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India’s two
poles

he emerging
contours  of
Indian politics

have been clear for
some time, but are
even clearer after the
elections in
Maharashtra and
Haryana. It is often
argued that the
Bharatiya Janata Party
is “the new Congress”,
but not always with
any clear understand-
ing of what that
means, and why. It is
quite trivially true that
the BJP dominates the political sphere in much of India the
way the Congress once did. It is also self evidently true that
in many states where the Congress provided the principal
opposition to a regional party, such as Bengal or Odisha, that
role has now been taken over by the BJP. While six or seven
years ago it was essentially a regional party of the north and
west, it is now a truly national party.

But this springs from, and has implications for, the in-
built structure of Indian politics. The simple fact is that this
is a federal union, and its national politics is hard-wired to
reflect that fact. In a country as organised as ours is, there
are always two natural political forces in any state’s politics:
the centralising one and the federalising one. These have
two different approaches to many policy questions, and to
the broader questions of narrative that also have a role to
play in politics.

For decades, the centralising pole in our politics was the
Congress and its ideology — or, as the BJP would derisively
say, its “idea of India”. This was essentially a con-social, com-
promising central state, with hard edges at the margins but
generally soft. Debates would be settled by a central authority
in the party rather than through formal institutional struc-
tures. Within many states, the party would run through a
coalition of two groups. First, elites who claimed to have a
national consciousness — whether because they were prod-
ucts of British India, or because they were national-level cap-
italists, or occupied certain spots on the local caste system.
And second, those who looked to the central power to protect
them from rapacious ground level dominant castes. The clas-
sical form of this would be, of course, the Brahmin-Dalit-
Muslim-ST coalition that the Congress is constantly trying
to rebuild in parts of the north.

The opposition to this centralising tendency would be pro-
vided by the parties of those ground-level dominant castes,
often small landowners, supported by local (as opposed to
national and global) capital. These might variously be the
Telugu Desam Party in Andhra Pradesh, the Lohia-ite “social-
ists” in north India, or the BJP in Gujarat and some other states.

So what does it mean that the BJP today occupies the
space of the Congress? It means that now, its own ideology of
the nation has replaced the Congress’ as the primary cen-
tralising pole in many states, and the BJP itself therefore is
the national pole in most state polities. It has extended its
politics by roping in those of the “backward classes” who
were excluded from the gains won by dominant caste leaders
— OBCs who resented Yadavs in UP and Bihar, for example.
This allows it to form winning political coalitions that repli-
cate those the Congtress used to have, but without Muslims.

Logically, therefore, this means that in many states the
opposition will continue to be provided by localising forces
of one sort or another, backed as earlier by local capital. This
can provide a counterweight to the strong support of national
capital for the centralising pole, reminiscent of how big busi-
ness used to swing into line behind the Congress.

This is visible in these elections, if you look for it. The
Congress managed to put up a fight in Haryana when it began
to behave like a local party, and allowed the Hoodas to create
the local coalitions that they needed to reverse the BJP’s gains
(but not win). It is also why, in Maharashtra, the Congress is
now very much the junior partner to Sharad Pawar’s Nationalist
Congress Party. And it is also why the BJP-Shiv Sena alliance
is growing ever more uneasy. For a sons-of-the-soil party like
the Sena to be allied to a centralising force is extremely difficult
for their politics. When Aaditya Thackeray promises to defend
Aarey, it is not just an amusing revelation of Sena powerless-
ness or astatement of its hypocrisy. It is an attempt to navigate
the basic contradiction of their alliance: in regionalist politics,
an infrastructure project backed by national ambitions should
not ride rough-shod over local objections.

The implications going forward are evident. First, the BJP
will try wherever possible to institutionalise the power of the
centre, since it now represents the centralising pole. Thus
Narendra Modi will argue for simultaneous elections and the
Finance Commission will be told to de-prioritise states.
Second, the Congress will only survive if it can transform
into something more like the BJP used to be: a coalition of
strong state leaders held together by shared ideology or per-
sonal loyalty. The Gandhis can continue to reign, but they
certainly cannot rule any more. And, finally, if state leaders
do not understand that they have to unite at the central level
to win concessions, they will continue to be institutionally
diminished in New India.
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Abhijit’s Nobeland the challenges ahead

The fruition of Nobel's hope lies in the response of a caring government that
can rise above politics and propaganda

WHERE MONEY TALKS

SUNANDA K DATTARAY

Banerjee’s achievement is instinctive.
But going beyond parochial loyalty,
ignoring political carping, and without at all
diminishing what the nine India-connected
laureates, including six from Bengal, have
accomplished, only two seem to me to have
served the Nobel ideal of recognising and
rewarding “those who conferred the greatest
benefit on humankind”. They are Ronald
Ross, who established how malaria spreads,
and Kailash Satyarthi, who tried to stop
child exploitation.
But let me first repeat an anecdote about

T he surge of pride at Abhijit Vinayak

another Nobel laureate even though the story
hasn’t made me any friends. Some 40 years
ago, Doordarshan asked me to interview
Mother (as she still was) Teresa to celebrate
some now forgotten distinction. Never hav-
ing met the good lady, I made an appoint-
ment and trotted down to her office the day
before the scheduled interview. Mother
Teresa advised me to see her work centres
first, which I promised to do that afternoon.
I then asked how she differed from other
social welfare workers. She was aghast. “Iam
not a social welfare worker!” she exclaimed.
“I serve the poor because our Lord said that
is the only way to attain salvation.” It was
my turn to be astonished. “You mean the
effects of your work don’t matter and you do
it only for your own salvation?” Mother
Teresa repeated firmly, “Our Lord said
to serve the poor is the only way to
attain salvation.”

I spent the afternoon at the Missionaries
of Charity’s centres. When I got back, there
was a message from Doordarshan. The inter-
view was off. Mother Teresa had telephoned
the director to say she refused to be inter-
viewed by me. She had chosen my colleague
Desmond Doig who was then working on a
book eulogising her work for a London pub-
lisher. Doordarshan acquiesced.

Perhaps all Nobel prize winners have their
own highly individual perspectives to which
lay outsiders can’t easily relate. CV Raman’s
discovery that light changes wavelength and
amplitude when it traverses a transparent
material must be of momentous significance
in physics. That would also apply to the
“studies of the structure and function of the
ribosome” for which the Indian-origin
Venkatraman Ramakrishnan was honoured.
Or Har Gobind Khorana’s “interpretation of
the genetic code and its function in protein
synthesis”. I could mention others whose
undoubtedly path-breaking discoveries seem
rather remote from the daily concerns of
ordinary men and women.

Banerjee’s work may be significantly dif-
ferent. He, his wife Esther Duflo and their
colleague Michael Kremer share the prize for
an “experimental approach to alleviating
global poverty” by suggesting a way of eval-
uating economic programmes on which bil-
lions of dollars are spent annually. As with
Amartya Sen’s contributions to welfare eco-
nomics”, this might indicate a means of help-
ing the poor. But not more. The help itself
must come from governments. That also
applies to Satyarthi’s role in the “struggle
against the suppression of children and
young people and for the right of all children

LUNCH WITH BS » GEETA DHARMARAJAN | EDUCATIONIST & EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, KATHA

The sheer joy of teachin

Dharmarajan tells Geetanjali Krishna why she
dislikes exams, how Katha was born, and what the
primary task of educators really is

exams. She’s a translator who eschews

literal translations. Ever the iconoclast,
ever the dreamer, everything that Geeta
Dharmarajan has accomplished in her pro-
lific career has had but one simple goal — to
bringjoy into the classroom. The 71-year-old
founder of Katha, the NGO that creates, in
its own words, “Reader Leaders” radiates
positive energy as she walks into Rooh, the
modern Indian restaurant in Mehrauli,
Delhi, dressed in her trademark handloom
sari and a big black bindi. She has recently
relocated to Chennai after 32 years in Delhi,
which is why she has been hard to pin down.
“I'm enjoying the change,” she says as she
settles down into a chair that faces the iconic
Qutub Minar. “But it’s nice to be back!” And
just like that, we get into a free-wheeling
discussion on literary translations, education
and books — and how they can save
the world.

