the opposition. Pre-
poll coalitions work when you are fighting an ideology
or a party. They will be easily rolled over when fight-
ing a personality, particularly one as popular as Mr
Modi today, or Indira Gandhi in 1971.

Mr Modi and Mr Shah have dared to take the BJP
where Mr Advani and his generation had not
dreamed. Their Mandir polarisation was read by the
heartland voters with their evident sympathy with
the upper-caste anti-Mandal suicide-burners. Mr
Modi and Mr Shah have actively reached out to the
OBCs and Dalits. In Uttar Pradesh, they’ve been
breaching both Mayawati and Mulayam’s vote banks,
diminishing them essentially to single-caste leaders,
Jatavs and Yadavs, respectively.

The rest are gravitating towards the BJP. Since it
already has a Hindu nationalist upper caste vote-
bank, these additional numbers give it devastating
power. Bihar has been handed over to a non-BJP OBC
leader (Nitish Kumar), the leader of a large and pow-
erful Dalit group, Ram Vilas Paswan, has been accom-
modated. The challenge of Mandal, which kept the
BJP out of power for almost two decades of the past
three, was put to flames in 2019.

Mr Modi now has the opportunity to design his
own playbook. Here is one likelihood. Because
he can take the upper-caste loyalty for granted for
now, he could empower many more OBC and Dalit
leaders at the Centre and in the states. In Bihar, he is
already building a strong set of Yadav leaders, notably
Sanjay Paswan, and some will be mentored in UP too.
And Hindus feel sufficiently empowered under him
so he could reach out to Muslims too. The message:
The time when all of you could combine your vote
shares to win power is over. The politics that gave
you your electoral clout has ended. So come under
my tent. After all, as I said, there are only two castes
in my India, the poor and the wealth-creators. Most
Muslims may still not walk in. But some might just.

Do not read this as the end of politics in India. It is
just that, with the Mandal-Mandir epoch over, Mr
Modi’s next challenger/s will need to invent a new
politics. Of course, some would still hope that caste
would once again divide what faith reunited. But I'd
believe that half the life of that idea ended in 2014,
and the rest now.

How would that new politics be built, and possibly
by whom? Look one level below the surface in this
election result. Under the BJP’s 303 and 52 of the
Congtess are two important numbers. The BJP’s votes
have risen to 226 million now from 171 million in 2014.
The Congress vote has also risen to 118.6 million from
1069 million. The combined 2014 tally of 2779 million
between them has now risen to 344.6 million. In per-
centage terms, this is 57 per cent of the total vote com-
pared to 50.3 in 2014. The vote Mandalite and other
regional forces took away is gravitating back to nation-
al parties. That’s why you may take the Congress light-
ly, Mr Modi and Mr Shah won’t.

By Special Arrangement with ThePrint

The awtul, unchanging binary of elections Testing thelimits

VIEWPOINT

DEVANGSHU DATTA

elections when Rajiv Gandhi rode the

sympathy wave following his moth-
er’s assassination. As a 22-year-old casting
a paper ballot in what was then the
Calcutta South constituency, I had an
awful binary to consider. I could vote for
the Left Front, which ran the state very
badly, and regularly indulged in violence
and murder. Or, I could vote for the
Congress, which had just carried out a
monstrous genocide.

Every election since then has present-
ed similarly terrible choices. My ideal
political party would combine an ideology
of being socially liberal and inclusive,

Ivoted for the first time in the 1984

with a near-libertarian perspective on the
economy. It would guarantee wide-rang-
ing personal freedoms; it would delete
vast chunks of the tax codes and abolish
the licensing system; and it would abjure
corruption and political violence.

No such animal exists. Indeed, such
an animal cannot exist. You cannot win
an election without putting together a
massive war chest. It is impossible to put
a war chest together, without giving and
taking favours from India Inc, with a large
dose of extortion thrown in. You cannot
win elections without muscle-power. So
every party has corruption and the capac-
ity for violence embedded in its DNA.

Nor would a socially liberal agenda
make sense as a political plank. People
would not vote for it, even if they did not
actively oppose it. Yet, India remains a
place where many personal freedoms are
trammelled by bizarre laws.

The Indian Constitution is a wonderful
document in many ways. Unfortunately,
it was pasted on top of a codex of colo-
nial-era laws designed to keep the lid on
the population. Over time, in the name
of religious sensitivity, even more regres-
sive provisions have been added on.

Provisions such as criminal defama-
tion and sedition were designed to crush

challenges to the Raj. They have never
been softened by any government that
has been in power in the eight decades
since Independence. Indeed they have
been used recently by politicians as
well as business groups, to counter
everything from satirical memes and
cartoons to allegations of sexual harass-
ment and corruption.

While those laws exist in their current
forms, freedom of speech is constrained.
Freedom of speech is further constrained
by the sections of the Indian Penal Code,
which makes it impossible to criticise
religion, even on legitimate grounds.
Those laws are applied selectively,
depending on the proclivities of the gov-
ernment of the day. Nonetheless, they
exist and no government has diluted
either Section 295A or Section 153 of the
IPC and no government appears likely to
touch these provisions. That’s a further
constraint on freedom of speech, and
arguably, on the freedom to practice a
lack of religion.

Other limits on personal freedom also
exist. There is still no privacy law. That is
not going to be a priority for legislators,
given that the government has argued
strenuously against the right to privacy.
In large parts of the country, there are fur-

ther constraints on personal habits. It is
illegal to consume alcohol or eat beef, in
many states, for instance.

Those proscriptions are driven largely
by religious considerations and again, no
political party is willing to push for the
abolition of such regressive laws. Even in
states where prohibition has been
repealed, it has been done quietly and
justified on the utilitarian grounds of rais-
ing revenue. (That is, by the way, an excel-
lent reason for not imposing prohibition).

Even an avowedly majoritarian Hindu
party has not considered pulling cannabis
out of the purview of the Narcotic and
Psychotropic Substances Act. This makes
it look like an outlier in a world, where
many major nations have legalised
cannabis in the last five years.

So who does one vote for, when no
political agenda comes within touching
distance of the ideal? I've always cast my
vote on the principle of doing least harm:
I give it to the party that might cause the
least harm on the social, economic, or per-
sonal liberties front. My constituency
remains Kolkata South. The choices
remained binary in 2019 and it’s gotten
no easier to choose in the last 35 years.

Twitter: @devangshudatta

Theresa May meets her lonely end

JENNI RUSSELL

Thrones, a once-powerful and arro-
gant queen stands almost alone at
the top of her castle, abandoned by the
multitudes who once feared and fol-
lowed her, her strategies in ruins, watch-
ing with dulled horror as her enemy
swoops closer, burning her city down. At
the last, as she flees down a staircase,
even her most trusted champion deserts
her, leaving her to fight a battle of his
own. Only the man who loves her is by
her side at the end.
That was how Theresa May’s premier-

In the final season of Game of

ship ended this week. All her Brexit pro-
posals ended in failure. Hard-line back-
benchers were denouncing her, newspa-
per headlines read “desperate, deluded,
doomed” and the Conservative Party’s
grass roots around the country were
believed to be pushing to change their
party’s rules in order to get her out. Only
her fiercely loyal husband still believed
that the problem lay solely with the con-
niving and sniping of other politicians,
not his wife.

It would be understandable to feel
sympathy for anyone so isolated and vil-
ified. I don’t. Mrs May has been
destroyed by her own fatal decisions.

Delivering Brexit was always going to
be difficult, because it had been sold on
alie — that leaving would be simple and
the future prosperous. The exact nature
of any Brexit had been kept deliberately
vague by the leading Brexiteers.

Mrs May, as the first prime minister
after the 2016 Brexit referendum, could
have minimised those difficulties by
exposing that lie, and by seeking a Brexit
that kept Britain’s economy close to
Europe’s while honouring the decision

to leave. Tragically she chose instead to
pander to the her party’s right wing and
its backers in the news media, promising
to quit both the European Union’s single
market and its customs union, and
ceaselessly repeating the disastrous idea
that “no deal is better than a bad deal.”
Her decisions in those first months were
calamitous; they framed Brexit as a sharp
break from Europe and turned it from a
problem to a disaster.

which every Tory or Brexiteer could proj-
ect their hopes, to the humiliated and
compromised leader of a minority
administration.

From this every subsequent disaster
followed. Mrs May stubbornly pursued
ahard Brexit though she had neither the
mandate nor the votes to back it. Even
last November, when the deal she had
finally negotiated with the European

Union was defeated in the

For a few months she Itwould be House of Commons by the
basked in the short-lived polit- understandable largest margin in British his-
ical rewards. The Tory press to feel sympathy tory, she refused to explore
offered calculated adoration, foranyone the possibility of seeking con-

praising the new Iron Lady
and admiring her steel, ambi-
tion, boldness and leadership.
Carried away by their syco-
phancy, revelling in her novel popularity
and buoyed by a healthy lead in opinion
polls, Mrs May called an election to bol-
ster the tiny parliamentary majority she
had inherited. Instead of expanding her
majority in Parliament, she lost it and
was forced to beg support from a small,
far-right Northern Irish party. Mrs May
went from being the blank screen onto

so isolated and
vilified. I don't

sensus in Parliament. “The
trouble with Theresa is that
she only recognises reality
when it hits her in the face,”
one exasperated ex-cabinet minister told
me. Unlike the Queen of Westeros, she
is not a wicked woman; but her serial
stubborn stupidity is unforgivable. The
legacy she leaves, the curdled, purist
view of Brexit she has helped to shape,
is a poisonous one.

©2019 The New York TimesNews Service
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iki Lauda, the Austrian racecar
N driver who won three world

championships in Formula
One, the sport’s highest level of inter-
national competition, and was regard-
ed as one of the greatest racing drivers
of all time, died on Monday in Zurich.
He was 70.

The scion of an industrial family
that opposed his daredevil driving
career, Lauda (pronounced LAO-da)
was a road warrior who dazzled motor-
ing experts and crowds that lined the
twisting, turning Grand Prix courses of
Europe, Africa, Asia and the Americas
for gruelling all-weather races. For a
driver, it took guts, focus and precision
moves among the shifting packs roar-
ing at high speeds.

“Formula One is simply about con-
trolling these cars and testing your lim-
its,” Lauda told The Telegraph of London
in 2015. “This is why people race — to
feel the speed, the car and the control.
If in my time you pushed too far, you
would have killed yourself. You had to
balance on that thin line to stay alive.”

In his 17-year career (1969-85) in the
open cockpit of Porsches, Ferraris,
McLarens and other high-tech torpe-
does on wheels, mostly in Formula One
competition, Lauda won 25 Grand Prix
races. Points were awarded to the top
six finishers in a race (today it is the top
10), and by amassing the highest point
total in 16 authorised races, Lauda won
the Formula One world driving cham-
pionships in 1975, 1977, and 1984.

Since the crowns were first awarded,
in 1950, only five drivers have surpassed
Lauda’s three titles. After winning his
first world driving championship, Lauda
seemed destined to repeat in 1976. He
won five early events and came in sec-
ond in two more. But in his next race,
the German Grand Prix at Niirburgring,
a 14-mile, 76-curve course, things went
drastically wrong for him and his 1,300-
pound blood-red Ferrari.

It had rained, and he hit a slippery
patch at 140 miles per hour. He spun
out, broke through a restraining fence,
which snagged and tore away his hel-
met, then hit an embankment and
bounced back onto the track, where he
was hit by several following cars. His
ruptured fuel tank burst into flames,
which engulfed him in the cockpit.

By the time three other drivers pulled
him from the wreckage, he had severe
burns on the face, head and hands, a
concussion, a broken collarbone and

other fractures. His right ear was badly
burned. Noxious smoke and gases from
the car’s burning interior seared his
lungs. He was taken to a hospital in a
coma, then to a burn centre, seemingly
near death.

On Lauda’s third day in intensive
care, a Roman Catholic priest gave him
the last rites of the church. Lauda was
conscious, and the rites only made him
angry. “I kept telling myself, If he wants
to do that, O.K., but I'm not quitting,”
Lauda told Newsday after he began a
remarkable recovery. He had a series of
operations and skin grafts that left per-
manent scarring on his head. He lost
part of his right ear, the hair on the right
side of his head, his eyebrows and both
eyelids. He chose to limit reconstructive
surgery to the eyelids, and thereafter
wore a red baseball cap to cover the
worst disfigurements. But he began talk-
ing, walking and making plans for his
return to racing.

Six weeks after his devastating crash,
Lauda returned to competition in the
Italian Grand Prix at Monza, near Milan.
He finished fourth. Against all odds, he
began winning again, and finished as
runner-up to the 1976 world champion,
his British friend James Hunt.

Sustaining his comeback a year later,
Lauda again won the world champi-
onship, beating Jody Scheckter. Seven
years later, after a series of poor racing
seasons and a two-year “retirement,”
Lauda won his final Formula One cham-
pionship. He retired from racing in 1985.

For many years, Lauda championed
safer racecar and track designs, and
urged tighter controls over driving con-
ditions and rules governing race organ-
isers. “Racing on substandard tracks or
in unsafe weather doesn’t test courage,”
Lauda told The Boston Globe in 1977.

Over the years, in response to dead-
ly crashes and the increasing power of
engines, sanctioning organisations
have mandated many changes in safe-
ty regulations and technology, includ-
ing electronic driver aids and grooved
tires, to improve the road grip and cor-
nering controls of cars, as well as rules
limiting racing in extreme weather
conditions to minimise dangers of
aquaplaning. Tracks have been
redesigned and stronger barriers built
to increase the safety of spectators.
Major accidents in Formula One racing
have steadily declined.

©2019 The New York TimesNews Service
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What's the best way
to divide India?

It could be along caste lines like Mayawati/Akhilesh/Lalu would
want, or a north-south divide like Chandrababu seems to prefer

HE ATTACKS ON prime minister Narendra Modji,always sharp,have increased

in intensity after he pulled off a spectacular victory for the BJP/NDA. While

most expected thealliance tolose alarge number of seats due to the economy

slowing and joblessness rising, there were the additional factors of cow-related
violence and costs to farmers with stray cattle eating their crops in Uttar Pradesh and,
of course, the fact that two big caste parties—the SP and the BSP—had got together to
beat the BJP.

Despite this, however, the BJP got 20 seats more than in 2014—the 282 in 2014
itself wasarecord of sorts for non-Congress parties—and with an increased vote-share
of around 6%; it rose from 31.3% in 2014 to 37.4% in 2019. That is quite a change
from earlier elections when winning parties typically got just around 28-30% of the
votes polled.Indeed,in key states, the vote-share was dramatically higher.In UP,where
the BJP was expected to lose 30-40 seats, it lost just nine,and managed to increase its
vote share from 42.3% in 2014 to 49.5% this time around. In West Bengal, where the
party stormed Mamata Banerjee’s citadel by bagging 18 of 42 seats—TMC held 34 and
the BJP just two in 2014 —it raised its vote share from 17% to a massive 40.2%. In
Odisha,where the BJP rose from one seat to 8—the BJD fell from 20 to 13—the party’s
vote-share rose from 21.5% to 38.4%. By all accounts, the big takeaway from the elec-
tions was the decimation of caste warriors.

Itwould be premature to say caste is dead since even Modi pays close attention to the
caste of hiscandidatesand,during the campaign,he did mention his caste; also, the gov-
ernment’s plans to do a sub-categorisation of OBCs to ensure that just powerful castes
didn’t cornerall the reservation benefits makesit clear caste is alive and kicking. The dif-
ference,however,is thatwhen thereisalarger cause—Ram
mandirinthe past,and ‘nationalism’this timearound—itis
possible to get voters to subsume their caste identitieswhile

H
voting. So,when Modi is blamed for the ‘toxic masculinity éfter Modi's
that characterises the BJP’s ideological discourse’, to quote victory, some
one observer,what is one to make of this? commentators

Certainlythe party’s stance on cow-related violence has
been condemnable; while Modi did come out against the
self-styled gaurakshaks, it was a bit late in the day and his
chief ministers were not able to stop this.Also, Modi’s run-
ning down of the ‘pink revolution’—the colour of beef—is
what emboldened the gaurakshaks,as did the subsequent
large-scale closing of abattoirs by the UP government.
According to factchecker.in, there were 127 incidents of
cow-relatedviolenceacross the countrybetween 2012 and
2019whichresultedin 47 deaths; 124 of theincidentsand - T —————
allthe deathstook place since 2014.0ne crime doesn’t jus-
tifyanother,but,in the case of caste-based violence,the NCRB reports 799 murders of SCs
in 2016 alone. It is likely that factchecker.in doesn’t have all the details of cow-related
violence—the NCRB doesn’t report thisat all—but it is does appear that incidents of caste-
based violenceare far greater.So if—and that isa big if’since removing caste-bias will take
decades—focusing onanidentity bigger than caste reduces caste-related violence, is that
something Modi should be praised for or blamed?

Andwhile Modiis accused of pushing a majoritarian—oranti-Muslim—agendaright
through the election, it is possible,as Modi and the BJPargue, that the media highlighted
only certain parts of his speeches that related to ‘nationalism’/Balakot/Hindutva, and
ignored the parts where he spoke of what the government had done for development.
That seems plausiblesince,in the pre-election period, the government made much of the
fact that over X2.3 lakh crore was distributed to the poor via DBT over the past five years,
over 5 crore persons got subsidised lifeinsuranceand 13 croreaccident insurance, 6 crore
got free LPG connections, 1 crore subsidised houses were built,aswere close to 10 crore toi-
lets...If the government was highlighting this before the election,whywould it not do so
during the elections since the poorwould certainly see this as a reason to vote Modi?

Another big takeway from the elections in states like Odisha, for instance, is that
voters are quite discerning even if they are poor and poorly educated.In Odisha,on the
same day, voters were able to vote in Naveen Patnaik in the assembly elections and
Narendra Modi as the country’s prime minister; the voters were able to distinguish
between the fact that national and local priorities are different. Thiswas also evident in
states like Rajasthan where, just months after the BJP lost the assembly, it swept the
national election—even when the BJPlost the assembly, one of the slogans of the elec-
torate was “Vasundhara teri khair nahi, Modi tujhse bair nahi” (we will fix you Vasund-
hara, but we have no quarrel with Modi).

While the Opposition needs to come out with a more coherent strategy than chowiki-
daar-chor-hai or the allegation of Anil-Ambani’s-X¥30,000crore-Rafale-payoffif it hopes
tobeat Modiin 2024, the country’s intellectuals who run down Modi need to think over
theseissues, to explain howthe assertion of caste-based and regional identitiesis a pre-
ferred alternative.Just lastyear,Chandrababu Naidu was trying to get south Indian chief
ministers to get together to protest about how they were subsidising poorer north
Indian states; surely this toowas against the idea of India asa conglomeration of states
and identities. And, if this assertion was to be accepted, why should the rich pay more
taxes as individuals to subsidise the poor? Modi needs to ensure the Hindutva agenda
doesn’t become anti-Muslim or anti-Christian,but he is not the only one that needs to
do some introspection.

spoke of a 'toxic
masculinity’, others
of India’'s soul 'lost
to a dark politics’,
even of a country
plunging into a
‘'moronic inferno’

ParchedChennai

The souther metropolis faces one of its worst water-crises
ever; India must focus on building storage capacity

HENNALI IS FACING one of the worst water crises it has ever seen. There is

just 1.3% water left in the city's reservoirs—the fifth-lowest amount in 74

years. In 2018, the city received less than of what is usually does from the

retreating/northeast monsoon that accounts for 60% of its annual rain-
fall. Consecutive years of drought have worsened the crisis. The city, whose water
requirement is estimated at 2,000 million litres per day (MLD), is now receiving only
550MLD. The need to provide water for agriculture in the rest of the state and to the
parched city simultaneously has caused a massive problem for the state government,
since theland under cultivation and the population have both increased. Studies show
that the three main sources of water—Red Hills Lake, Poondi reservoirand Cholavaram
Lake—will not be able to provide water by June.

Against this backdrop, NITI Aayog, in June 2018, published a water management
index report of India’s states.It mentioned that cities in 21 states, including Chennai,
Hyderabad, Bengaluru will run out of groundwater by 2020, affecting 100 million
people. With large scale migration and urbanization, water is needed to feed indus-
tries, agriculture and the humans settling in these cities. Indian cities—indeed, the
countryitself—need to make serious water conservation and harvesting efforts. Even
inabadyear, India gets around 2,600 billion cubic metres (bcm) of rain while it needs
around 1,100 bcm to meet all requirements; but its capacity to store water is a mere
253 bem. So, with 90% of the available rain water not getting stored, a failure of rain
is anear-catastrophe, especially so for parched cities like Chennai.
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NO PROOF REQUIRED

(2 EU'S TURNING POINT

Jeremy Corbyn, Labour leader

Taken slightly historically, the turning point in the EU
was actually the Single European Act, the
Thatcher/Maastricht-era stuff, which was turning the
EU into very much a market system

THIS ELECTION WAS ABOUT PAST PERFORMANCE OF THE MODI GOVERNMENT, AND EXPECTED
FUTURE PERFORMANCE. THE VOTING PUBLIC IS UNLIKELY TO BE DISAPPOINTED

What explains

Earthquake Mod

HAT WAS EARTH-
QUAKE Modi all
about? I know that
there are several
descriptions (wave,
tsunami, Black Swan, Rashomon, 2.0
etc.), but I prefer earthquake for the
following important reason—the

BHALLA 175 0

foundations of what we think the
democratic vote is all about has been
shaken, stirred, and perhaps dis-
pensed with. And only an earthquake
can do that.

There will be time again to discuss
what we think the objectives,and poli-
cies, of the new Modi government
should be. Today, I want to discuss
what history, and economics, tells us
about what this vote was all about—
and what not.Idobelieve that history
has alot to teach us—only problem is
that often, historians let ideology
structure their interpretation of real-
ity, i.e., suffer from the Rashomon
effect, a subject I talked about in one
of my earlier articles. How best to
avoid Rashomon? By filtering ideol-
ogy with data reality checks.

On the history side, the refrain
from most analysts has been that
caste matters, that people ‘caste’their
vote.On Thursday, my co-panellists on
CNN News18 had a semi-heated dis-
cussion (normally, we are restrained
but an earthquake does get emotions
high) on whether caste mattered in
this election. I repeated what I have
said numerous times, and also dis-
cussed in detail in my book, Citizen
Raj. (I hope the editor allows me to
publish this self-serving sentence—a
good and possibly prescient forecast
about the determinants of Earth-
quake Modi is contained in the book).

Briefly, my argument is not that
caste does not matter—of course, it is
one of the factors determining your
vote. But it does not allow me to fore-

Contributing editor, Financial Express \ of
and consultant, Network 18. | g
Views are personal Twitter: @surjitbhalla 'y

cast oranalyse what,why,and whoyou
will vote for in any meaningful way. If
it did, and given that caste composi-
tion is known, and constant like the
Northern star, then everybody will be
able to call all elections perfectly.

ButIhaverepeated myself enough.
I want to quote an email that Anil
Maheswari (author and journalist)
wrote to me on April 20, 2019: “In
1971 caste permutations and combi-
nations were shattered in the wake of
call of Mrs Gandhi's clarion call garibi
hatao; in 1977, it was again demol-
ished in the wake of angeragainst Mrs.
Gandhi; in 1984, it was the Phoenix of
Majority communalism in the wake of
the assassination of Mrs Gandhi; then
in 2014, in the wake of Modi's aspira-
tional call,and nowin 2019, it is poised
to be shattered again in the wake of
developmental activities during the
Modi regime” (emphasis added).

Let us settle, the contributions of
historians and sociologists notwith-
standing—Indian elections are not
about caste. Neither in 2014 (split
opposition) norin 2019 (joint opposi-
tion in the important caste states of
Haryana, Biharand UP) did caste mat-
ter much for winning. Indeed, one
prominent caste leader, Lalu Prasad
Yadav, did not win a single seat in
2019 after winning fourin 2014.

Was this election about Modi? Of
course it was, but we need to get beyond
that description (similar to that people
vote their caste). What was it about Modi

that people voted for him in such large
numbers, and in even larger numbers
than therecord-breaking 2014 election?
Recall that many “experts”wrote off the
2014 election as a minority 31% vote
election.In 2014 the B[Pfoughtonly 424
of 543 constituencies. If the BJP had
foughtall, this translatesinto 40% of the
national vote share; incidentally, the

1?

plaint of the Modi detractors (and sev-
eral very good friends of mine) is that
Modi erred in not implementing eco-
nomic reforms like privatisation, etc,
and inimplementing negative reforms
like demonetisation. Indeed, demon-
etisation and its perceived ills was a
favourite slogan of the Congress. What
I have shouted hoarse for thelast nearly
three years (and been pilloried even by
objective commentators) is that
demonetisation was an integral part of
Modi’s economic agenda against cor-
ruption and tax evasion. It did not suc-
ceed perfectly and instantly—what
does? But, it, along with other reforms
like Jan Dhan bank accounts, was nec-
essary to provide direct benefit trans-
fers to the poor (PM-Kisan, health

NDA in 2014 garnered s iNSUrance,etc); to provide

39% of the vote.In the six
elections between 1952
and 1980 (excluding1977)
the Nehru-Indira Gandhi
Congress obtained an
averagevote share of 44%.

In the first election in
1952, Nehru obtained
450 of the vote; the next
election, 47.8%. In his
first national election,
Modi obtained 31% of
thevote;in 2019, the fig-
ureiscloseto 38%,i.e.,an
increase of 7 percentage
points. The NDA as a

It is not that caste
does not matter—
of course, itisone |}
of the factors
determining your
vote. But it does
not allow one to
forecast or analyse
what, why, and
who the voter will
vote for in any
meaningful way

public services like sani-
tation (toilets), LPG cylin-
ders, and free housing to
the bottom 50-70% of
population. Not
everyone got the benefit,
but the eligible beneficia-
ries believed in Modi’s
promise that all those eli-
gible will eventually
receive the benefits.

Add to these reforms
(imperfect but well
begun and well inten-
tioned) GST and bank-
ruptcy code, and initial

wholeislikely to average s s 2ttempts to reform agri-

above the Nehru-Gandhi
benchmark of 44%.
Hence, the nutting nawabs of nega-
tivism (with due apologies to William
Safire) should stop carping about
Modji’s victories not being a reflection
ofliberal (in the true sense of the word)
democratic forces.

This election was about economic
reforms and primarily the economic
hope for the future. A favourite com-

India’s unhappy election

The election campaign was an

unhappy one, highlighting

external threats, and creating
internal ones where they do or

need not exist

MY LASTCOLUMN, over a month ago,
was about the reasons for India’s low
ranking in national lists of “happi-
ness,” a shorthand for survey mea-
sures of self-reported life satisfac-
tion.In that column,Isuggested that
Indians have been expecting better
than what they have been getting,
especially in material well-being,and
that makes them unhappier than
numerical measures such as GDP per
capita and healthy life expectancy
might predict.

This column is being written after
the conclusion of India’s general elec-
tion. Pre-election polls predicted a
victory for the ruling coalition, exit
polls after the final phase only
strengthened that conclusion, and
the final verdict was a thumping
majority for the BJP.The stock market
hasreacted positively,so perhaps one
can conclude thatinvestors are happy
with the outcome, but theyare a small
proportion of the population. Per-
haps, relief is a better characterisa-
tion of the emotion behind the
response, since a stable government
is preferable, other things equal, for
the progress of the economy. The
premise here, based on the last three
decades of Indian experience, is that
any government will pursue more or
less similar economic policies, differ-
ing at the margins in terms of how
and to what extent certain kinds of
redistribution are carried out, or
which business people are favored,
but not in the fundamentals of tax
policy, expenditure policy or mone-
tary policy.A slowbut perceptible eco-
nomic reform process is a given.

What was most noticeable about
this election campaign was the
absence of much, if any, serious dis-
cussion of economic policies, beyond
attempts from the Opposition to cre-
ate a version of a universal basic
income program. This seemed tobe a
contrast to recent elections else-

SINGH
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where, where there was debate on
whether government policies were
promoting adequate levels and shar-
ing of economic growth.Instead, this
was a campaign of fear and division,
especially from the ruling party. Even
in the last US presidential election,
Donald Trump combined his xeno-
phobia, racism and reactionary social
policies with an economic message,
appealing to those who have been left
behind by globalisation and techno-
logical change.

But in India, the majority of the
population has not even had its first
chance,so thereisnothing forthemto
miss, except by comparing themselves
tothosein Indiawhoare racing ahead.
And the incumbent could hardly
blame the failure to deliver economic
benefits more robustly on the preced-
ing government, a full five years after
its ouster.In mid-May, Simon Mundy,
in The Financial Times, offered a pes-
simistic view of India’s prospects,
based on strong evidence of weakness
in consumer demand, both rural and
urban. Soutik Biswas, for the BBC,
offered a similar conclusion, bolstered
by the concerns of economists such as
Kaushik Basu,who noted the anaemic
performance of Indian exports, and
Rathin Roy, who observed the failure
of India’s consumption story to
broaden, so that consumption pat-
terns are looking more like Latin
America than East Asia.

Some of this goes back to the con-
tinued failures of job creation in India,
the lack of sufficient industrial
dynamism, including the lack of pos-
itive feedback loops from growth in
industry to skill acquisition to accu-
mulation of experience to new firm
creation. Because the last five years
have seen a focus on consolidating
political power, and on pursuing a
particularvision of nationalism,while
many reforms that have been ongoing
for years across several governments

have been carried out, a government
headed—for the first time in India—
by someone with an urban working-
class entrepreneurial background
ultimately did not bring much inno-
vation to the formulation and imple-
mentation of economic policy.