“When I came to Delhi 1987, a sheltered
young woman from a typical Tamil Brahmin
family, I was shocked to find that kids in
Delhi barely read any books, let alone those
by Indian authors,” she says. “On the flip side,
there were hardly any books by Indian
authors being published anyway.” Around
that time, a chance visit to UNICEF made her
aware that at that time, 30 children died
every day of diarrhea. She immediately
offered her services to UNICEF and Tamasha,
a children’s magazine that promoted health
awareness through short stories and games,
was born. “The magazine was a big success
and the idea that books could affect positive
behavioural change caught the attention of
the government,” she narrates. “They offered
me five rooms in a Delhi slum to run a school
and Katha was born.”

Meanwhile, we have been presented with
a drinks menu that resembles a puzzle better
suited to a Katha school — with a series of
concentric circles representing flavour groups
and ingredients. Eventually, crisp mocktails
arrive at the table as Dharmarajan talks about
her vision of education. “There are very good
schools available to the few who can afford
the fees,” she says. “My concern has always

She’s an educationist who dislikes

been to ensure that quality education is acces-
sible to even the children in my slum school
who had so very little.” Early on, she realised
the importance of regarding every child as an
individual with a story and a unique set of cir-
cumstances that enable or hinder her educa-
tion — rather than as one of the many faceless
students. For example, she says, when she dis-
covered that at the time that students often
dropped out to augment household incomes,
Katha developed successful livelihood pro-
grammes for their mothers.

Today, Katha has 1,157 school partnerships
across 17 states of India. “Our experience
shows us that if we’re able to make a child
laugh or feel happy to come to school, more
than half the battle is won,” she says.

It’s time to order the food. The appetisers
at Rooh look so interesting that we decide to
share a few and forgo the main course. The
first, a crisp yoghurt chaat arrives on the table,
shrouded in a nitrogen mist. Dharmarajan
smiles in surprise when she tastes the icy con-
coction that manages to taste familiar and sur-
prising at the same time.

Our conversation has moved on to the proj-
ect for which she has perhaps received the
most critical appreciation — Katha Prize
Stories. Year after year, these volumes, sensi-
tively translated from different Indian lan-
guages, gave readers what would turn out to
often be their first taste of India’s rich and var-
ied regional literature. For Dharmarajan,
translations allowed diverse Indian readers to
access the country’s rich multi-lingual literary
tradition. “I'd grown up listening to Tamil sto-
ries, for example, but unless they were trans-
lated, they’d be lost to the rest of the country,”
she says. “So the idea driving Katha transla-
tions was to link India to India, rather than
India to the rest of the world, through these
beautiful regional stories.”

An avocado bhel with a crispy quinoa puff
cracker arrives next, accompanied in grand
style by a raw mango sorbet.

Between mouthfuls, Dharmarajan talks
about literary translation, and all that is lost
when it becomes too literal. “A good transla-
tion should be able to convey the emotional
and cultural nuances of the work,” she says. It
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becomes an exercise in cultural understand-
ing that allows readers rare glimpses into
diverse ways of life and living. As we nibble at
the tasty charcoal biscuits that have arrived
with our kappa shami kebabs, she reminisces
about the trouble she had translating a short
story in which the author compares a woman’s
pubic area with a cashew nut. “I was up nights
thinking about how cashew nuts actually
looked and felt,” she laughs.

Dharmarajan also recalls working closely
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to education”. Pioneering research can ben-
efit mankind only if followed up by well-
planned, adequately financed and honestly
implemented practical programmes.

Some Nobel prizes acknowledge service
to humanity. Some pay tribute to individual
excellence, as with Rabindranath Tagore or
V S Naipaul. Some laureates show the way
of helping people. They all merit applause
but naturally awards that focus attention on
problems that affect the human condition
by singling out someone who has made a sig-
nal contribution to the solution are valued
most. That’s why I murmur a prayer of
thanks every time I pass the marble plaque
in Ross’s honour on what is now Kolkata’s
Acharya Jagadish Chandra Bose Road.

Sadly, the claim that malaria had been
eradicated in India proved to be premature.
The scourge returned with a vengeance and
is now reportedly rising in our cities. Malaria
will never disappear so long as we have high
illiteracy, reservoirs of stagnant water, poor
garbage collection and disposal, and insani-
tary habitations. But the awareness now
exists and the challenge is taken seriously at
a global level. Similarly, child exploitation
cannot be divorced from poverty or the need
for every family member to earn something.
If there are no orphans in India because
everyone is a child of Mother India, to quote
Jawaharlal Nehru'’s lyrical prose, there is no
denying she can be a cruel mother.

The fruition of Nobel’s hope lies in the
response of a caring government that can
rise above politics and propaganda, not in
the frenetic raptures of a public that wor-
ships fame for fame’s sake.

with Krishna Sobti over the translations of her
short stories and novels. “It was the first time
Irealised that there were several distinct types
of silences in her work which came through
beautifully in Hindi but made me struggle to
translate them into English.”

Some years back, a bout of ill health forced
her to downsize her work. “Diverticulitis left
me with every editor’s bane,” she says, merry
twinkle in her eyes, “a semi colon!” She laughs
about it now, but doctors reckoned at that time
she won’t be able to survive more than 10 years
after the surgery. “I now know they were
wrong but at that time this prognosis com-
pelled me to stop doing the Katha prize short
stories,” she says. In 2012, she was bestowed
the Padma Shri for her contribution to the
field of literature and education.

We order dessert (a balsamic and
tamarind sorbet for her and a besan barfi
opera for me) as the conversation goes back
to schools and the problem she perceives
with the present practice of evaluating learn-
ing outcomes (“they are too simplistic and
ignore the child’s learning journey”). She
suggests schools should teach and foster
empathy. “At Katha, we’ve initiated a pro-
gramme called ECTC — Each Child Teach a
Child under the 300M Challenge,” she says.
It is based on the premise that of the esti-
mated 300 million children in the country
today, barely half are able to read fluently.
“The question we’re asking is, why can’t the
50 per cent fluent readers teach one child
each to read as well as they do?” she says. To
accomplish this, Katha has created the 300M
Alliance of like-minded people and organi-
sations. “We’ve also created India’s first sto-
ry-telling app to facilitate this,” she says.

The desserts arrive, along with the young
chef who has prepared them for us. The first
thing she asks him is telling: “Did you have
fun creating them?”

At the end of the day, from Dharmarajan’s
perspective, everything boils down to fun and
joy. “I'm confident that if we as educators can
provide a learning environment in which the
children enjoy themselves, they will learn on
their own and from each other,” she states.

Does she have any regrets when she looks
back on her prolific career, I ask. Her expres-
sive dancer’s eyes are momentarily lost in
thought. “I wish I were not 71, but 17 all over
again,” she finally says. “I wish I had more
time to impart to every Indian child not
an education but the sheer joy of learning
and reading...”

Therise of the ‘mini’ consumer

e

PEOPLE LIKE THEM

GEETANJALI KRISHNA

he other day, our freshly white-
I washed home required some extra
hours of elbow grease. Krishna
attacked the mess with broom and mop
and emerged triumphant hours later. “It’s
satisfying to see the place sparkling and
dust-free,” she said. “But you owe me a
sachet!” I was stumped. “I can’t afford
expensive large bottles of shampoo,” she
explained. “But every now and then, I
treat myself to a sachet of my favourite
shampoo for Z3.” The bottle worked out
cheaper than the sachet, I pointed out.
She laughed: “Even without doing the
maths, I can say that sachets work out bet-
ter for people like me.”
Suchitra who was overhearing our

conversation, piped in. “I buy everything
in small sizes not just because they’re
cheap, but also because they control how
much Iuse.” For example, she told us that
her five-year-old loves chocolate. “So as
a treat once in a while, I buy her a single
serving of Kellogg’s Chocos or a small
Kitkat bar for 10,” she said. “If I bought
larger packets, she’d probably eat them
all in one go which would be neither good
for her, nor for our pockets.”