As aresult, the election campaign
was an unhappy one, highlighting
external threats, and creating inter-
nal ones where they do or need not
exist. This is not a profound observa-
tion: everyone has seen how the cam-
paign was conducted. What is sur-
prising is that the opposition did not
really seem to provide an answer or be
able to rise above the level and tone
set by the ruling party. Perhaps there
is no way to accomplish that eleva-
tion, when a strong communicator is
pressing those buttons forvoters that
will trigger emotions of fear and con-
cerns for safety. That was certainly the
case of Donald Trump,who continues
on that path more than halfway into
his term.

Milan Vaishnav,in an article in For-
eign Affairs magazine, has used the
characterisation of whatishappening
as “The Battle for India’s Soul.” This is
not just about the election, but what
has been happening before it, and
what might happen after it,where cer-
tain groups in Indian society are mar-
ginalised or even demonised, where a
broader concept of national identity
ismadeimpossible,and where dissent
and difference are suppressed.Itisan
unhappy state of affairs when rea-
soned debates about economic policy
and inclusive growth are replaced by
historical grievances and fear of the
future as the basis for political
choices. An unhappy election cam-
paign, even if it results in a stable
national government, maynotlead to
a happier population. I hope the pes-
simists are proved wrong, but dis-
cussing how that might happen will
need another column.

culture, and you have

achieved more inclusive
economic reforms than any other
regimein Indian history.The stage has
been well and truly set for the next
generation of economic reforms.
There is no going back; and the people
believe Modi and trust Modi to
deliver. That is why this election was
about the delivery,and promise, of the
Modi government.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Ball in Modi’s court

to uphold secularism

The scale of BJP's victory and the
secular parties' decimation marks,
or more precisely, cements India's
transition into a polity with a
certain political complexion.
Juxtapose the win of Sadhvi Pragya
Thakur with the defeat of Kanhaiya
Kumar to appreciate the popular
rejection of the pro-poor and
progressive forces in the clash of
ideologies and its implication. In
today's India even Mahatma Gandhi
might not make it in an election.
The nation has to now deal with
the incompatibility between India's
civilizational ethos and
constitutional values and what BJP
represents - Hindutva or Hindu
nationalism. A leader who hailed
Mahatma Gandhi's assassin as a
‘patriot’ would now grace the
hallowed floor of the Parliament.
The most striking and salient
feature of the electoral outcome is
the preference shown by the
impoverished multitudes to Modi
and BJP in that order. Clearly, 'Modi
worship syndrome' was at work in
the election. It is as if the Modi
bhakts derive a vicarious thrill out
of watching their demi-god play
the political game. The appeal of
Modi, coupled with that of
Hindutva, was so strong that
nothing else, not even the
unfulfilled promise of acche din
mattered to them. However huge
the victory may be, it cannot make
what is wrong right and what is
right wrong. Nor can it invalidate
Rahul Gandhi's passionate
opposition to Sangh Parivar's
virulent world-view and his strident
criticism of Modi's style of
leadership and governance.
Narendra Modi is back in the saddle
with renewed mandate. Even as we
congratulate him, we urge him to
try and transmogrify himself from a
Hindu nationalist to a statesman
worthy of the world's largest
democracy. His priority should be
to deliver basic living standards to
the country's masses.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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ITH THE WORLD'S
GREATEST democratic
election exercise deliv-
ering a decisive victory
favouring another term
for Prime Minister Narendra Modi, it is
time to get back to addressing the eco-
nomic agenda. India’s economic health
isn’t as bad as the opposition talking
heads would have everyone believe, but
it still warrants swift corrective policy
action on multiple fronts.

Modi-led NDA-1 underestimated
its dysfunctional economic inheri-
tance and overestimated its own abil-
ity to fix things swiftly. Luckily, the sig-
nificant decline in international crude
oil prices was manna from heaven in
the early years of the government. It
substantially eased the pressure on
India’s twin deficits, offered a poten-
tial booster for growth, and created
policy flexibility to potentially focus on
reforms that would strengthen and
speed up India’s economic evolution.

However, the macro backdrop now
doesn’t offer that flexibility. Still, the
unwavering focus should be on address-
ing the cyclical and structural factors
behind the recent downshift in growth
that go beyond election-related uncer-
tainty. A spike in international crude oil
prices could still alter the still-palatable
landscape of external imbalances. How-
ever, the best the policymakers can do is
to ensure policy flexibility, including by
enhancing export competitiveness and
moving up the value-added segments,
ensuring reliable long-term stable
financing of the currentaccount balance,
and perhaps even reserving some fiscal
firepower as insurance, if it is needed to
absorb any oil price shock.

The Indian economy in recent years
has been like a big truck with a messed-
up gearbox. Several parts can bereplaced,
but a shift into higher gear is unlikely if
the gearbox isn’t fixed. And fixing it
requires nursing the asphyxiated bank-
ing system to breathe again. The NDA-1
had a delayed start on fixing this prob-
lem, and despite some unprecedented
and admirable regulatory reforms, the
pace of healing remains glacial.

India is a reformer’s delight because
there is so much tobe done.The new gov-
ernmentwill have toaddress several chal-
lenges, including sagging economic
growth,lowemployment generationand
weak employability,structural distressin
agriculture, a fiscal ledger that is worse
than it appears, unfinished agenda of
delivering low and stable inflation over
the medium term, unshackling factor
markets (land,labourand capital),admin-
istrative reforms,and ensuringadequate
internal resources for financing sustained

growth acceleration.The governmentwill
have its hands full with all of the above
plus some more, but the immediate
macro focus should be on the trinity of
growth, fiscal and inflation without risk-
ing macro-prudential stability.

The GDP data for the March quarter
due at the end of this month will refocus
attention on the deceleration in growth.
Growth probably eased to around 6%
year-on-year, a disappointing outcome
thatwillalso be slower than China’s 6.4%
in the same quarter.The moderation has
beenbroadeninginrecentquartersanda
quick turnaround in 2019-20 that
everyone assumes is a forgone conclu-
sion is wishful thinking, in my opinion.
To be sure, growth in the current fiscal
year won’t be significantly better than
the 7%-markin 2018-19; it could actu-
ally even be a shade softer, if corrective
policy action is delayed. The strength in
domestic demand is poised to moderate

MODI-LED NDA 2.0

Now for the tough part

It is time to avoid bluster and policy adventurism, and to use the strong political mandate to script

MALIK
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Singapore. Views are personal

further while the “pull” from external
demand will soften given the worsening
global backdrop. Private consumption is
weakening because of both cyclical and
structural factors,and investment recov-
ery is patchy and hasyet to turnup ina
sustained manner.

The combination of risk aversion, hit
to confidence, and the liquidity squeeze
triggered by the NBFC fallout exacerbates
the headwinds for growth.Investorsalso
continue to underestimate the short-
term adverse impact on capex and eco-

the economic rise expected, and voted for, by aspirational India

nomic growth of the business models in
several industries undergoing favourable
changes from the old ways of doing busi-
ness that facilitated corruption. These
will take time to pay dividend.
Unlocking the growth potential
requires more than just fiscal stimulus
and policy rate cuts. It is high time for
Modi to rely on his strong mandate to
unshackle factor markets (land, labour
and capital) to enhance their efficiency
and mix to boost growth and employ-
ment. An ironical feature of India’s eco-
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nomic evolution—it also contrasts with
the experience of other Asian emerging
economies—is that end-product markets
have been reformed substantially but
factor markets haven’t been a key focus.
This has to change to increase the speed
limit on growth without stoking the fear
of sharply higher inflation.

The first policy focus of the new gov-
ernmentwill be the full Union Budget for
2019-20.The Interim Budget’s spending
initiatives will likely be broadly
unchanged,butitsarithmeticneeds tobe
adjusted to make it more realistic to
inspire confidence inachieving thefiscal
deficit target of 3.4% of GDP.It is easy for
politicians to favourfiscal stimuluswhen
growth is slowing (the pressure will
increase if the monsoon disappoints),but
India’s true fiscal picture offers little
scope for additional boost to aggregate
demand.Admittedly, there is still uncer-
tainty about the size of the transfer of
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excess capital from the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) and how it’ll be used,; it could
ease the funding constraint.

To be sure, the actual fiscal support to
the economy is far greater than what is
generally acknowledged, but that still
hasn’t prevented growth moderation.
Total borrowing by central and state gov-
ernments, and public sector companies
standsatan elevated 8.5-9% of GDP,con-
straining the available firepower for a
strong revival in private capex. Off-bud-
getborrowing only masks the underlying
fiscal support to the economy.That might
facilitate escaping fiscal scrutiny, but it,
along with the pressure of other borrow-
ings, asserts itself in the unfavourable
dynamicsinthebond market,ashasbeen
the case in thelast several months.

It is the consolidated fiscal position
(states’ deficits have offset the improve-
ment in the central government’s fiscal
deficits) and the total public sector bor-
rowing that matter for macro manage-
ment. Indian policymakers, including
the monetary policy committee (MPC),
routinely ignore these important met-
rics. In the interest of transparency, the
government or RBI should clearly state
and comment on the totalborrowings by
the public sector.

Good news on inflation cannot be
based on a depressed agriculture econ-
omy. Also, the government has work cut
out to ensure low and stable inflation
over the medium term.While the current
headline inflation isn’t a problem, there
is still no effective institutional mecha-
nism formanaging food inflationin case
of supply shocks. Such a framework
would inspire confidence that potential
spikes in food inflation won’t adversely
impact inflation expectations. Even at
present, questions about food price
dynamics create uncertainty about the
outlook for headline inflation over the
next 1-2 years.

Headline CPI inflation remains well
below the medium-term target of 4%.
Food inflation has risen, as widely
expected, but core inflation has edged
down, in contrast to the fearmongering
by some. That should pave the way for a
25bps cut in the repo rate, preferably in
June than August. Beyond the anticipated
rate cut, the MPC would need to see
downward revision in the 1-year ahead
inflation forecast to ease again.

India is far from being done with the
macro reforms needed to ensure real
GDP growth of 8-10% annuallywith low
and stable inflation, and manageable
external imbalances. It is time to avoid
bluster and policy adventurism, and to
use the strong political mandate to script
the economic rise expected, and voted
for,byaspirational India.
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7% in FY19 and is likely to slip further
to 6.8% in FY20 because of weak rural
demand, slowdown in investment and
impact of relatively higher borrowing
costs.The fall in the investment rate has
driven down corporate margins.

Aggregate demand is slowing down
as rising rural distress hasled to
slowdown in private consumption and
households have gradually reduced
consumption due to insufficient
income growth. Volume growth at
leading FMCG companies—which
derive more than a third of sales from
the rural areas—has dropped, as for the
first time in five quarters, FMCG major
HUL reported single digit (7%) volume
growth in the three months to March
thisyear.

The rural demand slowdown is
unlikely to reverse immediately because
of the fall in farmers’ profitability led by
low prices. Slowdown in consumption
can also be partly attributed to tighter
financial conditions following the credit
default in the non-bank finance
segment,and the slowdown in global
growth led to weaker export income.

Monetary policy support in the form
of policy easing and easier liquidity

Demand is weakening

Pvt final consumption expenditure at 2011-12 prices;

Gross fixed capital formation
dropped to 28.6% of GDPin FY18 from
anall-time high of 34.3%, 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
GDPinFY12t010.3%in FY18.

Tax collections in FY19 have been
lower than the revised estimates, which
will strain government finances.
Government expenditure may
increasingly shift towards
compensatory expenditure and away
from development expenditure,which
may further constrain overall
investment in infrastructure.

The Centre should continue to
rationalise GST rates, revamp corporate
tax rate and lower headline rate to 25%
for large corporates,as promised by
finance minister Arun Jaitley.The
government should continue its focus
on building infrastructure with $1.4
trillion as target for the ensuing five
years as stated in the manifesto. Though
the target looks ambitious, if public
capex crosses 10% of GDPin three
years, it will be a good outcome.

Consumer staples companies are

witnessing slowdown (%)

©
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

FAILURE AFTER DEBACLE

Yet another poor showing by the Congress. Yet again, no
accountability, no turning the searchlight within?

ERDICT 2019 1S also a resounding vote of no confidence in the Congress, its

leadership and the narrative it offered to voters. The party has barely man-

aged to improve its tally from its all-time low of 44 seats and 19 per cent

vote share in 2014 — it has now won 52 seats while the vote share indicates
no change. Rahul Gandhi has been defeated in the family borough of Amethi and the
Congress’s success has been limited to Kerala in the south and Punjab in the north-west.
Voters in Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, who voted the party into office
inassembly elections less than six months ago, have rejected the Rahul Gandhi-led party’s
bid for power at the Centre.

But is the Congress willing to read the verdict honestly and act on the message? Soon af-
ter the 2014 debacle, the party authorised senior leader, A K Antony, to study the causes of
its defeat. Antony submitted a report to then Congress President Sonia Gandhi — nothing
has been heard about it since. The leaders who led the Congress to defeat in 2014 continue
tomanage the party in 2019.Itis unlikely that they will be held accountable for the 2019 de-
feat. And why would they, if the Gandhis who preside over the party’s destiny are not com-
pelled to engage its leaders and workers in a conversation on why the party has been on a
downhill course since the 1980s. The absence of accountability, born out of a sense of enti-
tlement of those at the party’s top echelons, is an important factor in stalling the party’s re-
vival. It breeds complacency, reflected in the party leadership’s failure to carve out a coher-
ent poll strategy. The party was unable to firm up alliances in states including UP, West
Bengal and Delhi. It seemed unable to decide if its primary task was to oust the Modi gov-
ernment in 2019 or rebuild itself for a future election. The Congress came up with NYAY to
project an alternative welfare narrative to the Modi government’s schemes and financial
handouts to farmers — but it came too late, only days ahead of polls. Prime Minister Modi
could remain in command of the political narrative through his tenure also because the
Congress could not seize the initiative at any point. Be it on demonetisation, farm distress
and GST or the BJP’'s championing of a muscular nationalism, the Congress was in a reactive
mode and its leadership appeared incapable of setting the agenda.

Young and aspirational India refuses to be awed by legacy and patronage. It is likely
to reject a party that privileges dynasts and treats leadership as a matter of inheritance.
The Congress must know that, in the final instance, a political party that is a family enter-
prise makes an uneasy fit in a democracy.

IDEAS, NOT NUMBERS

Opposition gathbandhans in UP and Bihar needed a political
imagination. Social justice cannot be only arithmetic

EFORE MAY 23, the logic that the gathbandhan in Uttar Pradesh could stall the
march of the BJP appeared to be based on a simple political arithmetic. The SP,
BSP and RLD which constituted the alliance were seen to have, over decades, ce-
mented their hold over key social groups — Yadavs and Muslims, Jatavs and
Jats. They assumed that an alliance that was shored up by these communities would be
enough to combat the BJP’s narrative of nationalism and Hindutva. This result has proved
that assumption wrong. First, the communities that purportedly formed the core vote for
the gathbandhan are no monoliths. Internal divisions and competition within them have
impacted voting behaviour. Second, these parties that had emerged from people’s move-
ments that demanded social justice, seemed incapable of offering a narrative that could
compete with the ideological and political machinery of the Modi-Shah combine.