As someone who consciously shops
for larger packs and refills to minimise
costs and reduce my plastic waste, Thadn’t
even thought that in the world of fast mov-
ing consumer goods, small could be this
desirable. SoIasked the two of them what
other products they bought in small sizes
and was surprised by their answers. It
turned out that they bought mini sizes of
everything from instant noodles and but-
ter to detergents and soap bars.

Suchitra said that television has
raised her little daughter’s aspiration lev-
els considerably. “Thankfully, almost
every new product in the market also
comes out in tiny trial packs,” she said.
“Which is why we can afford to try them.”
Krishna’s children, both working, have
even higher aspirations and expecta-
tions. “My daughter uses the best brands
of shampoo, hair oil and face washes in
the market,” she said. “For me the best

thing is that none of them cost more than
%10.” Both agreed that there was a certain
joy in going to the local grocery store,
buying everything from shampoo and
toothpaste to breakfast cereal and
ketchup — and running up a bill of just
%150, sometimes even less.

Later, Idid some quick digging online
to realise that Krishna and Suchitra rep-
resent one of the fastest growing con-
sumer segments for FMCG products.
Over 30 years ago, when CavinKare
launched 10-ml shampoo sachets under
the Chik brand, the company probably
didn’t realise it would make history. From
the 10 per cent of consumers who bought
shampoo then, the percentage of sham-
poo users has grown to over 90 per cent
now. And this growth has been driven by
women like Krishna and Suchitra who
prefer single-serve sachets and perceive
them to be affordable.

“Come to think of it, earlier I never
even thought of using a gentler detergent
to wash my woolens,” commented
Krishna. “Ever since I used a 35 sachet of
Ezee, I haven’t used anything else.”
Suchitra sighed: “I've been addicted ever
since I first bought a pouch of Nivea mois-
turiser for%15.” As they left, making plans
to meet for grocery shopping later, I
realised that perhaps the best things in
life did indeed come in small sizes.

No more parties

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

reakfast is substantial: two
B Tylenols, plus one more, and a

Combiflam for added impact,
along with some medicine for blood
pressure. It’s almost a filling meal, but
the head still hurts. Hangovers are the
devil’s own business, and he seems to
have been particularly busy. The cra-
nium feels like a mushy watermelon,
only heavier. Somewhere, I know I have
feet, but they don’t feel connected to
the rest of the body. I think I ought to
go back to sleep but there’s a woodpeck-
er knocking fiercely on my forehead. A
shower hasn’t helped. Nor has coffee.
Or water. I'm never, ever going to drink

again. Of course, I'm lying.

I'm not going to any more parties
either, especially when they’re at the oth-
er end of the city. Yes, I know, I'm lying
again. But the traffic is insane. Is every-
body else going out too? It certainly
seems that way from the top of a flyover
when you spot cars gridlocked for what
seems like miles. Two hours to reach
somebody’s home seems a bit much for
food you could just as easily order at
home. Without having to talk to
strangers. Or pretend to be having a good
time. Or dreading a hangover. Why do
hosts insist on your having a third drink,
and a fourth, and fifth?

Other perils include dressing up —
and, yes, it applies to men too. Do you
have a fresh Diwali wardrobe? Repeating
outfits is an offence punishable by
excommunication from cards parties.
Not to be seen or heard at these shindigs
is akin to social hara-kiri. Being dropped
from party lists is a disgrace few can sur-
vive. More friends suffer Diwali blues not
so much because what they spend, or the
bonuses they hand out to staff, as much
as feeling left out because they weren’t
invited to three parties every evening, of
which attendance at two is mandatory.

Every night for a month, then a lull
before it’s time for Christmas and New
Year parties, poses another problem:

gifts. Who gets the booze and who the
recycled wine? Should one scratch out
the expiry date from eatables, or spa
products — because, as everyone knows,
they aren’t meant to be used as much as
reprocessed till the packaging wears off
and the products can finally be shared
with the domestic staff. If, sometimes,
the packaging, or gift, looks familiar — it
might be because it’s passed through
your hands earlier. Take care to not cir-
culate repackaged gifts among the clos-
est circle of friends because, chances are,
you might be returning something to the
very friends it originated from. Who
might then hand it back to you on the
next occasion.

And who plans the party menus?
Because the food is always identical. You
can predict to a certainty that is surpris-
ing only for its accuracy. Shammis, yes;
seekh, a-ha; cheese balls, tick; mince
sliders, sure; the same dips, lavash, hum-
mus and nachos, the same pizza slices,
potato wedges and tiny cups of risotto.
It seems like a single person has written
out the list of what ought to be served,
and is being followed diligently by every-
one without interference. It’s enough to
make you want to drink. A lot. But eat
not so much. Resulting in that beastly
thing that’s happening to your head. A
Tylenol may help. Or two, or three.



Business Standard

Volume VII Number 13
MUMBAI | 26 OCTOBER 2019

WEEKEND RUMINATIONS

TN NINAN

The choice beyond RCEP

himon Peres, the late Israeli leader who signed the Oslo accords, once

said that as soon as you begin negotiating with the enemy, you realise

that you first have to negotiate with your own people. Trade negotiations

are not with any enemy, for trade is supposed to be win-win. Still, as the
tortuous talks over the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP)
have dragged on, it has become increasingly clear that the real negotiations that
the government has to conduct are with Indian business, which, with almost
no exceptions, is wary of yet another free trade agreement.

Signing up for the RCEP, or refusing to do so, will be one of the most impor-
tant decisions that the government will take in the coming months. Staying out
of the grouping, which will include every economy in East Asia and Australasia,
will come at a cost. The region has become the world’s leading economic
powerhouse (accounting for 40 per cent of global GDP), with the largest share
of trade and the highest economic growth rates. Staying out will mean that
Indian exporters to this crucial market will have to cope with tariff walls and
non-tariff barriers. Joining later is a risky bet, because China will almost cer-
tainly try to prevent a subsequent Indian entry.

Wouldn’t staying out come with a smaller price tag than having domestic
producers destroyed by a flood of unrestricted imports from China and oth-
er regional players? The government response to that tricky question is to try
and have its cake and eat it too. It wants to sign up, but with safeguards to pre-
vent a flood of imports knocking out domestic producers. Whether it will get
such safeguards remains to be seen. The acid test will be if it is asked to sign
up without such safeguards.

In truth, though, the real issue goes beyond the binary choice that is usually
postulated: Sign up or stay out. Rathet, it is how to ensure that the country ben-
efits even as it signs up for RCEP membership. In other words, the domestic econ-
omy has to be made ready for increased imported competition — through
greater efficiencies (in transport, for instance); rational pricing of electricity
(don’t tax industrial consumers to subsidise farmers); step up productivity (if
domestic dairying can’t face up to competition from New Zealand, then raise milk
output per head of cattle); improve standards and certification so as to get past
non-tariff trade barriers; and lower the cost of finance, which remains uncon-
scionably high. Finally, get rid of a currency policy that over-prices the rupee and
thereby taxes all exports while making imports cheaper.

As should be obvious, these involve systemic changes and can’t be done
overnight. Indeed, work on these should have started seven years ago, when
RCEP negotiations first began. After all, if every other economy in the region —
whether Vietnam or Cambodia, the Philippines or Myanmar — can live with an
open regional trading environment, the problem is not the RCEP, or any of the
other free-trade agreements that the country has already signed, but the infir-
mities of the domestic economy. So India has to change — and the most impor-
tant safeguard to negotiate just now is the time needed to make the necessary
domestic changes. This is what China did when it was negotiating to join the
World Trade Organization at the turn of the century — with spectacular successes
to show in the subsequent years. India should take a leaf out of China’s book.

The really worrying aspect of the negotiations, therefore, is that one hears
nothing at all about getting the economy ready for a more open trading envi-
ronment. No reform of electricity pricing so as to end pernicious cross-subsi-
dies has been proposed; amid the business of cow protection, no one is talk-
ing of more efficient dairying; too many influential people in government seem
unaware of the costs imposed by an over-priced rupee; and the Reserve Bank’s
interest rate cuts remain ineffective. If all this does not change, it matters lit-
tle whether India signs up for the RCEP or not. Either way the economy will
continue to under-perform.
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Early winds of change

Modi hasn't lost popularity. But more voters are returning to the basics as they're hurting too deep
optimism

and want the return of economic

Finally, the wind patterns are now reversing. In

the capital, they now become dry, come from
the west, over Punjab — and Haryana — bringing
along the burning stubble smoke. Autumn is here.

Not quite as clearly as this, but political winds
have also shifted. For a couple of years now, as the
economy has stalled, the BJP has unleashed the
winds of hyper-nationalism with religion
(Hinduism) liberally stirred in. This peaked in the
months leading up to the general elections, espe-
cially with Balakot and Abhinandan.

Once a voter was convinced India had faced an
existential threat from Pakistan for seven decades,
nobody had done anything about it, and Narendra
Modi was nailing the problem, with a finality. And
that while he would do it mostly by “decisive, deter-
rent and fearless” military punishment, he was also
raising India’s global stature to “isolate” Pakistan.
Once enough voters buy into these, they will forget
their other, traditional political loyalties and binaries.

The rest then followed. Pakistan is Muslim, it
spreads terrorism in the name of'jihad, bloodthirsty
jihadis are a pestilence for the entire world. Again,
the insinuation was that the threat was pan-Islamic,
Indian Muslims were not immune, and Hindus
needed to consolidate. Of course,
all this would not have worked so
well but for the spectacularly effi- L

It has been an extended monsoon this year.

cient distribution of almost 12 tril- |

lion in visible welfare to the poor: 4! —%‘—Fh &

Cooking gas, toilets, homes, and
MUDRA loans. I have written and
spoken about these often in the
campaign weeks.

In electoral terms, this was a dev-
astating mix: Nationalism, religion,
welfare. The opposition’s Rafale talk
only invited derision and the issue of

o
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has fallen behind. It must be that in a largely rurban
state, the middle class, upper castes, and the sizeable
Punjabi population have stayed committed and
saved it greater embarrassment.

Similarly, in Maharashtra, where the party had
run a pretty good government under a clean and
well-liked chief minister, it suffered sizeable revers-
es rather than improve, as was widely expected.
Further, the opposition’s ranks were depleted, with
key leaders from both the Congress and NCP defect-
ingto the BJP, or facing the wrath of the “agencies”.

Ifthis relatively indifferent victory came despite
these overwhelming advantages, it
is important to see who and what
broke the party’s blitzkrieg. If it was
Sharad Pawar’s National Congress
Party (NCP) rather than the much
bigger Congress that stood in the
BJP’s way, especially in mostly rural
western Maharashtra, it is evident
that many farmers and the unem-
ployed have now switched sides.

And remember, all of this hap-
pened within 11 weeks of the scrap-
ping of Article 370 in Kashmir, five

the day, even the post-demonetisa-
tion growth decline and rising job-
lessness, was overlooked.

The two assembly elections this week have giv-
en our first indication that those winds are shifting.
It is definitely not as if Narendra Modi has lost any
popularity. If he had, the BJP would’ve at least
lost Haryana.

It was still his pull that kept sufficient numbers of
voters still with the BJP. They’ve depleted substan-
tially from five months ago: By 21.5 percentage points
in Haryana, from 58 per cent to 36.5 per cent, for
example. But enough still to enable Modi to hail a
double-victory on the evening of the counting day.

he early highlights of the India Today-Axis exit
poll, the most trusted of all lately, gives us some
indications. In Haryana, it shows that while the BJP
still has a healthy overall lead (almost 9 percentage
points) over the Congress, in many categories —
rural youth, unemployed, farmers, farm labour — it

SHEKHAR GUPTA

weeks of ‘Howdy, Modi!’, the talks

with Donald Trump and the speech

at the UN General Assembly. Add
to these the TV spectacle of Mamallapuram with Xi
Jinping, P Chidambaram, and D K Shivakumar’s
arrest and key NCP leader Praful Patel’s inquisition
for an alleged “terror-financing link with Igbal
Mirchi” — and moreover, while the hearings on
Ayodhya were going on on a day-to-day basis in the
Supreme Court, bringing the issue back into the
national consciousness.

If so many voters shifted in spite of all these fac-
tors, within five months of May, it is sufficient indi-
cation that the bountiful winds of nationalism, anti-
Pakistanism, and religious fervour that
overwhelmed with emotion the relatively “mun-
dane” concerns of economics and jobs, are now
retreating. More voters are now returning to
the basics.

Travelling in the general election campaign we
would often run into poor, jobless people who'd

complain they were hurting, that the promised
boom hadn’t come. Yet they said they will vote only
for Mr Modi: “Desh ke liye” (for the nation). That
sentiment has not receded. But see it like that voter:
I have already overlooked all my personal challenges
to vote for Mr Modi to protect my nation. The nation
is safe. Now tell me what are you doing for what is
really hurting me: Falling incomes, unemployment,
and, for farmers, mostly static procurement prices.

y central proposition, therefore, is that the

winds of nationalism laden with religion will
now yield to those of concern over the stalled econ-
omy, unemployment, and a general malaise and
unhappiness. Fresh noises and action on Pakistan,
Kashmir, and terror will not be able to reverse these.
Except, in the most unlikely event of a larger
armed conflict.

Will a favourable Supreme Court decision on the
temple make a difference? Maybe to some, in the
Hindi heartland. But not enough. Too many people
are hurting too deep now. They want the return of
economic optimism.

We complain often about frequent elections in
India. The BJP is in the forefront with the idea of
one-country, one-election. Yet, it is the Modi gov-
ernment that didn’t want elections in Jharkhand
simultaneously with Haryana and Maharashtra.
Maybe they had sensed trouble? More likely, they
understand that they have only one vote-getter, so
it is better to give Mr Modi sufficient time in all
three states.

Whether it proves counter-productive now, we
will know enough as the Jharkhand polls will be
announced soon. Whether the early winds of change
from distant Haryana in the north and Maharashtra
in the west will reach there we can only guess. But
definitely, the opposition will have its tail out of its
legs at last. Cruel thing is, in an all-conquering per-
sonality cult, where all victories are credited to one
leader, it is tough to immunise him from setbacks.
Especially today, when it doesn’t even take defeat,
but a narrower “points” victory rather than a knock-
out of the rivals is seen as disappointing.

The best thing with India’s never-ending cycle of
elections is, politics never freezes. Not long after
Jharkhand, elections will come to Delhi. The BJP will
then need to take a big call: Whether or not to put Mr
Modi in front again, risk its becoming Modi versus
Kejriwal, and go for broke. Will it be worth the risk for
a prize that is a small semi-state where the Centre
already controls all municipal corporations, land,
and police? AllI can say is, Arvind Kejriwal looks way
better prepared than the Congress was in Haryana
next door.

Politics in India takes years, sometimes epochs,
to change. But political seasons do. You can sense
that in the dry autumn air now.

By special arrangement with ThePrint

Making computers intelligent

VIEWPOINT

DEVANGSHU DATTA

et surfers who wander
N around the darker recess-
es of the Web often have
to prove they are not robots.
Various websites use different
types of tests to try and ensure
they are not being surfed, or
scraped, by automated programs.
These can consist of
CAPTCHAs — Completely
Automated Public Turing Tests
to tell Computers and Humans
Apart. That is wusually an
alphanumeric sequence where
the letters and numbers have
been distorted to make it hard for
a machine to read.
A more time-intensive and

supposedly more fool proof ver-
sion, involves presenting a panel
of images to the surfer and asking
them to tick off images that con-
tain something specific. It could
be a traffic light, or a parking
meter, or a dog, for instance. This
is something that a robot will find
hard to do, unless it has been
taught to specifically identify
those images, by category.

Computers need to be trained
to recognise images. Indeed, this
is one of the biggest stumbling
blocks to machine learning appli-
cations, and many artificial intel-
ligence (AI)-dependent applica-
tions, such as the use of
self-driving cars, or facial recog-
nition programs.

This is less of a problem in a
completely controlled environ-
ment, such as a factory floor, but
it is a huge barrier to using Al in
natural environments. Any
human driver, for example, is
used to seeing literally thousands
of things on the road. Apart from
other vehicles of various types,
one may see something like a
child tying her shoelaces at a
school zebra crossing, or an ele-

phant relieving itself if you hap-
pen to be driving through a wild-
life reserve. We automatically
identify these images, classify
them in terms of risk, and take
what we consider to be an appro-
priate action.