Both the SP and BSP emerged from movements that recognised that caste is the primary
axis of inequality and oppression in India, and that the Congress party (when it enjoyed po-
litical dominance) had sought to invisibilise these faultlines. In the wake of Mandal, Lalu
Prasad in Bihar and Mulayam Singh Yadav in UP emerged as leaders who promised, and
to a degree delivered, representation and dignity to those who had hitherto had leaders
speak for them, rather than leaders from amongst them. For the BSP, following B R
Ambedkar and Kanshi Ram, political power and education held the key to emancipation
and prosperity. The idea of the “bahujan” was a powerful one — minorities, OBCs and Dalits
form the majority in India and yet remain under-represented in most spheres.

However, with time, this narrative of social justice has thinned on the ground. The SP
and the R]D in Bihar have come to be identified with one community’s dominance — the
Yadavs — and their organisational moorings seem to be tied to dynasties. While the BSP
has gained since the 2014 elections, up 10 seats from zero, its political mobilisation seems
tobegin and end with Mayawati. The BJP has, clearly, gained from the resentment this de-
cline has fostered: The NDA'’s near clean sweep in Bihar (39 out of 40 seats) and stellar per-
formance in UP (64 seats out of 80) show that the BJP has cemented itself as the party of
non-Yadav OBCs and non-Jatav Dalits. But the politics of social justice and dignity is still
deeply relevantin a society riddled with inequality. What such a politics requires is a new
imagination and idiom, and a leadership that is able to move beyond particular castes
and clans.

WINNERS AND LOSERS

The suspense continues — on
the cricket field

O WILL WIN? Verdict 2019 might be out but India will continue to
ask that pesky question for the next couple of months. The season of
suspense isn't over yet. The Anxious Indian will now be worried about
the fortune of cricketers who are already in England, warming up for

the World Cup that starts in a week’s time. After those one-on-one bouts that only a
democracy can throw up comes the thrilling cricketing race.

Like the political debates, cricket discussions too are expected to remain inconclusive
till the final at Lord’s on July 14. At a pre-Cup event, the 10 participating skippers agreed
that this was “the most competitive tournament in history”. World Cup 2019 doesn’t have
a firm favourite, nor an overwhelming underdog. England seem to have finally cracked
the 50 overs cricket code. With their T20 mercenaries back, West Indies look impressive,
at least on paper. As for South Africa, they have choked way too often at World Cups to
freeze before the finishing line once again. Australia look organised, thus are dangerous.
Pakistan look unorganised, thus more dangerous. India, under Virat Kohli, with the back-
ing of NRI fans, look capable of repeating the 1983 story.

However, India’s interest in the cricket World Cup goes beyond following the Men in
Blue. Most fans have a second team that they ardently follow. And every World Cup has
enduring stories of tight games or some miraculous moments that always stay in the
mind. With the pitches in England expected to be dead and batsmen around the world
in prime form, the World Cup is expected to see a lot of tall scores. T20 too has had arole
to play in the increased six count in games. Since the last World Cup in 2015, England has
put together a 300-plus score 36 times in just 86 matches. India, on second spot, has done
that 21 times. So as the water cooler chats and chai pe charchas around the country seam-
lessly switch from politics to cricket, they will keep talking about 300-plus totals.
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WORDLY WISE
POLITICAL DEMOCRACY CANNOT LAST UNLESS
THERE LIES AT THE BASE OF IT SOCIAL DEMOCRACY.

—B R AMBEDKAR

How UP was conquered

BJP victory validates electoral mobilisation based on

e,

emotional appeals, religious identities and patriotism

GILLES VERNIERS

CONTRARY TO NEARLY all expectations, the
BJP has succeeded in retaining Uttar Pradesh,
the key to holding its majority at the Centre.
The Mahagathbandhan, poised to challenge
the BJP on the basis of a formidable caste arith-
metic, has failed to deliver. The BJP has won
77 per cent of the seats (62), against a measly
19 per cent for the alliance (15). The Congress,
inyet another humiliating defeat in the heart
of the Hindi belt, has lost one of the two seats
it managed to salvage five years ago.

The BJP vote share increased from 42.3
per cent to 50.7 per cent, while the SP and
BSP did worse collectively than they did on
their own (in combination) in 2014. Five
years ago, the SP and BSP respectively ob-
tained 22.1 per cent and 19.6 per cent vote
shares, for a combined total of 41.7 per cent.
In 2019, they scored 38.4 per cent and 40.8
per cent respectively of the vote share in the
seat they contested, that is 39.6 per cent of
the aggregate vote share. This data reveals
that the Samajwadi Party dragged down the
alliance. With 10 seats, the BSP strike rate is
at 26.3 per cent, against 13.5 per cent for the
SP (for 5 seats won). Both Ajit Singh and his
son, Jayant, lost their seats, in Muzaffarnagar
and Baghpat, by small margins.

Despite the fanfare around Priyanka
Gandhi’s supposed debut in politics, the
Congress managed to lose 1.5 per cent vote
share and registered its worst score ever in UP.
Did it dent the Mahagathtbandan’s vote? Not
as much as expected. Congress candidates fin-
ished second in only three seats: Fatehpur
Sikri, Kanpur and Amethi. Besides, Congress
candidates’ vote share exceeds the BJP victory
margin in only 6 seats. It scored above 10 per
cent of the vote share in only 15 seats.

The strategy of poaching MPs and MLAs
from other parties did not pay off. For in-
stance, Nasimuddin Siddiqui, Mayawati’s for-
mer Cabinet number two, received 2.3 per
cent vote share. The strategy of engineering
dissident factions did not pay off either. The
PSP (Lohia), floated by Shivpal Singh Yadav a
few months ago, crashed with less than half
aper cent vote share, Shivpal scoring a mea-
gre 8.6 per cent of the vote in Firozabad. BJP
and Mahagathbandhan candidates received
88.5 per cent vote share on average. This was
truly a bipolar contest.

What explains the verdict, then? One can

The rise of the BJP in UP has
been accompanied by a vast
expansion of Sangh Parivar-
related organisations and by
the spread of ideas nurtured
by the Sangh Parivar at the
ground level, including in
rural constituencies. There is
no denying that the BJP’s
performance across the
Hindi belt also has a strong
cultural dimension, in the
sense that the core ideology
that animates the BJP and its
parent organisation finds
more acceptability. Sakshi
Maharaj, the BJP’s saffron
mascot from Unnao, won
with 56 per cent of the vote
share.

point to at least three main reasons. The first
one, obviously, is Modi’s popularity remain-
ing intact despite the multitude of factors
that should have gone against the BJP:
Joblessness, a stagnant economy, rural dis-
tress, cow chaos, poor performance of the
Yogi administration, individual anti-incum-
bency. None of these factors seemed to have
affected the electoral appeal of the PM. It is
too early to tell how much of a role the
Balakot episode played, but one can surmise
that even without it, the BJP would have re-
mained ahead due to voters apparently not
holding the PM responsible or accountable
for their economic situation.

The second explanation, connected to the
first, is that the variation in electoral behav-
iour between state and general elections is
much greater than before. This is more strik-
ing in Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan, which the BJP swept after having
lost the three state assembly elections not
even six months ago. Increasingly, voters
have no difficulty voting for different parties
in different elections. In UP, this was rein-
forced by the fact that neither Akhilesh Yadav
nor Mayawati had clear national ambitions,
or at least a clear path towards a national role.
The silver lining here for both regional parties
is that their prospects could be better in the
next state election.

The third explanation lies in the working
of the alliance itself. The three parties of the
Mahagathbandhan sought to defeat the BJP
by combining their respective core support
bases. Litres of ink have been consumed to
describe how formidable a Jat-Yadav-Jatav-
Muslim alliance would be against a heteroge-
nous electorate, variously affected during five
years of the Modi regime. In their near-exclu-
sive focus on their own core bases, the alliance
parties neglected to seek the support of other
voters — BJP and Congress supporters as well
as of non-aligned ones. The SP and BSP did
succeed, against many odds, in coordinating
their ground campaign, not only through
mega-rallies but also through ground-level
mobilisation. They did succeed in making
their organisations work together despite
their acrimonious history. But this effort was
primarily aimed at ensuring that the vote
transfers between the two parties’ bases
would take place, rather than mobilising

other segments of the electorate. As such,
they did not offer much to other voters.

In 2017, the BJP came to power at the state
level by campaigning on the promise to serve
all groups not aligned with the SP or BSP.
Their strategy targeted the 60 per cent or so
of voters who did not belong to the regional
parties’ core support groups: Yadavs, Jatavs or
Muslims.

In 2019, the BJP repeated that strategy
(going by the caste composition of their can-
didates), which found further validation from
the fact that the alliance did not seem inter-
ested in wooing anyone other than their tra-
ditional supporters. The choice of focusing
on caste while the BJP focused on general in-
terest issues (including national security),
trapped the alliance into a losing binary. The
BJP did play the identity card in this election
through its candidate selection, but it had
more to offer to voters than raw caste-based
calculations.

There is a fourth possible explanation,
which remains under a question mark until
data can be obtained. The rise of the BJP in
UP has been accompanied by a vast expan-
sion of Sangh Parivar-related organisations
and by the spread of ideas nurtured by the
Sangh Parivar at the ground level, including
in rural constituencies. There is no denying
that the BJP’s performance across the Hindi
belt also has a strong cultural dimension, in
the sense that the core ideology that ani-
mates the BJP and its parent organisation
finds more acceptability. Sakshi Maharaj, the
BJP’s saffron mascot from Unnao, won with
56 per cent of the vote share.

What are the larger implications for UP
and for our understanding of electoral poli-
tics? For one, this victory validates a mode of
electoral mobilisation based on emotional
appeals, drawing on religious identities and
patriotism. Flagship schemes and Modi’s
personality did play their role, certainly. But
the delinking of economic realities and polit-
ical performance raises the thought that
there is more to it than government perform-
ance and individual leadership.

The writer is assistant professor of political
science, Ashoka University, and co-director of
the Trivedi Centre for Political Data.
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AFTER T HE POLLS, PEACE

It is time India and Pakistan address Kashmir, restore bilateral relations

KHALED AHMED

PRIME MINISTER NARENDRA Modi has won
his election and now India will have to ad-
just to his worldview in the coming five years
more completely, its judiciary a little more
and the minorities quite a lot. Pakistan Prime
Minister Imran Khan wanted Modi to win so
that he could readjust to India, change pol-
icy from the ground up, because Pakistan is
broke. Khan wants to docket Kashmir and
open free trade with India, allow India a trade
route to Afghanistan and Central Asia in or-
der to secure his western border to prevent
Pakistan from unravelling once again.

India will change. It will “seek its soul” to
achieve recognition and dignity. The entire
world is seeking this “thymos”. Francis
Fukuyama says: “Thymos is the part of the
soul that craves recognition of dignity;
isothymia is the demand to be respected on
an equal basis with other people; while
megalothymiais the desire to be recognised
as superior. Modern liberal democracies
promise and largely deliver a minimal de-
gree of equal respect, embodied in individual
rights, the rule of law, and the franchise.”

But the era of the liberal democracy is
gone. The Muslim world or the “umma” has
collapsed seeking “democracy”, thinking
Islam means democracy. Americais seeking
thymos under Trump; India seeks it under
Modi. Fukuyama, End of History, thought that
Trump was a “fantastically ambitious indi-
vidual whose desire for recognition had been

India and Pakistan have both
changed because of social
change. And both have
returned to religion. If Modi
represents Hindutva, Khan
represents the new wave of
middle-class faith,
penetrating the Pakistan
army as well. The rise of the
middle class in South Asia
has ignited religious fires
and changed regional
politics.

safely channelled into a business and later
an entertainment career”. Little did he realise
that Trump will lead the entire American na-
tion to a new seeking of thymos.

India and Pakistan have both changed be-
cause of social change. And both have re-
turned to religion. If Modi represents
Hindutva, Khan represents the new wave of
middle-class faith, penetrating the Pakistan
army as well. The rise of the middle class in
South Asia has ignited religious fires and
changed regional politics. Between 1999 and
2012, those spending between $2 and $10
per capita per day in India doubled and be-
came a part of the middle class that forms
nearly half the Indian population today.

Economist Nadeemul Haq says: “Pakistanis
now more urbanised withalarger middle class
than India as percentage of the population. In
2007, Standard Chartered Bank analysts esti-
mated that there were 30 to 35 million
Pakistanis earning anaverage of $10,000a year.”

If you think the entire world is going crazy
hear this from the Brookings, Washington DC:
“Something of enormous global significance
is happening almost without notice. For the
first time since agriculture-based civilisation
began 10,000 years ago, the majority of hu-
mankind is no longer poor or vulnerable to
falling into poverty. By our calculations, just
over 50 per cent of the world’s population, or
some 3.8 billion people, live in households
with enough discretionary expenditure to be
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considered ‘middle class’ or ‘rich’.

In Pakistan, Imran Khan must succeed in
“normalising” relations with India by not
frontloading Kashmir in the coming negoti-
ations with his Indian counterpart. Both
states are nuclear powers and given the new
“thymos”, the two religions can go to the fi-
nal Armageddon. Once the Indian
Constitution informed the attitude of the
Indian middle class, which was tolerant of
secularism. This is no longer so.

In Pakistan, the constitution still inclines
the middle class to desire sharia and conse-
quently prefer the “harder” sharia of the al
Qaeda and Islamic State to state ideology. For
once, however, the Pakistan army, path-de-
pendent so far on India despite defeats, is al-
lowing PM Khan to change the India policy
on a permanent basis. Now is the time for
PM Modi to add another “victory” to his elec-
toral triumph: Get Pakistan to allow bilateral
free trade including cross-border investment.
Of course Imran Khan will have to play ball by
delaying the “peace talks” on Kashmir as
“normalisation” with India proceeds.

Itis time India and Pakistan put Kashmir
to rest, allowing the people there — both
Hindus and Muslims — to lead normal lives
together as they did before Kashmir became
a “dispute”.

The writer is consulting editor,
Newsweek Pakistan
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NEPAL REFERENDUM

A REFERENDUM WILL be held in Nepal “as
soon as possible” on whether the people
wish the present panchayati system to con-
tinue with “suitable changes” or if they desire
a multi-party democratic set-up with uni-
versal adult franchise and secret ballot, a
royal proclamation stated. The historic
proclamation follows weeks of violent stu-
dent demonstrations which spread to vari-
ous parts of this mountain kingdom, climax-
ing in rioting and arson in the heart of
Kathmandu last night which resulted in
troops being called to control the situation.
Whether the proclamation, which could well
mean the beginning of real democracy in

Nepal, will defuse the situation, is not yet
clear because of competing political inter-
ests that have joined the agitation.

NO FOREIGNERS

THE CENTRAL GOVERNMENT has refused to
“make any exception” in case of foreigners
wanting to enter protected or restricted ar-
eas. Some time ago, Kohima wanted New
Delhi to relax restrictions on foreigners vis-
iting Nagaland for religious functions or ed-
ucational seminars. The central government
said that it will not be possible to depart from
the standing rules because “this would im-
pinge on the security interests of the State.”
For many years, certain areas in the northand

north-eastern India have been declared as
restricted or protected areas for reasons of
security. Foreigners have to obtain special
permits to travel to these areas.

ASIAN GAMES HURDLE
THE PREPARATIONS FOR holding the presti-
gious Asian Games in New Delhi in 1982 have
received a serious setback with the Works
and Housing Ministry having withdrawn its
cooperation to the organising committee.
The housing minister, Sikander Bakht, said
that he was constrained to take this action as
he was extremely unhappy at the way the
organising committee was handling matters
connected with the Games.
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Diplomacy amid disruption

PM Modi had a predictable international environment in his first term. In the second, he
must deal with the turbulence unleashed by Trump’s challenge to the global trading order

C Raja MOHAN

IN HIS FIRST term as prime minister, Narendra
Modi helped re-energise Indian diplomacy
that had begun to lose momentum in the fi-
nal years of the UPA government. But Modi did
not have to alter the essential foreign policy
tenets that were developed by his predeces-
sors, Manmohan Singh, Atal Bihari Vajpayee
and P V Narasimha Rao after the end of the
Cold War. He simply had to build on them.

If Modi had a predictable international
environment in the first term, he must now
deal with a far more dynamic external situ-
ation. The instabilities that have been visible
over the last two years are now becoming
acute by the day. But the moment of great
global disruption — marked by the structural
changes in great power relations and the
global economic order— also presents strate-
gic opportunities for Delhi.

But first, to Indian diplomacy in Modi’s
first term. If there is one word to describe it,
“bold” comes readily to mind. Delhi’s ability
to take full advantage of the many opportu-
nities that came India’s way — with the US,
China and Pakistan — during the UPA years
were undermined by the Congress leader-
ship’s ambivalence and self-doubt.

Modi, in contrast, was ready to take deci-
sive steps on all three fronts. Modi ended
India’s “historic hesitations” towards the US
by expanding the strategic partnership with
Wiashington, confronted the sources of terror-
ismin Pakistan and was ready to stare down at
China in the military stand-off in Doklam.

Equally important was Modi’s emphasis
on resolving problems that the UPA govern-
ment had left behind. These included the rat-
ification of the land boundary agreement
with Bangladesh and wrapping up the civil
nuclear initiative with the US. The Modi gov-
ernment sorted out the messy Italian
Marines Case that was undermining India’s
engagement with Europe as a whole and
blocking India’s quest for membership in var-
ious international bodies like the Missile
Technology Control Regime. The government
also took a more practical approach to cli-
mate change negotiations by ending India’s
negativism and initiating the International
Solar Alliance.

Delhi will need all of Modi’s problem-solv-
ing skills in coping with the new foreign pol-
icy challenges confronting India. None of
them are more important than the return of
the great power rivalry and the crisis in the
global trading order.

The end of the Cold War and the collapse
of the Soviet Union in 1991 had liberated
India from the multiple constraints of the
Cold War. This left India free to salvage ties
with Russia from the debris of Soviet Union,
and expand ties with the US and its allies in
Europe and Asia, and normalise the relation-
ship with China.

While the rhetoric of Non-Alignment en-
dured in the discourse in Indian foreign pol-
icy, it was replaced, in practice, by a multi-di-
rectional engagement of all major powers.
India was happy to be best friends forever with

all powers. That will be hard to sustain as great
powers begin to squabble among themselves.

Until recently, you could buy advanced
military aircraft from America and air-de-
fence missiles from Russia. Now the purchase
of S-400 missiles from Moscow invites sanc-
tions from Washington. This is just the be-
ginning. If the US-Russia relations deterio-
rate further, the problem of navigating
between them will get more demanding.

The scope and consequences of US-Russia
rivalry pales in comparison to the gathering
conflict between America and China. Few
countries watched the normalisation of US-
China relations in the 1970s and the expan-
sion of economic and political ties over the
last four decades between Washington and
Beijing with greater anxiety than India.

A section of the Indian foreign policy elite
in Delhi could never stop griping about
America’s strategic preference for Beijing dur-
ing the last decades of the 20th century. As the
USlooked to India to balance Chinain Asiaand
the Indo-Pacific in the 21st century, the UPA
government seemed reluctant to cash in
India’s new geopolitical leverage. Modi has
certainly ended alot of that timidity by open-
ing up to a stronger partnership with the US.
The US, in turn, has been more responsive to
India’s concerns about cross-border terrorism
and its aspirations for a larger regional role and
the quest for a seat at the global high table.

While Modi’s Delhi may be well posi-
tioned to cope with the current geopolitical
disruption and is open to coalition building
with the US in the Indo-Pacific, it appears ut-
terly unprepared to deal with the turbulence
on the geo-economic front, generated by
President Donald Trump and his challenge to
the global trading order. At the turn of the
1990s, India opened up its economy and be-
gan to adapt, kicking and screaming, to the
prevailing “Washington Consensus” on eco-
nomic globalisation. But central to Trump’s

Realists in Delhi would see
the world is at a new juncture
on trade. They would
recognise that India’s dharma
is not about defending the
WTO to death. With its
annual trade in goods and
services now at more than
one trillion dollars, Delhi’s
duty is about protecting
India’s trade equities that are
now so critical for the
economic well being

of its population.

CR Sasikumar

worldview is the proposition that the
“Washington Consensus” has been bad for
American people and other nations have
taken unfair advantage of America’s open
markets. Over the last two years, he has
sought to undermine the WTO, restructure
the North American Free Trade Agreement
with Mexico and Canada and walked out of
the Trans-Pacific Partnership. To topitall, he
has now embarked on a full-blown trade war
with China — the world’s second-largest
economy. He has not spared the most impor-
tantUS allies — including Germany and Japan
— from his confrontationist trade policies.

India is very much at the top of Trump’s
list of trade targets; itis no secret that Trump
has been waiting for the new government to
take charge. For the traditionalists in India,
the answers lie in affirming the mantra about
“multilateralism” and mobilising the myth-
ical G-77 to counter the US “unilateralism”.

Realists in Delhi would see the world is at
a new juncture on trade. They would recog-
nise that India’s dharma is not about defend-
ing the WTO to death. Withits annual trade in
goods and services now at more than one tril-
lion dollars, Delhi’s duty is about protecting
India’s trade equities that are now so critical
for the economic well being of its population.

Modi needs to take a strategic view of
India’s foreign trade, purposefully explore
the possibilities for give and take with the
US, and seize on the rearrangement of global
production chains in the wake of the US-
China trade war. No other set of issues will
shape India’s future global trajectory more
than a pragmatic reorientation of India’s
trade strategy and the reformation of its ne-
gotiating structures.

The writer is director, Institute of South Asian
Studies, National University of Singapore
and contributing editor on international
affairs for The Indian Express

Double-check that

data

Sample surveys are important to validate administrative databases

PC MHANAN

THE NATIONAL SAMPLE Survey
Organisation’s Technical Report on the sur-
vey of services sector enterprises is in the
news for its findings on the accuracy of the
list of companies in the services sector,
sourced from the Ministry of Corporate
Affairs. In the atmosphere of mistrust of of-
ficial data following the suppression of the
employment report, the conclusions of this
technical report are not surprising. The clar-
ification from the government has done lit-
tle to clear the air. Some misgivings ex-
pressed by experts overlook the usual
weaknesses of administrative data, though
some questions still need to be answered
by the Central Statistical Office (CSO).

Aregular annual survey of manufactur-
ing establishments using the list of regis-
tered factories has been in vogue since long.
There was no similar survey for the services
sector. The need for a regular system of sur-
veys of enterprises in the services sector
was strongly articulated by the Rangarajan
Commission. The reason for not conduct-
ing this survey was the absence of a de-
pendable list of enterprises in the service
sector for drawing samples.

Successive Economic Censuses have
failed to produce a reliable list of establish-
ments. The NSSO did a large pilot survey in
selected states and metros during 2012-13
using a “list frame” of enterprises having 10
or more workers from the 2005 Economic
Census. This survey showed almost 50 per
cent substitution of the original units at-

tributed to the imperfect coverage of estab-
lishments in the Economic Census. Around
this time, the MCA-21 data came to be used
for the new GDP series. Subsequently, the
National Statistical Commission (NSC) sug-
gested a fully list frame-based survey of the
services sector enterprises in the NSS 74th
round (July 2016-June 2017), as a prelude
to a regular Annual Survey on Services
Sector (ASSSE). This survey was expected
to generate estimates of various operational
and economic characteristics of services
sector enterprises.

Three types of lists were used for data
collection in 74th round viz, the 2013
Economic Census (EC) list, Business Register
(BR) available with 11 states and the list of
active private non-financial companies of
2013-14 sourced from the MCA database by
CSO, and updated for 2014-15. Postal ad-
dresses of the companies in the MCA data-
base available from the Ministry of
Corporate Affairs were used by matching
the Company Identification Number.

In the first phase, the units selected from
the EC and BR lists were verified through
field visits. Out of the 1.35 lakh establish-
ments from this, only about 63,000 were
found eligible for the survey. Out of the 3.5
lakh enterprises in the MCA list, the survey
was to cover 35,456 units. Of all units se-
lected for the survey, only 67 per cent were
found to be in operation causing a major
setback to the survey. This happened due
to non-response, closure of units, units out

of coverage or units non-traceable.

The current debate is on the large num-
ber of MCA companies that could not be
surveyed. Of the 35,000 companies, data
could be collected from only 54.5 per cent.
Of the remaining, 7 per cent did not respond
or did not agree for the survey. About 12 per
cent could not be traced at their registered
addresses. Four and half per cent were
found closed and over 21 per cent were not
in the survey coverage i.e. were not non-fi-
nancial service companies. In view of the
large truncation of the planned sample, the
NSC under this writer’s chairmanship rec-
ommended that no meaningful estimates
can be prepared. Only a short technical re-
port giving the survey experiences along
with the sample based indicators was rec-
ommended.

Administrative data from government
databases are notoriously imperfect.
It requires sustained cleaning to make
them usable.

The use of MCA database was a major
shift in the compilation of GVA in the new
national accounts series, besides the shift
from the establishment approach to the en-
terprise approach. This has implications for
economic activities under different sectors.
For instance, trade carried out by manufac-
turing companies becomes part of “manu-
facturing”, but was earlier covered in
“trade” because of the establishment ap-
proach.

While non-responding units and not

traceable units will not impact GDP com-
putation based on the data actually filed by
them, the presence of over 20 per cent of
units in some other business other than
services raises questions. Computing GVA
from filings done by these companies, may
not impact the overall GVA, but the sectoral
GVA will be wrong if the companies are not
put in the correct activity category. This is
important when the new GDP series has
changes in the shares of manufacturing and
services sectors.

A major drawback of using the MCA data
has been its inability to produce regional
estimates for computing state level GDP as
GVA estimates for the private corporate sec-
tor based on MCA cannot be readily distrib-
uted among states, but has to be allocated
to states using other information. A field
survey based on the MCA list of companies
can help identify the geographical distribu-
tion of establishments and strengthen the
computation of GSDP.

Administrative data are only as good as
the administration that produces them. The
report shows the importance of sample sur-
veys to validate administrative databases
and the need to restrain the tendency to be
overly confident on administrative data —
be it EPFO data or MCA-21 data — without
adequate scrutiny of the processes that gen-
erate the databases.

The writer is the former acting chairman,
National Statistical Commission
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“For the world's largest democracy, the writing is on the wall: communal politics
in India has triumphed in an age that will define the future of the republic.”

— DAWN

Earthquake Modi

This election was about the past
record of the Modi government,
and expected performance

NO PROOF REQUIRED

BY SURJIT S BHALLA

WHAT WAS EARTHQUAKE Modi all about?
[ know that there are several descriptions
(wave, tsunami, Black Swan, Rashomon,
2.0, etc) butI prefer earthquake for the fol-
lowing important reason — the founda-
tions of what we think the democratic vote
is all about has been shaken, stirred, and
perhaps dispensed with. And only an earth-
quake can do that.

There will be time again to discuss what
we think the objectives, and policies, of the
new Narendra Modi government should be.
Today, I want to discuss what history, and
economics, tells us about what this vote was
all about — and what not. I believe that his-
tory has alot to teach us — the only problem
is that often, historians letideology structure
their interpretation of reality, that is, they
suffer from the Rashomon effect, a subject
talked about in one of my earlier articles.
How best to avoid Rashomon? By filtering
ideology with data reality checks.

On the history side, the refrain from most
analysts has been that caste matters, that
people caste their vote. On May 23, my co-
panellists on CNN News18 had a semi-
heated discussion (normally we are re-
strained but an earthquake does get
emotions high) on whether caste mattered
in this election. I repeated what I have said
numerous times, and also discussed in detail
in my book Citizen Raj. (It contains a good
and possibly prescient forecast about the de-
terminants of Earthquake Modi).

Briefly, my argument is not that caste
does not matter — of course it is one of the
factors determining your vote. But it does
not allow me to forecast or analyse what,
why, and who you will vote forin any mean-
ingful way. Ifit did, and given that caste com-
position is known, and constant like the
North Star, then everybody will be able to call
all elections perfectly.

But I have repeated myself enough. I
want to quote an email that Anil Maheswari
(author and journalist) wrote to me on April
20: “In 1971 caste permutations and com-
binations were shattered in the wake... of
Mrs Gandhi’s clarion call Garibi Hatao; in
1977, it was again demolished in the wake
of anger against Mrs. Gandhi; in 1984, it was
the phoenix of Majority communalism in
the wake of the assassination of Mrs Gandhi;
then in 2014 in the wake of Modi’s aspira-
tional call,and nowin 2019, it is poised to be
shattered again in the wake of developmen-
tal activities during the Modi regime” (em-
phasis added).

Let us settle, the contributions of histori-
ans and sociologists notwithstanding, that
Indian elections are not about caste. Neither
in 2014 (split opposition) nor in 2019 (joint
opposition in the important caste states of

Haryana, Bihar and UP) did caste matter
much for winning. Indeed, one prominent
caste leader, Lalu Prasad, did not win asingle
seatin 2019 after winning four in 2014.

Was this election about Modi? Of course
it was, but we need to get beyond that de-
scription (similar to that people vote their
caste). What was it about Modi that people
voted for him in such large numbers? And
in even larger numbers than the record-
breaking 2014 election. Recall that many “ex-
perts” wrote off the 2014 election as a mi-
nority 31 per cent vote election. In 2014, the
BJP fought only 424 of 543 constituencies. If
the BJP had fought all, this translates into 40
per cent of the national vote share; inciden-
tally, the NDA in 2014 garnered 39 per cent
of the vote. In the six elections between 1952
and 1980 (excluding 1977) the Nehru-Indira
Gandhi Congress obtained an average vote
share of 44 per cent.

In the first election in 1952, Jawaharlal
Nehru obtained 45 per cent of the vote; the
next election, 47.8 per cent. In his first na-
tional election, Modi obtained 31 per cent of
the vote; in 2019, the figure is close to 38 per
cent — an increase of 7 percentage points.
The NDA as awholeis likely to average above
the Nehru-Gandhi benchmark of 44 per
cent. Hence, the nutting nawabs of nega-
tivism (with due apologies to William Safire)
should stop carping about Modi’s victories
not being a reflection of liberal (in the true
sense of the word) democratic forces.