A computer has to be trained
to recognise such images. What’s
more, a computer has to be
trained to recognise composites
of those images, and sometimes
to recognise partial images seen
from peculiar angles in uncer-
tain light.

Heading down a highway in
Corbett National Park, a driver
who sees a raised grey trunk
emerging from the foliage, usu-
ally has the sense to realise that it
is attached to a 4,000 kg animal.
Another driver seeing the
scrunched rear-end of a child
tying shoelaces identifies the
same as a small human kneeling,
in a bent posture.

Computers don’t do this sort
of thing easily at all. One of the
nastiest accidents involving self-
driving cars occurred when a car
tried to go under an advertising
billboard. It had correctly identi-

How toreformfiscal deficit

LINE AND LENGTH

T CA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

e are now well into the
s N ; Great Indian Slump. To
reverse it, the main con-

tours of the reforms that are
required are clear.

Some of them will get done.
Some won’t. That’s how it is.

But here I want to reiterate
something I have been saying for
several years: Should the most
important part of macroeco-
nomic reform not comprise the
way we look at the fiscal deficit?

That is, if increased or low-
ered government expenditure is
the main instrument of equili-
brating the labour and product
marKkets, should not such expen-
diture be broken into two parts?

Should not one part be the
one which, if reduced, increases
political risk for the government,
and the other which, when
increased, enhances economic
benefits (as opposed to just com-
mercial ones)? The revenue
deficit, after all, is the one in
which political risk is deeply
embedded. Economic benefits,
however, flow from investment
expenditure.

The two, I suggest, need to be
separated for financing purposes.
In the old days, before the dis-
tinction was abolished, they called
it plan and non-plan expenditure.
We need to revert to that but with
a further refinement.

Even non-plan expenditure
should comprise two parts. One
whose reduction entails political
risk, e.g. subsidies, and salaries
and pensions; the other is higher
maintenance expenditure, whose
enhancement improves overall
productivity.

At present any increase in the
former reduces the latter and this
happens every year because there
is an election or two every year.
That’s why public infrastructure
is so awful. Delhi under Arvind

Kejriwal is just one example.

The only new thing I am say-
ing is that expenditure on miti-
gating political risk should be
explicitly separated from expen-
diture that entails economic risk.
This is necessary to avoid per-
petuating the important
hypocrisy that is inherent in a
competitive political system,
namely, deliberately equating
political risk to the ruling party
with its concern for welfare of
the poor.

Towards transparency

It’s only after this is done that a tar-
get for the fiscal deficit should be
set. It can then indeed be 3 per cent.

In the absence of such trans-
parency, we have had an acceler-
ation in the window dressing of
Budgets. It’s always been there
but the UPA, with the MGNRE-
GA, took it to new heights from
the Budget for 2005.

The practice has continued
unabated since then. It’s time for
Nirmala Sitharaman to stop it.
She should convince the prime
minister to tackle this problem
head on.

Otherwise, the government

fied the billboard, and it calcu-
lated that there was enough
clearance under the board for the
car to pass. Where it failed was
in not realising that the billboard
was attached to the
side of a truck.

This difficulty has
led to the creation of
supervised learning.

Computers need to be
trained to recognise
images. Indeed, this
is one of the biggest

multitude of categories, depend-
ing on what the programs are
designed to handle.

This is becoming the Al-gen-
eration equivalent of the call cen-
tre in terms of scut work. Al has,
to a large extent, taken over the
role of the call centre worker and
the personal assistant (PA).
Google, Siri, Cortana, Alexa, etc.,
meet most of our
PA requirements,
and AI works rea-
sonably at limited
tasks, such as pro-

Al is trained to stumbling blocks to viding information
recognise images by machine learning about insurance
throwing databases applications, and policies and airline
of millions of related many artificial schedules.

images at them. By intelligence — But  putting
the time it has dependent together databas-
processed several applications, suchas es and labelling
million related the use of self- them - “dog”,
images, taken from driving cars, or human”, “human
different angles with facial recognition face with dilated

different levels of
fidelity, it is hoped
that the program would have
learnt enough to recognise those
objects if they pop up while it’s
working.

The problem is that all those
images need to be labelled. While
this is easy work for humans, it is
also mind-numbingly boring.
And it needs to be done on scales
that are mind-boggling, for a

programs

will always be under needless
pressure and end up, as it has
done since 2014, deflating the
economy more than is necessary.
It has done this by pursuing
unnecessarily low fiscal and fash-
ionably low inflation targets.

Furthermore, the political
parts of total expenditure should
be financed from tax revenues
and the economic parts by deficit
financing. Next, the political part
should have the equivalent of the
British PSBR (public sector bor-
rowing requirement) limit, which
is not negotiable for five years.

The central government
shouldn’t spend more than what
itis doing currently on subsidies,
salaries, and pensions. It’s only
higher interest payments that it
should pay when it borrows to
build new things. It should not
borrow for anything else.

All incremental expenditure
on political heads should, from
next year, come from the states —
after allowing them to levy a tax
on individual incomes. There is
no reason why income tax should
be a central monopoly.

Mullahs of macroeconomics

The distinguishing feature of a
good priest is utter and unques-
tioning conformity and sticking,
regardless of context, to the

nostrils”, “cat

washing itself”,
“car with advertising slogans”, “
Politician yelling his head off”,
etc. is a job that only humans
seem to be able to do. The IT ant-
farms of the next decade will be
focussed on image labelling. It
would be an odd way to make a
living as a PA to an Al which may
well provide PA services to
humans once it has been trained.

scriptures. Today this require-
ment has got into the macro-
economists’ bones.

The result is a one-size-fits-
all approach, which is idiotic. If
you look back at the history of
macroeconomic thought — such
as it is — you will find that all
successful governments discard-
ed the old wisdom for what they
really are: The comfort blankets
of mediocre economists.
Franklin Roosevelt is the best
example of this. So are Margaret
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan.

Governments need intellec-
tual legitimacy for what they do.
Keynesian theory has been pro-
viding that since 1950. But it
needs tweaking now because as
far as I know, Keynes didn’t place
a limit on government deficits.

He merely said spend what it
takes to pull the economy out of
the hole. The emphasis was on
spend, not limits. And all-pow-
erful bond markets were nowhere
in his mind.

We now need to go back to
Keynes in the original, and not
follow his interpreters, least of all
the ones in the IMF, who are the
high priests of the one-size-fits-
all doctrine. No government
should become hostage to the
prescriptions of such mindless
orthodoxy.

Theignoble strife

EYE CULTURE

SUHIT K SEN

hile the award of the Nobel

‘ N ; Prize for economics to some-

one from Kolkata, among oth-

ers, elicited an outpouring of emotion

throughout the country, especially in

his hometown, the award of the Nobel

Prize for literature, a week or so earlier,

only managed to provoke bitter world-
wide controversy.

To begin with, the world was wit-
ness this year to the literally unprece-
dented spectacle of two awards being
made in the same category. This not
entirely desirable precedent was occa-
sioned by the failure of the Swedish
Academy to make the award for litera-
ture last year. It was thus that the Nobel
Prize for literature for 2018 and 2019
was awarded simultaneously this year.

It wasn’t benign providence that
had prevented the Academy from
awarding the Nobel Prize for literature
last year. It had been prevented by a
scandal involving sexual misconduct
and financial irregularities that had
engulfed the Academy last year. Not
only had the Nobel for literature been
suspended, but the credibility of the
Academy and the prize itself had been
so badly undermined that it was felt
that the prize should be awarded a year
later to allow the Academy to recover
from the scandal.

Of the two awards made this year,
the 2018 Nobel for literature went to
Olga Tokarczuk, a Polish writer based in
asmall town in her native country. The
Nobel citation mentioned “a narrative
imagination that with encyclopedic
passion represents the crossing of
boundaries as a form of life”. The award
was uncontroversial.

Not so the almost simultaneously
awarded literature Nobel for this year,
which went to Peter Handke, an
Austrian novelist. This award sparked
outrage throughout the world because
of Handke’s controversial views on the
Yugoslav wars of the 1990s and his prox-
imity to Serbian leader Slobodan
Milosevic, who had been charged with
war crimes. Handke was himself
accused of being a genocide denier.