This election was about economic re-
forms, and primarily the economic hope for
the future. A favourite complaint of the Modi
detractors (and several very good friends of
mine)is that Modi erred in not implement-
ing economic reforms like privatisation and
in implementing negative reforms like de-
monetisation. Indeed, demonetisation and
its perceived ills was a favourite slogan of the
Congress. What I have shouted hoarse for
the last nearly three years (and been pillo-
ried even by objective commentators)is that
demonetisation was an integral part of
Modi’s economic agenda against corruption
and tax evasion. It did not succeed perfectly
and instantly — what does? But it, along with
other reforms like Jan Dhan bank accounts,
was necessary to provide direct benefit
transfers to the poor (PM-Kisan, health in-
surance, etc), to provide public services like
sanitation (toilets), LPG cylinders, and free
housing to the bottom 50 to 70 per cent of
the population. Not everyone got the bene-
fits but the eligible beneficiaries believed in
Modi’s promise that all those eligible will
eventually receive the benefits.

Add to these reforms (imperfect but
well-begun and well-intentioned) GST and
the bankruptcy code, and initial attempts to
reform agriculture, and you have achieved
more inclusive economic reforms than any
otherregime in Indian history. The stage has
been well and truly set for the next genera-
tion of economic reforms. There is no going
bacK and the people believe Modi and trust
Modi todeliver. That is why this election was
about the delivery,and promise, of the Modi
government.

Bhallais contributing editor,
The Indian Express and consultant,
Network 18. Views are personal

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

LEADER OF YOUNG

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The leader
is the truth’(IE, May 24). Narendra Modi
does have flaws. However, there is no
second guessing his hard work and sin-
cerity. His rise from a RSS pracharak to
the Prime Minister of India is a testa-
ment to the fact that he Modi knows the
pulse of the younger generation.
Veena Shenoy, Thane

MESSAGE IN VERDICT

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Staggering
dominance’ (IE, May 24). The article of-
fers a complicated reasoning. But a
simple yet forgotten fact is that the
country has an effete Opposition both
at the top and at the cadre-level. We
must ask the hypothetical question:
How would Modi have fared with a
Narasimha Rao, Pranab Mukherjee or L
K Advani at the helm of the Opposition.
The victory does not imply a marginal-
isation of the minorities. The minority
question is a problem in the ho-
mogenising societies of the West. This
problem is not germane to India.
Charu Vaid, Lucknow

FALL OF CONGRESS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A re-
markable victory, a great responsibility’
(IE, May 24). The country has said a re-
sounding “yes” to a second term for
Narendra Modi. India is set to return to
an era of one party dominance, with BJP
occupying the position once held by
Congress. That will have its own spin-
off effect on the country’s politics, gov-
ernance, social dynamics and constitu-
tional functioning India’s Grand Old
Party has been confined to Kerala and

LETTER OF
THE W EEK

PM’S STRATEGY

THIS REFERS TO the article,
‘Politics from the pulpit’ (IE, May
21). There is no doubt that
Narendra Modi can strike a
chord with the masses.
However, in the age of the social
media, the press conference is
losing its relevance. In press con-
ferences, often the impromptu
replies are taken out of context.
The PM’s strategy to avoid press
conferences may be to avert
controversies.

Deepak Singhal, Noida

Punjab and has piggybacked on DMK’s
popularity in Tamil Nadu.
Vandana, Chandigarh

PEACE POSSIBLE

THIS REFERS TO the the editorial, ‘Try
respect’ (IE, May 22). The US-Iran rela-
tions have sunk a new low with the
sending of two US aircraft carriers to the
Strait of Hormuz and the Trump
Administration has declared the
Republican Guard as terrorists. In turn,
Iran has declared US forces in the region
a terrorist group. Iran has now shown
moderation and insisted on mutual re-
spect and dialogue to end the crisis. If
the US and North Korea could solve
some of theirissues, it's certainly possi-
ble inIran's case also.

Sauro Dasgupta, via email




Signals from States

Results for 4 Assembly elections cast a light on
political strategies and voter behaviour

he results of four State Assembly elections con-
Tducted alongside the Lok Sabha polls hold impor-
tant political signals. Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim,
Odisha and Andhra Pradesh elected new Assemblies
along with their Lok Sabha members. In Odisha, Chief
Minister Naveen Patnaik has won a fifth consecutive
term, leading his Biju Janata Dal to a sweeping victory,
while in Sikkim, Pawan Kumar Chamling, the longest
serving CM in India, will be bowing out after his Sikkim
Democratic Front lost to the Sikkim Krantikari Morcha.
Mr. Chamling became CM in 1994. The BJP won the As-
sembly election in Arunachal Pradesh — though this
serves as a reminder of the curious ways in which the
party has expanded its footprint in the Northeast. The
Assembly election in 2014 was won by the Congress and
Pema Khandu, the current Chief Minister, was a Con-
gress MLA then. He became CM in 2016, shifted to the
People’s Party of Arunachal as its leader, and then
moved to the BJP, where he still remains. The BJP’s ac-
quisitive approach to politics in general has been effec-
tive in the Northeast. Now, the SKM in Sikkim might ally
with the party. The spectacular victory of the YSR Con-
gress Party in Andhra Pradesh, in turn, is a reminder of
the Congress’s persistent mishandling of the State since
the abrupt death in an accident of Y.S. Rajasekhara Red-
dy, the party’s then CM, better known as YSR, in 2009.
YSR had helped the Congress win more than three
dozen Lok Sabha members from the undivided State in
2004 and 2009, the single biggest contingent for the
party from any State and which powered the UPA-1 and
UPA-2 in Parliament. Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy, YSR’s
son, sought the top post in the State after his father’s
death, but the Congress high command, which has a
high tolerance for demands of offsprings of party lead-
ers, raised the bar in this instance. Mr. Reddy launched
his regional outfit, the YSRCP, cleaned out the Con-
gress, which was reeling under the adverse after-effects
of the bifurcation of Andhra Pradesh, and has now won
decisively across regions of the State nine years later. In
Odisha, Mr. Patnaik’s victory in the Assembly was over-
whelming but the BJP, which has won eight of the 21
Lok Sabha seats from the State, is sitting in the wings,
having displaced the Congress as the principal Opposi-
tion party. The results in Odisha are also indicative of a
new political trend whereby voters differentiate bet-
ween the State and national elections. Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh, States that chose the Con-
gress over the BJP in Assembly elections only months
ago, swung right back to the saffron party in the Lok
Sabha polls. In Odisha, even with both elections being
held simultaneously, this demarcation is stark, though
the BJD still got more seats than the BJP. In Mr. Reddy’s
case, he swept the Lok Sabha polls too, indicating that a
hard-working regional leader with effective political
messaging can resist top-down hyper-nationalism.

Full circle

How the kilogram has come to be defined,
once again, in terms of universal constants

s of May 20, the kilogram joined a bunch of other
units — second, metre, ampere, kelvin, mole and

candela — that will no longer be compared with
physical objects as standards of reference. The change
comes after nearly 130 years: in 1889 a platinum-iridi-
um cylinder was used to define how much mass one ki-
logram represented. Now, a more abstract definition of
the kilogram has been adopted in terms of fundamental
constants, namely, the Planck’s constant h, and the
metre and second which already have been defined in
terms of universal constants such as the speed of light.
With this redefinition, the range of universality of the
measurement has been extended in an unprecedented
way. Earlier, if a mass had to be verified to match with a
standard kilogram, it would be placed on one of the
pans of a common balance, while the prototype would
have to be placed in the other pan — and mass would be
measured against mass. Now, by using a Kibble balance,
which balances mass against electromagnetic force, to
measure the mass of an unknown piece, the very meth-
odology of verification has been altered. The constants
involved are known precisely and are universal num-
bers. Hence, whether the mass is measured on earth or,
say, on the moon, it can be determined with precision.
This is the culmination of a series of historical chang-
es, which are also described by Richard S. Davis et al in
their 2016 article in the journal Metrologia. Originally
the definition of mass was in terms of what was then
thought of as a universal physical constant. In 1791, 1 kg
was defined as the mass of one litre of distilled water at
its melting point. Thus, the density of water was the
physical constant on which this definition hinged. In
1799, the kilogram came to be defined using a cylinder
of platinum - the first time an artefact was used for this
purpose. But it was also defined as equivalent to the
mass of one litre of distilled water at atmospheric pres-
sure and at about 4 degrees Celsius, the temperature at
which water has the maximum density. This was done
away with in 1889 when the community adopted the In-
ternational Prototype of the Kilogram — a cylinder
made of an alloy that’s 90% platinum and 10% iridium.
The reference to the ‘physical constant’, i.e. mass of
one litre of water, was abandoned. Now, as a culmina-
tion of this historical process, we come back full circle
and find that the kilogram is defined again in terms of a
fundamental physical constant — the Planck’s constant.
Planck’s constant is a robust number to match. Not un-
til the art of travelling at relativistic speeds, close to the
speed of light, is mastered, will we have to redefine
these abstract definitions. Until then, it looks like me-
trologists are on a stable berth.

No easy solutions for the Congress

Its defeat now is far more consequential than it was in 2014; and it does not have the luxury of time

ZOYA HASAN

hen the Bharatiya Janata
\ ;‘ / Party (BJP) led by Naren-
dra Modi stormed to

power in 2014, the Congress was
reduced to 44 seats in the Lok Sab-
ha. In 2019, the Congress has suf-
fered another colossal defeat. It
won 52 seats, still not enough to
claim the post of the Leader of the
Opposition in the Lok Sabha. This
dismal result shows that the reviv-
al of the once-dominant power-
house isn’t happening any time
soon.

Mr. Modi’s re-election with an
even larger majority sanctifies the
structural shift to the right and the
BJP’s overarching dominance of
the political system — that’s why
the Congress’s spectacular defeat
in this election is far more conse-
quential than it was in 2014. The
Modi landslide in 2019 is not based
on any pretence of development,
but on the basis of Hindutva con-
solidation and majoritarian trium-
phalism. The divide-and-rule stra-
tegy has succeeded in securing an
unprecedented electoral endorse-
ment for Hindu nationalism as
large numbers voted for the BJP as
the party that best represents,
protects and propagates Hindu in-
terests and rejected the pluralistic
vision of India.

About Rahul Gandhi

Congress president Rahul Gandhi
put up a spirited fight but it was
not good enough to slow down the
Modi juggernaut. The Congress
campaign was well-crafted and
well-supported by a progressive
manifesto promising jobs and a
minimum income, but it just
didn’t appeal to voters. Many stra-
tegic and tactical reasons will be
given for the Congress’s failure;
yet, we must begin by noting that
the odds were heavily stacked in
the BJP’s favour: the government’s
use of instruments of state power,
its money power and the media’s

building of the Modi cult.

The 2019 outcome was powered
by a hyper-nationalist agenda and
Mr. Modi’s strong advocacy of it.
This election was all about the pol-
itical persona of Mr. Modi and
what he symbolised: a strongman
standing against a divided Opposi-
tion. Mr. Gandhi is a genial and af-
fable figure, but that seems to put
him at a disadvantage when pitted
against Mr. Modi’s muscular lea-
dership in ‘new India’. The Con-
gress made a strategic mistake
when it decided to focus its attack
entirely on Mr. Modi. Many voters
had said that although they felt
that the BJP had not delivered on
its promises, they would vote for
him because they believe a strong
decisive leadership can solve In-
dia’s numerous problems.

Mr. Gandhi appeared to see the
danger of personalising the cam-
paign, but even then he persisted
in repeating the slogan ‘chowkidar
chor hai’ to dent Mr. Modi’s image
as a scrupulously honest leader,
rather than remake his message.
In almost every speech he would
begin and conclude with the Ra-
fale issue. But it didn’t excite
anyone except possibly the com-
mitted Congress voters attending
his rallies.

The real gains for the Congress
would have come from disap-
pointment in the Modi govern-
ment’s economic performance
and policies, but the BJP shrewdly
sidestepped its governance record
by diverting to a three-point cam-
paign of nationalism (national se-
curity, Pakistan and terrorism),
Hindutva (Hindus everywhere, mi-
norities nowhere) and anti-cor-
ruption (blasting the Congress’s
record, ignoring its own). Mr. Modi
did not run on his track record but
on teaching Pakistan a lesson. He
has been re-elected on this plank.
The economic downturn and
shrinking employment opportuni-
ties didn’t matter in this election.

After the Pulwama terrorist at-

AP

tack and India’s response with the
Balakot airstrikes, the BJP mixed
national security with a muscular
nationalism, which completely de-
railed the Opposition as Mr. Modi
used this narrative to project him-
self as the strong leader of a ‘maz-
boot sarkar (solid government)’.
The Congress couldn’t counter
this narrative. It tried to change
the subject by returning the focus
to people’s issues. The Nyuntam
Aay Yojana (NYAY) income guaran-
tee proposal was part of this at-
tempt, but it came too late and the
party didn’t carry it to the people.
Consequently, NYAY did not be-
come a talking point in the cam-
paign; it did not even figure promi-
nently in Mr. Gandhi’s speeches.

Throughout the election cam-
paign, Mr. Modi relentlessly at-
tacked the Congress; in fact, he re-
served his munitions for the
Congress and generally spared
other Opposition parties. In res-
ponse to this ceaseless attack, am-
plified by the mainstream media,
the Congress leadership came off
looking timorous and defensive.
The Congress did not counter him.
It did not list the achievements of
the United Progressive Alliance
(UPA) or previous Congress go-
vernments.

Mr. Gandhi said the right things
but often did not connect with the
voters, perhaps because he did
not address them in an idiom or
vocabulary that resonated. The
failure of Mr. Gandhi and his sister

The NDA has its task cut out

It must improve conditions of supply and facilitate the move away from agricultural jobs to raise farmer incomes

ASHIMA GOYAL

kable maturity and thoughtful-

ness in delivering a stable go-
vernment at the Centre. They
realise the necessity of a stable go-
vernment, and so often vote diffe-
rently in national and State elec-
tions. Forecasts of political and
economic instability made in 2014,
when the macro economy was vul-
nerable, proved incorrect. Similar
forecasts were made this year,
based on the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP)-led National Democratic
Alliance’s losses in the Karnataka,
Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan
Assembly elections. The pundits
should bow to the greater wisdom
of the people — in this election, the
BJP has swept the same States.

The Congress underestimated
the voters’ continuing need for
good governance. The Congress
did not choose dynamic Chief Mi-
nisters when it had the option. It
also underestimated the voters’
need for a positive narrative. Talk-
ing of slow job growth and farmer
distress did not work. The Nyun-
tam Aay Yojana scheme (the Con-
gress’s proposed social welfare
programme) was not acceptable as
a substitute for jobs.

On the other hand, the BJP pro-
mised to improve ease of living,

Indian voters have shown remar-

beyond just the ease of doing busi-
ness, and strengthen the self-res-
pect and ability of the average citi-
zen to do more, which is exactly
the right approach for an aspira-
tional India.

Bringing life to poll promises
There was fear of competitive po-
pulism in the event of a weak go-
vernment being elected at the
Centre. Now the BJP will hopefully
focus, as promised in its manifes-
to, on infrastructure, housing,
technology, health, education, wa-
ter, the environment, and facili-
tate the move away from agricultu-
ral jobs to raise farmer incomes.
Only 23% of rural income now
comes from farming, and there is a
major ongoing shift to add value in
agriculture. Apart from this, admi-
nistrative reforms should be the
focus. There are police and judi-
cial reforms on the anvil. Well-tar-
geted direct benefit transfers will
efficiently deliver relief to the real-
ly distressed at low cost.

And what about the economy?
The slow growth of jobs was large-
ly due to strict monetary and cre-
dit policies that started in 2011. In-
ternational monetary theories
were not adapted as required in
the Indian context. The inherited
non-performing assets (NPA) bur-
den dragged on. Since major loans
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had gone to private business, a
bankruptcy regime had to be put
in place, to prevent the entire bur-
den of resolution from falling on
tax payers.

But today, with some clean-up,
inflation is below the target set by
the Reserve Bank of India (RBI).
There is still stress in the non-
banking financial companies
(NBFC) sector. The government
must move fast to nip this in the
bud and support growth.

Private investment growth has
stagnated since 2011. There was a
brief recovery of animal spirits af-
ter the last election, but high real
interest rates and the asset quality
review made bank lending to firms
negative and squeezed out the re-
vival. Something similar should
not happen this time. Policymak-

Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, whose
last-minute induction in the cam-
paign made no impact, is obvious.
Apart from the leadership crisis,
two other issues are important.
These pertain to the Congress’s
ideology and organisation.

Ideology-lite

During the past five years, secula-
rism has been pushed to the mar-
gins of Indian politics, and the
Congress did not strongly defend
secular nationalism. The party re-
mained inexplicably silent on sub-
jects ranging from secularism to
the rights of minorities, to name
just two of the most important
ones. Mr. Gandhi chose to embark
on a series of visits to Hindu tem-
ples but his party didn’t care to
make a distinction between Hin-
duism and Hindutva, which is a
political ideology and a political
project. The Congress could not
harvest electoral dividends from
this competitive wooing of the
Hindu vote because people chose
the more strident option.

Besides, and critically, the Con-
gress lacks an organisation; it
failed to rebuild its organisation
during UPA rule (2004-14) and it
failed to push this process during
its years in opposition (2014-19).
The BJP, in contrast, has a well-
oiled political machine at its dispo-
sal. It is also closely connected to a
network of Hindu religious organi-
sations that spring into action in
every election and provide vast
numbers of volunteers for cam-
paigning and booth management.
The nationwide branches of the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
and its affiliated organisations
clearly helped the BJP to build a se-
cond Modi wave.

Complicating the Congress’s
hopes of returning to its old
strength is that its decline has
coincided with the rise of smaller
regional parties, most of which are
breakaways from the Congress.
These parties are fighting intense-

ers may believe that private invest-
ment will revive now and foreign
money will pour in. But the latest
data show a fall in private invest-
ment as real interest rates have ri-
sen and liquidity remains tight.
There are also external shocks
from the global slowdown and
trade wars.

A wider tax base

Although the RBI is now keeping
short-term liquidity in surplus,
banks scarred by a long battle with
NPAs are just parking them with
the RBI instead of increasing lend-
ing. If the share of durable liquidi-
ty is increased, it will encourage
banks to lend and also bring down
market rates. Despite RBI permis-
sions, banks are not lending to
NBFCs, since they are afraid of
having to make provisions. A full
recapitalisation of banks, possible
now with bankruptcy and gover-
nance reforms in place, will in-
crease their confidence.

The RBI does not want to open a
special liquidity window to NBFCs
because of credit risk. It believes
weaker NBFCs should be allowed
to exit. But NBFCs were financing
consumption growth and real es-
tate, which are slowing, creating
systemic risk, against which the
RBI has to act. Even stronger
NBFCs, in the current environ-
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ly for a larger share of the political
pie. The Congress has drawn a ze-
ro in its erstwhile bastion of undi-
vided Andhra Pradesh, where it
won a sizeable proportion of seats
in 2009. As Y.S. Jaganmohan Red-
dy gets ready to take over as the
next Chief Minister of Andhra Pra-
desh, the Congress leadership
must be ruing its decision to deny
him the CM’s post a decade ago,
leading to a bitter estrangement.

The Congress has lost Maha-
rashtra, done poorly in Karnataka,
West Bengal, Bihar and Uttar Pra-
desh — which means it lacks the
geographical base of a pan-India
party. The BJP has decisively re-
versed the trend of the 2018 As-
sembly elections in Rajasthan,
Madhya Pradesh and Chhattis-
garh, where it had lost to the Con-
gress, and has now surged ahead
in these crucial States. Punjab and
Kerala are the only two big States
which continue to lean towards
the Congress.

Ability to retain supporters
The Congress now lacks a distinct
social base, and its ability to retain
its supporters is dwindling. To re-
gain its influence, it needs to de-
centralise and build broad-based
social coalitions at the State level.
The party’s decline is not irreversi-
ble. But in the long road ahead, it
has to figure out what it actually
stands for, and what it will take to
stand up to Mr. Modi’s BJP. The
real key to rejuvenation lies in
mass contact, a distinctive and far
savvier campaign on an egalitarian
platform and the leadership’s abil-
ity to communicate this to the peo-
ple — rather than depending on
the eternal verities (and varieties)
of dynastic leadership.

The Congress does not have the
luxury of time; it must start today.

Zoya Hasan is Professor Emerita,
Jawaharlal Nehru University and
Distinguished Professor, Council for Social
Development, New Delhi

ment, are choosing to sit on a fat li-
quidity cushion rather than lend.
If an RBI liquidity window is made
available against collateral with
high rates, it may not be used
much, but fear of liquidity shor-
tage would disappear, allowing
NBFC lending to revive. This is re-
quired also because fiscal space,
though it is there, is limited. De-
monetisation and the Goods and
Services Tax (GST) have increased
the tax base, reducing rampant
tax evasion. Despite simplifica-
tions and tax cuts, the tax base is
expected to raise more revenue
post-elections. Unspent govern-
ment cash balances will be spent
as the spending slowdown is re-
versed. Money from completed
schemes can be reallocated.
Humility should come with
strength. After an exceptionally
bitter election season, the NDA
will hopefully follow a construc-
tive and inclusive agenda and en-
courage moderate progressive
stances. Institutions are the back-
bone of any economy and must be
strengthened. The people know
the government took difficult deci-
sions to clean up the system, and
chose to give it a second chance. It
is time to meet their expectations.

Ashima Goyal is on the Prime Minister’s
Economic Advisory Council
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The 2019 mandate

The larger-than-life
Narendra Modi, carefully
projected and presented to
the electorate, was also
made possible by the
willing contributions of
government institutions
and machinery. With the
economics and logistics
well taken care of, the
Hindu nationalistic agenda
(with Pulwama and
Balakot) made for a perfect
elixir that the huge
population was willing to
drink.

That the failures of
demonetisation and GST,
the unprecedented
unemployment rate,
agrarian distress and other
grave issues made no
change in the perspective of
the voter can be attributed
to Mr. Modi’s narrative
focussed only on two major
issues: Hindu nationalism
and national security. The
fragmented Opposition
only aided the BJP victory.
The brazen nomination of

the candidate from Bhopal
and her victory gives
credence to the view that
the BJP is treading the path
of Hindutva quite
unabashedly. It is odd that
inclusive development did
not matter for large
sections of the electorate
which is rejoicing in the
victory. I only hope that
Modi 2.0 will have a
different perspective
(Editorial, “For a
rediscovery of India”, May
24). Most importantly, it is
time the Opposition
pondered over its
shortcomings and faces the
electorate with a concrete
and plausible alternative
five years from now.

G.B. SIVANANDAM,
Coimbatore

m As far as the failure of the
Congress and the rest of the
Opposition is concerned, it
was known that in the
absence of a healthy
understanding among
themselves, they would lose.

Each party was ambitious,
failed to be accommodative
and take quick decisions for
proper seat-adjustments.
This exposed them as
incapable and at sixes and
sevens. Narendra Modi and
his party should follow
constitutional goals and

ensure peace and prosperity.

B.M. BALIGA,
Bengaluru

= The election result marks
an inflection point in the

history of independent India.

It was with great fanfare and
hope that India had set forth
on its own constitutional
journey, clearly separating
the state from any religion,
but decades later, we have
willingly blurred those
boundaries with our
mandate.

Mr. Modi will be steering
India at a crucial time in its
developmental trajectory,
when the world situation
itself is in a state of great
flux. The Indian voice since
Independence — of soft

power, non-violence and
standing up for a just and
equitable world order — is
more relevant today then
ever before. This is what
earned us the goodwill of the
international community.
One hopes that these values
are not eroded amid the
charged emotions holding
sway now. The absence of a
credible and robust
Opposition is a matter of
great concern. The issues
that figured during
campaigning do not die with
the results of 2019. These are
bound to resurface sooner
rather than later. I hope that
India survives the next five
years without any major
social dysfunctions.

ROSEN BRAR,
Patiala, Punjab

® The massive victory was
definitely built on
polarisation, though the
non-existence of a viable
political alternative was of
great help. There is an
element of truth in calling

the pole leader of the BJP as
a divider. Hopefully, this
remains a temporary poll
strategy. The new
government should regain
the trust of the minorities.
Otherwise it will definitely
lead to the decay of this
wonderful civilisation of ours
which thrives on tolerance
and which takes pride in
inclusiveness, which is so
crucial for the progress of
such a diverse country.

VENKATA RAMANA N.K.,
Narsapur, W. Godavari, Andhra Pradesh

= The BJP won the political
battle hands down but has
still to fight the economic
battle. The brute majority it
has won will leave the
Opposition nonplussed. The
theme of 2019 was only
nationalism. However
nationalism alone cannot
extricate people from
poverty, unemployment and
agrarian distress, to name a
few issues.

For Mr. Modi, it is a case of
uneasy lies the head that

wears a crown. Interestingly,
the election was on the Modi
aura and is likely to lull many
into complacency hoping
that the Modi magic shall
save them again. So why
deliver? This is not good for
democracy.

DEEPAK SINGHAL,
Noida

= The shocking defeat of the
Indian National Congress has
put a huge question mark on
the very future of the grand
old party at the national
level. Both the national and
State leadership of the party
need to be replaced. Tough
decisions need to be taken,
fresh young blood infused
and a comprehensive plan
formulated to lead the party
to gradual recovery. Cliched
terms such as ‘self
introspection” will no longer
work, else it will be the same
disastrous story in 2024.

A. MOHAN,
Chennai

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/
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It’s time to take stock of the electoral process

The general election saw serious questions being posed to the Election Commission. The 17th Lok Sabha must deliberate on them

S.Y. QURAISHI

The biggest election in the world
has finally come to a successful end
for which the three Election Com-
missioners and their 12 million staff
deserve appreciation. Unfortunate-
ly, what deserved to be remem-
bered as a subject of national pride
became mired in several controver-
sies. At the top of the list was the
unprecedented attack on the Elec-
tion Commission (EC) which was
accused of being soft on the top lea-
dership of the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP) for repeated violations of
the Model Code of Conduct (MCC).

A long election

Questions were also raised about
the prolonged election of seven
phases. The EC has always main-

What the thumping mandate for Modi means

tained that the most pressing con-
cern is voter security. All political
parties demand that Central armed
police forces be deployed, but due
to their limited availability they
have to be rotated, which necessi-
tates multi-phase elections. If the
numbers of these forces were adeg-
uate, the EC could conduct elec-
tions in one day. After all, the MCC
is difficult to operationalise in the
age of social media in staggered
elections. This is a trade-off the EC
is fully aware of. The cost-benefit
analysis of multi-phase versus short
phase elections in the face of new
challenges can be done afresh.

The highlight of 2019 was the
highest ever voter turnout in a gen-
eral election so far (67.11%), even
though there was a lower turnout
than usual in many constituencies,
possibly because of oppressive
weather, and varied turnouts
across phases. This proves that the
EC’s voter education programme
(Systematic Voters’ Education and
Electoral Participation) is effective.

The three ‘M’s

In this election, the role of money
power was alarming. It is becoming
more and more expensive to con-
test elections and the problem of
black money is alive. Even before
the first phase had started, it was

Leftism and liberalism feel like nostalgia at this moment

SHIV VISVANATHAN

The first thing one notices about
the Lok Sabha election, in which
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has
secured a phenomenal victory, is
that elections are no longer a game
of chance. Majoritarian politics has
robbed elections of a sense of con-
testation. The Election Commis-
sion as an institution has been
emasculated. The plurality of polit-
ics that kept India alive has been
lost to the univocality of choice, all
focused around one man, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. It is al-
most as if India held a presidential
election, while pretending to be
overtly parliamentary. One man’s
presence justified the power of pro-
paganda, but also vitiated the plu-
ral sense of India. The whole elec-
tion was held on one question: do
we vote ‘yes” or ‘no’ for Mr. Modi?

This created a reductive politics
where a simplistic idea of the na-
tion state and its security destroyed
the sheer diversity of issues that lo-
cality and region raised.

Identifying with Modi

Mr. Modi’s victory is a result of
three triangular forces. The first is
the creation of a majoritarian socie-
ty. The second is the ‘Hinduisation’
of this society. The third is that this
majority is committed to middle-
class aspirations.

A vote for Mr. Modi is a message
that needs to be interpreted. It is a
vote that says he speaks to the aspi-
rations of the common man; he
speaks the language of mobility, ex-
pectation; he represents the mid-
dle-class dream of success. On the
other hand, the Congress, which
was mouthing the language of so-
cialism and secularism, has literally
become a voice in the wilderness.

Small town India feels there is a
Modi in all of them. They feel Mr.
Modi is them, he is accessible.
There is no distance between him
and the masses. Mr. Modi, by pro-
jecting himself to be like them, al-
lows the hitherto alienated small
town to feel a part of power polit-
ics. Mr. Modi’s success is a vindica-
tion of his small-town gambit. As
chaiwala and chowkidar he played
to the sentimentalism of middle-ur-
ban India. This election is an act of

evident that Indian democracy is
overwhelmed by the overarching
role of money, media and mafia.
The EC seized crores worth of
money, liquor and drugs. As on
May 24, money, drugs/narcotics, li-
quor, precious metals and freebies
worth an estimated 33,475.76 crore
were seized. The figure in 2014 was
1,200 crore. According to EC data,
Tamil Nadu (952 crore), Gujarat
(*553.76 crore), Delhi (3430.39
crore), Punjab (3286.41 crore) and
Andhra Pradesh (3232.02 crore)
were the top five States/Union Ter-
ritories that accounted for the total
seizures. A cause for worry is that
drugs/narcotics formed a large part
of the seizures, with Gujarat top-
ping the list (almost ¥524.35 crore).