Statements by Kosovo leaders and
the influential international literary
body PEN excoriated both Handke and
the Academy. The Swedish Academy’s
somewhat disingenuous response, giv-
en its track record, was that it made
choices based on aesthetic and literary
considerations and it wasn't its job to
take positions on political views.

The firestorm broke out after the
award was announced. As the contro-
versy snowballed, with many writers
and others joining issue with the choice,
the Academy issued a statement last
week saying it had “obviously not
intended to reward a war criminal and
denier of war crimes or genocide. But

that’s the impression you get in the
media right now”. Two members of the
group that evaluates nominations
weighed in to defend Handke. One of
them said that in 50 years Handke’s
choice would appear automatic, like
Samuel Beckett’s seems now.

The Nobel Prize for literature, like
the Nobel Prize for peace, has been a
lightning rod for controversy for a very
long time. This is obviously because the
evaluation of literary merit must nec-
essarily be subjective. That this subjec-
tivity is “owned” by a fairly large group
of people is beside the point.

Further, it is untrue as is being
claimed that politics is not involved in
these choices. Like the Nobel Prize for
peace, that for literature has had along
history of being embroiled in political
choices. It is debatable whether a
writer’s political opinions have pre-
vented him or her from winning the
prize, but it is far clearer that the views
a writer holds has often enabled the
award of the prize.

But the disingenuousness of the
argument about aesthetic and literary
considerations lie not so much in the
question of whether, or to what extent,
political considerations should inter-
vene in the decision-making process.
The question is more fundamentally
about whether any such thing as pure
aesthetic or literary quality exists in the
first place.

Aesthetic and literary choices are
determined culturally and contextual-
ly across time and space. The Nobel
Prize for literature awarded in 2016 to
American songwriter Bob Dylan is a
case in point. There is no doubt that
Dylan was one of the most, if not the
most, influential songwriter ever with-
in the broad genre of rock music. His
songs helped shape the sensibilities of
more than one generation of people
throughout the world.

The question is whether that quali-
fies his oeuvre as literature. In other
words, we must decide whether the
lyrics of songs constitute of themselves
a literary genre or whether by some
alchemy they achieve the status of poet-
ry. Views on this will, of course, vary
and disagreements over the award of
the literature Nobel to Dylan will for a
long time arouse violent passions on
both sides.

That is not the point. The point is
that the context of the early 21st centu-
ry permitted, in the first place, the
award of the Nobel to Dylan because
issues of the sort mentioned above had
become legitimate themes of debate.
That would not have been the case even
a couple of decades ago.

The Swedish Academy’s defence of
not being hostage to politics and the
implied argument about pure aesthet-
ics, thus, hardly washes. Not, at least,
while Milan Kundera, still alive,
remains resolutely unconsidered for
the prize.
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Quantum leap
for computing

Even if it is not quantum supremacy, Google’s findings
can revolutionise computing

N 2012, AMERICAN theoretical physicist John Preskill coined the term ‘quantum
supremacy’,stating it meantapointwhereaquantum computer could dosome-
thing that classical computers,including the most advanced super computer of
the day, simply couldn’t. Preskill may not have expected an announcement of
quantum supremacy so soon—in his 2012 paper,he had wondered if controlling quan-
tum systems could be achieved “after a few decades of hard work” or if we “might not
succeed for centuries”—but, Google has just announced that its quantum machine
Sycamore was able to perform a “target computation”in 200 seconds. This, Google
researchers wrote in a blog-post, they had estimated would take the fastest super-
computer 10,000 years. That is surely impressive, but is it quantum supremacy, as
Google claims it is? IBM begs to differ, as does Preskill. While IBM maintains that an
ideal simulation of the same task “can be performed on a classical system in 2.5 days
andwith far greaterfidelity”ina conservative,worst-case scenario, Preskill,ina Quanta
article, writes that what Google has is a “noisy intermediate-scale quantum” system,
with ‘intermediate-scale’ emphasising that Sycamore is potentially “large enough to
perform certain highly specialised tasks beyond the reach of today’s supercomputers’,
and ‘noisy’emphasising thatwe have “imperfect control over the qubits (the currency
of quantum computing), resulting in small errors that accumulate over time; if we
attempt too long a computation, we’re not likely to get the right answer.” Google’s
Sycamore announcement, nevertheless, is a paradigm shift for computing.

While classical computing is based on bits—each bit represents either O or 1 of the
binary system,and combinations are used to store more complexinformation—quan-
tum computers use qubits; each qubit can simultaneously bear two states or levels of
abinary system.Take,forinstance,the two faces ofa coin.Inastationarystate, the coin
represents a bit, in which only one side of the coin is visible. But, if the same coin is
tossed, to the naked eye, it is impossible to tell if the coin is heads-side up or tails-side
up because both sides seem to appear simultaneously, representing a qubit. Though
veryremote from beinga perfect analogy, the coin example demonstrates thata qubit
can coherently exhibita superposition of two states of binary system.This makes quan-
tum systemsinfinitesimally fasterthan classical systems—ifa 2-bit system inan ordi-
nary computer can represent only one of the four binary combinations possible for
this system (00,01,10,11) at a specific point in time, a 2-qubit register can store all
four combination simultaneously.Values, thus,can be represented by protons and elec-
trons,which may travel in waves, making them fluid. This also means these comput-
ers are challenging to make and maintain. That is the reason that despite being used
inmillions of experiment—IBM’s machinealonehasbeen used to design 17 million—
notmuch hastranspired on the physical front. Quantum experiments can change the
face of predictions and forecasting,and can enable solving of harder problems. Cryp-
tographyand creating unbreakable protocolsisjust one of the uses.Quantum can help
with space exploration, making calculations within a millisecond, predict hurricanes
and other natural phenomena much more accurately and far ahead in time, run mil-
lions of scenarios,leading to the discovery of more efficient products like storage bat-
teries. With Google having kicked off the quantum race in a meaningful manner, pri-
vateand government sector companieswill have tologarithmicallyincrease efforts to
yield the quantum advantage. While India announced quantum efforts last year,
Google’sannouncement means stepping up support in an unprecedented scale.

Punishing dissent

NCRB data shows why sedition must go

ASES RECORDED AS offences against the state in the National Crime

Records Bureau’s (NCRB’s) latest Crime in India Statistics report (for

2017)—such offences were separately recorded by NCRB only since

2014—sawajump of 23%,from 6,986 casesregisteredin 2016 t0 9,013
registeredin 2016.0Of the cases under offences against the state reported for 2017,
51 are sedition cases, 24 are cases related to imputations and assertions prejudicial
tonationalintegration—thesewould come under Section 121-123 of the IPC,which
would cover offences such as questioninga community’s allegiance to the nation—
and 901 caseswere registered under the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act.To put
theimport of the UAPA Act in perspective,lawyer-activist Sudha Bharadwaj,activist
Gautam Bharadwajand othersaccused of playingarole in the Bhima-Koregaon vio-
lence face charges under the Act that doesn’t allow for bail,and Bharadwaj has been
injail for over ayear nowwithout trial.

In 2014, NCRB had reported a total of 47 cases of sedition,and 58 people were
arrested.In 2015 and 2016, the corresponding figures were 30 casesand 73 arrests,
and 35 casesand 48 arrests,respectively—61 of the total sedition caseswere stillbeing
investigated at the close of 2016, and roughly a third of the cases had been closed
even before theyreached the trial stage.In 2017, conviction was awarded in just one
case of sedition.This shows howtrigger-happy the government hasbeen with the law
that is a remnant of the colonial era and has no place in a modern democracy that
allows space for dissent.Anew class of “crimes byanti-national elements”,where anti-
national elementsare broadlyunderstood to beleft-wing extremists,insurgents from
the North East,and terrorists,including ‘jihadi’ terrorists, has been created against a
backdrop of ready branding of those voicing dissenting against the government at
the Centre,and even majoritarian ideological positions,as anti-national. While anti-
national elements committed a total of 1,450 crimes undervarious sections of the IPC
and special local laws (SLL) in 2017, the total number of IPC and SLL crimes in 2017
was alittle over 50 lakh. Amongst the things (excluding 1,845 pieces of arms) seized
from anti-nationals were 242 units of ‘literature’, and 222 mobiles from a total of
1,146 items seized. While the home minister has talked of the need to overhaul the
IPC,togetrid of its“masterand servant”spirit,given the IPCwas meant to“maintain
the stability of the British empire”, if individuals keep getting slapped with sedition
charges,itis hard to see such an intent finding fruition. Indeed, in a reply, in July this
year, in the Rajya Sabha, the home ministry said “There is no proposal to scrap the
sedition law.Thereisaneed toretain the provision to effectively combat anti-national,
secessionist and terrorist elements.”