Code violations and counting
Personally, what was most painful
was witnessing the EC repeatedly
coming under the scanner due to
its delayed and often perfunctory
actions on violations of the MCC.
Once lauded for its conduct of free
and fair elections in the world’s lar-
gest democracy which have been
held with precision and integrity,
this time it was criticised both na-
tionally and internationally.

The check on the Prime Minis-
ter’s helicopter in Odisha on April
16 should have been used by the EC

symbolic empowerment, where a
sense of familiarity and identifica-
tion with a leader literally became a
sense of empowerment. Small-
town India’s sense of aspiration,
and its resentment against another
leader and family, has propelled
Mr. Modi to power once again. His
campaign was an act of genius.

In terms of numbers, Mr. Modi
has outperformed himself. This
proves that BJP president Amit
Shah is India’s best psephologist;
that BJP is today the biggest party
in the country. As an organisation
and an imagination, the BJP has be-
come the colossus it dreamt of.

Lost in a new India

Other parties caught in an outdated
ideologism did not understand
this. In its campaign, the Congress
talked of the Nyuntam Aay Yojana
as a leftover of socialism. The liber-
als and the Marxists have now dis-
covered their ultimate irrelevance.
They hang around like Rip Van
Winkles who do not recognise the
society outside. An outdated lan-
guage and an outdated politics
have confirmed their irrelevance to
this new, aspirational India. In fact,
the only things that seem to work
are demagoguery and populism,
not programmes or ideologies. Mr.
Modi and Mr. Shah are welcomed
like street heroes with a sense of
realpolitik, while Congress presi-

to demonstrate its commitment to
equality of all before the law. But it
chose a different course.

The EC was also questioned for
its stand on the sample size for Vo-
ter-Verified Paper Audit Trail
(VVPAT) verification. Its line was
that tallying VVPAT paper slips with
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The ascendant role of
money power, fake news,
communal polarisation
and hate rhetoric pose a
serious challenge to the
very foundations of our
electoral system

the EVM count one per Assembly
constituency was based on scientif-
ic methodology and endorsed by
the Indian Statistical Institute. But
the Opposition parties went to the
Supreme Court which advised the
EC to raise the mandatory random
counting to five VVPATs per As-
sembly segment laying emphasis
on “better voter confidence and
credibility of electoral process”.
The court believed that the move
would ensure the “greatest degree
of accuracy and satisfaction”. Rath-
er than being on the defensive, the
EC should have discussed this issue
with political parties, with an open
mind.

As the election progressed, the

dent Rahul Gandhi seems to be an
outdated exercise in table man-
ners. The Assembly results in Rajas-
than, Madhya Pradesh and Chhat-
tisgarh deceived the Congress to
believe that it is a party that is rele-
vant again, but it now seems to be a

O By projecting himself to
be like small-town

Indians, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi allows the
alienated to feel a part of
power politics

party that makes little sense. Only
the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
and the YSR Congress Party were
able to retain their hold in Tamil
Nadu and Andhra Pradesh, respec-
tively. Each is equally adept at the
populism game.

Simplification of democracy

This election showed us that polit-
ics is not about values, ideology
and ethics. It is a display of instru-
mentalism that merely says, in this
life of alienation, Mr. Modi works,
and works for us. India is not saying
there is no alternative; it is saying,
we want no alternative. Alterna-
tives create controversy and disor-
der, but a univocal choice for Mr.
Modi shows that democracy has
simplified itself. In this age of un-
certainty, it has gone for the rudi-
mentary. There is a laziness to pol-

The leader who is bigger than his party

The BJP played little role in its own gigantic victory and stood by watching with stars in its eyes as PM Narendra Modi single-handedly pulverised the Opposition

VIDYA SUBRAHMANIAM

Election 2019 has smashed the as-
sumption that India is a party-
based parliamentary democracy.
Yes, India is still notionally a multi-
party system, and there indeed are
pockets, especially in the south,
where regional parties have held
on to their suzerainty. But this hold
is precarious and slipping by the
minute.

An indefatigable leadership

The biggest blow to the party sys-
tem has ironically been dealt by the
biggest beneficiary of Thursday’s
stunning verdict: the ruling Bhara-
tiya Janata Party (BJP). The party
confounded admirers and critics
alike by amassing a majority that
surpassed its haul of 282 of 543 Lok
Sabha seats in 2014. Yet, the BJP
played little role in its own gigantic
victory and stood by watching with
stars in its eyes as Prime Minister
Narendra Modi single-handedly
pulverised the Opposition in large

parts of the country. It is true that
India’s most powerful Prime Minis-
ter since Indira Gandhi was expert-
ly aided at every stage of the elec-
tion campaign, and in the
meticulous planning that preceded
it, by BJP president Amit Shah. But
without Mr. Modi, there could be
and would be no Mr. Shah. It was
Mr. Modi’s unflagging, ever-present
visage, beamed into homes day and
night by an adoring TV media, that
spun a seductive web into which
awestruck citizens walked.

Mr. Shah had announced soon
after the BJP’s 2014 victory that the
Congress’s days were numbered.
The slogan ‘Congress-mukt (Con-
gress-free) Bharat’ seemed outlan-
dish initially, but the BJP, now un-
der an indefatigable leadership that
embodied the belief that the ends
justified the means, purposefully
expanded its footprint, capturing
previously out-of-bound territories
such as the Northeast through en-
ticements and mass defections.
The Congress did show its exis-
tence from time to time by register-
ing victories here and there.

But 2019 has proved that the ex-
ternment will not be long in com-
ing. Notionally the Congress has
improved on its pathetic 2014 tally
of 44 Lok Sabha seats, but the de-
feat of party president Rahul Gand-
hi in Amethi is a warning of bigger
catastrophes ahead. There was no
reason for Mr. Gandhi to lose: He
was contesting from the bastion of
the Nehru-Gandhi clan and in his
recently enhanced capacity as par-

ty chief he was a potential Prime
Minister. Under normal circum-
stances, this fact alone would have
appealed to Amethi’s voters to the
exclusion of other attractions.

The choice of candidates
However, the larger story here is
the marginalisation of the BJP. A
joke that used to be heard in party
circles was that the BJP was now
BJP-mukt. The joke has come peri-
lously close to being a reality. In-
deed, on the campaign trail Mr. Mo-
di asked voters to remember him
and no one else as they went into
their polling booths to cast their
votes. “Remember you are voting
Modi,” he said. The party, the cadre
and BJP candidates parroted the
line. BJP candidates willingly and
proudly downsized themselves, in-
sisting that it was Mr. Modi who was
fighting on all seats.

Armed with this carte blanche,
the Modi-Shah pair deliberately
chose as candidates men and wo-
men with a record of fostering divi-
siveness. Among them: Ananth Ku-
mar Hegde, Giriraj Singh, Tejasvi
Surya, Sakshi Maharaj, and last but
not the least, Pragya Singh Thakur.
If the forte of each was to inflame
passions through rabid anti-Muslim
rhetoric, in the case of Ms. Thakur,
a further rubicon was crossed. She
is a terror accused on trial. She also
spoke her mind: Nathuram Godse
“was, is and will be a desh-bhakt
(patriot),” she said, unconcerned
that she was heaping insult on Ma-
hatma Gandhi. The Prime Minister

said he would never forgive her but
did not sack her, which would have
established him as being truly con-
trite. Clearly, Ms. Thakur was cho-
sen in the first place to make a dis-
tinction between Islamist and
Hindutva terror: The first was a
danger that had to be crushed with
all the force possible. The second
didn’t exist even if Ms. Thakur was
standing trial for it. Her dismissal
was therefore never on the cards.

Projection as nationalist hero

On the stump, Mr. Modi played na-
tionalist hero to the hilt. With a be-
nevolent Election Commission
watching, he appropriated the In-
dian Air Force and turned the air
strikes on Pakistani territory into a
personal feat of daring: “Modi wa-
han ghar me ghus kar ke maara
(Modi went into Pakistani houses to
kill terrorists)”. In the 2017 As-
sembly election in Uttar Pradesh,
he had invoked the “jawan on the
border” to blunt the impact of de-
monetisation on ordinary folk. The
Prime Minister had also invited
them to view demonetisation as an
effort towards collective nation-
building in which each had a share.
By 2019, the message was fully in-
ternalised by large sections that
saw the Balakot strike as their own
spectacular achievement. Travell-
ing in Muzaffarnagar in western
U.P., Itan into a group of labourers,
their torn clothes attesting to their
poverty, who argued that they were
voting Mr. Modi because “desh toh
bach jayega (at least the country

Opposition made two more de-
mands: The five machines must be
counted in the beginning and in
case of even one mismatch, all ma-
chines in the Assembly segment
must be counted. The EC examined
these proposals only to reject them
as being unfeasable.

The top court’s repeated inter-
ventions (as many as six) also have
long-term implications given that
Article 329 of the Constitution bars
courts from interfering in electoral
matters after the election process
has been set in motion. But the
court had to intervene repeatedly
for course correction. The Su-
preme Court expressed displeasure
over the EC’s stand on April 15
when it submitted that it was
“toothless” and “powerless” to act
on hate speeches. When the court
set the EC a deadline of May 6 to act
on this, the EC took strong and un-
precedented action against some
political leaders, debarring them
from campaigning for up to three
days by invoking Article 324. This
was laudable, but when it came to
acting on complaints against the
Prime Minister and the BJP presi-
dent, it reacted differently, giving
the two leaders ‘clean chits’, and
casting a shadow on its own reputa-
tion for fearless independence.

Much later, it was shown that at

itics we need to grasp. What is
clear-cut is India’s refusal to look at
the complexity of politics. When
you have a Charles Lamb, why do
you need a Shakespeare? Instead,
democracy is reduced to a fixed
choice questionnaire.

We need to understand the new
construction of politics which
pushes ideology to the margins,
which thinks individual aspiration
has a poetry that collective justice
does not. Mr. Modi grasps this. The
ubiquitousness of Mr. Modi and his
accessibility at the level of ideas
create a symbolic sense of a new
imagined community. When Pra-
gya Singh Thakur wins after her
statement on Nathuram Godse dur-
ing the 150th year of Mahatma
Gandhi’s birth anniversary, one
senses change in the Indian imagi-
nation. It is as if Gandhi as an imag-
ination is over.

Voting for a myth

It is a symbolic politics of a new In-
dia that is tired of being called back-
ward, Third World. It is an India
which loves the aphrodisiac of the
nation state and is convinced that
Mr. Modi is a problem-solver. Mr.
Modi realised that more than mate-
rial guarantees, contemporary In-
dia needed symbolic plumbing, a
rush of confidence, an inflation of
masculinity, and a set of simplistic
formulas which magically promise

will be saved)”.

Mr. Modi argued that the Balakot
attack was an act of extraordinary
courage that previous Prime Minis-
ters had balked at — both because
they lacked the steel that he had
and because they wanted to protect
their minority vote banks. As the
campaign progressed, nationalism
inevitably got posited against the
Opposition’s  ‘Muslim appease-
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It was Mr. Modi’s
ever-present visage,
beamed into homes day
and night by an adoring TV
media, that spun a
seductive web into which
awestruck citizens walked

ment’ politics. Balakot became
Ram Mandir by another name,
evoking the same passion that the
latter did. In some places, the ma-
joritarian message was explicit; in a
speech made in Wardha, the Prime
Minister accused Rahul Gandhi of
fleeing to Wayanad in Kerala to be
able to contest from a constituency
where “the majority was in a mi-
nority.”

It would be unfair if due credit
was not given to Mr. Modi for the
welfare measures his government
had speedily implemented on the
ground, among them toilets, hous-
es and gas connections for the
poorest citizens. Their implemen-
tation was patchy — the gas refill
was unaffordable, the houses were
scarce — but even the half-mea-
sures were potentially a form of

least one Election Commissioner
had dissented in five out of 11 EC de-
cisions concerning violations of the
MCC. In the absence of unanimity,
decisions can be taken by a majori-
ty vote, and his dissent did not
change the result. But dissent is
good news for a constitutional body
as it is a healthy sign of objective
deliberation and democratic func-
tioning. His demand for his dissent-
ing note to be made public was
worthy of positive consideration.

Course correction

The ascendant role of money pow-
er, paid and fake news, communal
polarisation and hate rhetoric pose
a serious challenge to the very
foundations of our electoral sys-
tem. As soon as the dust settles, In-
dia must introspect over these is-
sues and find answers. A
democracy is only as credible as
the strength of the institutions fun-
damental to its legitimacy. I have
hope that the 17th Lok Sabha will
take it upon itself to reform the
electoral process and enable the
world’s largest democracy to be-
come the world’s greatest.

S.Y. Quraishi is a former Chief Election
Commissioner of India and the author of
‘An Undocumented Wonder — The Making
of the Great Indian Election’

a new flat land where Indians can
compete on equal terms. The vote
for Mr. Modi is a vote for a new
myth, and one must realise that so-
cial psychologists and psepholo-
gists are not used to myth-making.
It is this symbolic politics which be-
came the idea of India that our
country voted for. Political analysts
read the elections like a complex
chess game when it had been whit-
tled down to Chinese checkers. The
simpler the move, the more devas-
tating the success. Mr. Modi won
because he understands the rules
of the game.

It is a lesson his opponents with
their illusions of politics might find
difficult to grasp. Mr. Modi has out-
foxed the Opposition. He was in
tune with the aspirations and an-
xieties of the people. He under-
stood that mass psychology went
beyond party definitions and old
categories. He sensed that if the en-
tire nation is fed the right history, it
could tectonically shift to the right.
Leftism and liberalism feel like nos-
talgia at this moment. The sadness
or the celebration begins now. The
Opposition has to rethink, reinvent
and regroup. A new battle for the
idea of India begins today.

Shiv Visvanathan is a member of the
Compost heap, a group of academics and
activists working on alternative
imaginations

empowerment. In effect, what Mr.
Modi presented to the voters was a
package: welfare rooted in Hindut-
va majoritarianism.

In the coming years, this is likely
the formula that the Prime Minister
will persist with. A question arises:
why was the Modi wave not as visi-
ble as in 2014? Because, at least in
U.P., there was a formidable Oppo-
sition in the form of the Samajwadi
Party-Bahujan Samaj Party al-
liance. The combine had match-
winning arithmetic and also repre-
sented the interests of the socially
marginalised — Dalits and Muslims
in particular.

But as the 2019 results have
shown, all Opposition alliances
bombed, whether in U.P., Bihar,
Maharashtra or Jharkhand. The
Congress played a ruinous role in
U.P. by undercutting the SP-BSP in
several places. Yet this was proba-
bly a small distraction in the larger
picture where the BJP virtually
commanded all the votes and seats.

With his sharp nationalist-Hin-
dutva messaging and towering pre-
sence, Mr. Modi is bigger than the
party. The dangers of this will pre-
sently be apparent. For the Opposi-
tion parties, the danger is more im-
minent — individually and
collectively, they need a strong
counter message as well as an intel-
ligent, charismatic leadership that
will deliver the message.

Vidya Subrahmaniam is Senior Fellow with
the Hindu Centre for Politics & Public
Policy
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