GRAPGap

GRAP, to a limited extent, may help tackle air pollution
in NCR, but a long-term pollution vision is required

HE GRADED RESPONSE Action Plan (GRAP) to control air pollution in Delhi
kicked in on October 15,but theairqualityindex (AQI)is predicted to remain
‘very poor’orworsento‘severe’ Under GRAP,are proactive measures like odd-
even, use of diesel generators,shutting down brick kilnsand stone crushers,
etc. But, such action, no matter how necessary it seems, is just an episodic response.
Thus, it means pollution is not addressed, merely mitigated to the extent these mea-
sures make possible—which is,as the AQI predictions show,nowhere nearly enough.
Biomassburning,a seasonal phenomenon,will contribute tothe NCR’sairbecom-
ing noxious while the many exemptions in Delhi’s odd-even plan mean it will hardly
make a dent on reducing pollutant levels. The fact is practices like crop stubble burn-
ing continue despite the government’s attempt to crack down on it,and even cajole
farmers away from it. While there is a ban and steep fines, these have hardly deterred
farmers in Punjab and Haryana. On top, a court-ordered stay on collection of fines
slapped last year has meant a chilling effect on challaning this year. Despite the heavy
subsidies for paddy-management equipment,and even government schemes torent
machinery,crop burning has seen a 25% increase in Punjab thisyear so far. Similarly,
the sweeping efficiency of the mechanised road sweepers—based on fuel consumed
and length of road swept—needs tovastlyimprove,asaTeristudyhas pointed out.The
government must continue with GRAP, but also chart a long-term course for effec-
tively fighting pollution. Else,itwould just beadministering homeopathicdoseswhen
urgent surgery is required.
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OR NEARLY AS long as peo-

plehavebeen playing games,

we’ve used them as tools of

moral and political educa-

tion. An Indian folk game,
created to teach about the ups and
downs of karma,morphed into Chutes &
Ladders. In the 19th century Checkered
Game of Life, virtues and vices like hon-
esty and idleness became spaces on the
board that could send you forward or
backward on the path that eventually
became The Game of Life.

Today there are so-called empathy
games,asub-genre designed tobroaden
players’imaginative and interpersonal
horizons, such as 2013’s popular video
game Papers, Please, which asks you to
playasa 1980s Eastern Blocborder con-
trol officer. Putting yourself in someone
else’s shoes is an increasingly popular—
albeit contested—goal of virtual reality.
And designers continue to make board
games with a political bent, exploring
issues ranging from anti-colonialism to
India’s elections.

Some games that attempt to impart
the experience of another person suc-
ceed, and make us more complex and
open in the process—like The Grizzled,a
cooperative game about surviving the
trenches of World War I. Others fail by
pandering to their audience, inspiring
smug satisfaction at engaging with
“valuable” culture. In almost all cases,
these gameswillaskyouto playas some-
one of a different demographic from
yourself.

Take 1971’s Woman & Man: The
Classic Confrontation, where players
could choose to be a female or a male
character, each with a specific profes-
sional objective—a woman might, for
example, try to get promoted from
kindergarten teacher to school superin-
tendent. Players canalsochoosewhether
ornottoplayaswomenin Ms Monopoly,
anewvarianton theworld’sbest-known
board game, released last month.Osten-
sibly, Ms Monopolyis meant todepict the
inequality women face in society, but
every player has the same objective: to
make the most money.

Ms Monopoly has been touted by
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GAMIFYING EQUALITY

GAMES LIKE THIS ONE ATTEMPT TO HAVE PLAYERS RECKON WITH SOCIAL INEQUALITIES.
BUT, THERE IS A FINE LINE BETWEEN TEACHING AND PANDERING

Ms Monopoly creates
a world where no one wins

THURM

‘New York Times

Hasbro as the first game “where women
make more than men.” As with Woman
& Man, players can choosewhether their
character is a man or a woman. (As the
rules put it,“who you are is up to you””)
Buthere,women startwith more money
and earn more each time they pass“GO,’
thankstothe character of Ms Monopoly,
ayoung “self-made investment guru”
and the niece of Mr Monopoly (previ-
ously known as Rich Uncle Pennybags).

That is good news for any man look-
ing to benefit from an arbitrary shift in
rules: In the first game of Ms Monopoly
I played,Iwas the lone person playing as
a man—my other male friend chose to
playasawoman for purposes of gaming
the system.

Accordingly,I onlyacquired a fewof
the game’s “projects,” Ms Monopoly’s
replacement for classic Monopoly
properties like Park Place or Boardwalk.
Each project represents a woman’s
invention,ranging from scientific mar-
vels like space station batteries to
domestic innovations created by
women trying toimprove their day-to-
day lives, like dishwashers.

Placed together on the board, these
projects are framed as part of a single
legacy of women’s innovation and
empowerment. It is all part of Ms
Monopoly’s goal,as laid out in the game
rules:“Tosupport up-and-coming entre-
preneurs—especiallywomen!”

This canon of invention is a testa-
ment to the way games can expand the
horizon of the possible. But the limits of
a game’s rules also create limits to our
imagination. Both Woman & Man and
Ms Monopoly have something to say
about sexism, but both games are wear-
ing blinders. Everyone illustrated in
Woman & Man and Ms Monopoly is

white,and the problems described in the
games are disproportionately those
affectingyoung professionalsin monog-
amous, heterosexual relationships. The
chance cards in Ms Monopoly include
such universal opportunities forwomen
as getting 100,000 subscribers for your
podcast, or winning a baseball champi-
onship because you threw“like a girl”

¢2 FAITH IN DEMOCRACY

Prime minister of India, Narendra Modi

| am delighted to share that the BDC polls in Jammu,
Kashmir, Leh and Ladakh were conducted in a very
peaceful manner. There was no violence. This shows
the people's unwavering faith in democracy

ited as the creator of Monopoly, the
patent for the game was stolen from
Elizabeth Magie, the inventor of The
Landlord’s Game.

Rather than model the discrimina-
tionfaced bywomen in theworkplace or
investigate what might improve work-
ing conditions,Ms Monopolyhas created
a surface-level fantasy world where
women succeed merely by virtue of
being women, and where all players are
incentivised tobewomenin order towin.
(There are a few cards that dispropor-
tionately reward men, including one
where the playerattendsawomen’srally.
Itisnotenough to outweigh the benefits
of playing asawoman.)

Who wins in that world? Darrow, a
cheater in the game of the American

Aversion of Ms Monopoly market, was the one ulti-
that takes into considera- mately rewarded by the
tion the pay gap between, e 1 (1)
saywomenfromdifferent ~ The closest high- My two friends playing

racialbackgrounds,would
be far more complicated,
and also create additional

tech analogues of
Ms Monopoly aren't  °©... $4,140 and $4,100,

aswomen ended our first
game of Ms Monopoly

roles to choose.Maybe the empathy games, only a $40 difference
game would accomplish or any VR attempt between them.I, the lone
its goal better if we could : - man, finished with
add in differences for to mhablt . $2,645—about $1,500
queer and transgender another .|dent|1£y behind. Games teach you
women, and for the class but gamlﬁed gig how to respond to them,
upbringing of the player. economy apps nestlingvaluesinthe guise

Maybe specific sets of

of rules and conditions for

rules by age? Hair colour? eG—G—G———————— victory.Inthiscase,theles-

The game would get ever
more accurate,and harder to play.

Playing this kind of political board
game does makean individual system—
like,say,underrepresentation of women
entrepreneurs—more digestible. That is
why The Landlord’s Game, the original
version of Monopoly, was designed to
teach people about a single, specific pol-
icy: socialist economist Henry George’s
proposed land tax. A game flattens the
world into cardboard—easier to under-
stand,but simplified.

Ms Monopoly has a point: Women
areatadisadvantagein entrepreneurial
and inventive settings. But the game of
Monopoly’s successitself reinforces the
systems that make that inequality pos-
sible: Though Charles Darrow is cred-

[ntegrating nutrition mission with PDS

Expanding the food basket

under the Public Distribution

System can be effective in
combating undernutrition
and malnutrition in India

AS PER THE latest National Family
Health Survey (NFHS-4) (2015-16),
the nutritional status of children and
adults has shown improvement over
the preceding survey (2005-06).Iron-
ically, the proportion of children who
are underweight and are suffering
from stunting/wasting continues to
be high at 35.8%, 38.4% and 21%,
respectively.While thereisan increas-
ing evidence of a shift away from cere-
als to high-value products, including
milkin India, the puzzlingissueis that
the dietary diversification is not asso-
ciatedwithanincrease in the nutrient
intake.The nutritional outcome of a
person depends on micro and
macronutrient intake such as mineral,
vitamins, calorie and protein besides
safe drinking water, sanitation, health
and environment.As per the NSSO
consumption surveys, the per capita
per day calorie intake has declined
both in urban and rural areas since
1970s, except during 2011-12 (68th
round) when some improvement was
reported over the previous survey.Two
divergent arguments are given to
explain this. The first is that, due to
growing income levels,a dietary diver-
sification has taken place,and the sec-
ond is, people are not able to access
cereals due to agrarian distress and
inflationary pressure.

Consumption is stilla major source
of calorie and protein by the house-
holds (HHs),especiallyamong the poor
ones. The pace of shift towards high-
value food items tends to be slow in
rural areas as compared to the urban
areas.Moreover,the calorie and protein
intake of poor people is much lower

& SEEMA BATHLA

Negi is Assistant Professor in the ARSD College, DU & Bathla
is Professor at the CSRD, JNU. Views are personal

than the stipulated level proposed by
the ICMR-NIN (2010). This is despite
their high dependence on the sub-
sidised foodgrain available under PDS.

Research shows that cereal may not
be a constant source of nutrition. Qual-
itative dietaryimprovementsunder the
governmant’s flagship programme—
National Nutrition Mission (NNM),also
known as the Rashtriya Poshan Mis-
sion—isalsoan imperative.We feel that
the programme can be made successful
ifitisintegrated with the PDS.In doing
so, the PDS has to expand its food bas-
ket by adding and distributing quality
proteins such as pulses,
milk, meat and eggs.The
latest NSS survey (2011-
12) shows that pulse

tributes 10% of protein

Research shows

consumption barely con- that cereal may not
be a constant

PDS with those who don’t avail shows
higher nutrient value(calorie and pro-
tein) of the former category of HHs and
hence reduction in their level of under-
nutrition (calorie deficiency). The under-
nutritionamong HHsabove povertyline
(APL)ismuch higher,at 66.66% against
47.33% who take pulses. Similarly, the
differenceishigherat 39.02% forbelow
poverty line households (BPL) HHs,
16.28% for priority households (PH)
and 20.75% for all card holders. Simi-
larly, malnutrition (i.e. protein defi-
ciency) among HHs taking pulses from
PDS is lower by 24.67% for APL house-

holds, 12.19% for BPL

RSN households, 13.95% for

priority households and
19.37%forall card holders.

Werreiterate that pulses
play an important role in

intakeinruralareasand  ggyrce of nutrition. reducing the undernutri-

the share of other sug-
gested commodities in

Qualitative dietary

tion and malnutrition in
the surveyed region. Fur-

energy intake is way improvements thermore, the share of all
below 10%. under the items available through

Results from our p}'i— government's PDS in czfllorie and protein
mary survey done in dis- flaashi intake is 31.03% and
trict Kullu in Himachal agship 28.339% respectively. Out

Pradesh where pulses,
edible oiland salt are dis-
tributed to people

programme is also
an imperative

of this, the contribution of
pulses in calorie intake is
11.71%, and protein

through the PDS show MeesiSSSS__————==  intake is much higher at

positive outcomes. Based on a pilot sur-
vey of 50 households, we find that the
proportion of population suffering from
undernutrition and malnutrition,based
on age, sex and work adjusted ICMR-
NIN (2010) recommended dietary
allowance, have significantly declined
over time. A comparison of nutritional
standards of HHs taking pulses from

22.79%. Besides Himachal Pradesh,
the pulses are distributed under the
PDS inTamil Naduand Chhattisgarhin
addition to cereals.This can be an effec-
tive way to combat the problem of
undernourishment among the poor,
particularly in poor districts where the
problem of deficiency of calorie and
protein is relentless.

sonIlearnedwas“lieabout
your identity for personal gain.”

The closest high-tech analogues of
Ms Monopoly aren’t empathy games, or
any virtual reality attempt to inhabit
another identity—they are gamified gig
economy apps. Whether they create
“challenges” for ride share drivers or
reward Amazon workers for efficiency,
these games create the illusion of player
victory while an external party reaps all
the benefits.

Games can be effective political
tools,but they’re also created by people
(and companies) with their own partic-
ularmotives—motives that may or may
not be explicitin the rules. It is possible
to be the winner in your game, and a
mere piece in someone else’s.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

The future of Indian
wicket-keeping

The Board of Control for Cricket in
India Chairman of Selectors has
recently opined about how it is
'moving on' with respect to the
selection of Mahendra Singh Dhoni
into the squad after the successful
stint at the recently concluded
World Cup tournament. The
statement comes at a time when
Indian cricket team is now well
equipped with three wicket-
keeping talents, namely
Wridhaman Saha, Rishab Pant, and
Sanju Samson. The squad, as
announced for the upcoming India
Bangladesh series, consists of
wicket-keepers selectively for
Tests, ODIS, and T20s only,
revealing abundant talent choice,
and indicating a full platter in
BCCI's hands. The decision to leave
the matter of retirement to MS
Dhoni is a mature and humble
move and gives due respect to the
player's stature. Such a practice
has been followed by the selectors
for many years while expecting a
clear formal intent from the senior
players either to continue or retire
early. However, as there are a lot of
opportunities arising across all
levels of Indian cricket, including
Zonal Cricket and IPL, BCCI now
has more choices while selecting a
wicket-keeper to the squad under
current situations. The
announcement of the Indian squad
for the upcoming Indo-Bangla
series has enabled a wide
spectrum of opportunies in
different formats for all the three
wicket-keeprs selected by BCCI.
Thus, BCCI has now a platter full of
opportunites regarding the choice
of wicket-keeping and number 4/5
position in the Indian team.

— Varun Dambal, Bengaluru
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HIS YEAR'S SVERIGES Riks-

bank Prize in Economic Sci-

ences—awarded in the mem-

ory of Alfred Nobel—to Abhijit

Banerjee, Esther Duflo and
Michael Kremer, for their pioneering
work in the use of experimental meth-
ods in development economics was
undoubtedly a well-deserved one.
While some academics would argue
that the committee has overlooked
some veterans better suited for the
prestigious award,both in age and con-
tribution to the discipline that chrono-
logically precede that of the awardees,
it is difficult to downplay the impact
that experimental methods have had
on the discipline of economics. Also,
when has there ever been a unanimous
approval of the Nobel committee’s
decision? Rather, it may be worthwhile
to take a constructive approach and use
this opportunity to address some
important questions that this year’s
prize has raised, namely where do
experimental methods fit in with the
discipline of economics and how
should they be used to formulate bet-
ter policies for development?

One of the most commonly used
experimental methods in economics is
Randomised Controlled Trials, or RCTs.
In their simplest form, RCTs involve
randomly assigning a sample of indi-
viduals, or any economic agent, into
two subgroups—atreatment and a con-
trol group. Not unlike in medicine, the
former is then administered a ‘treat-
ment’, which can be any intervention
such as prenatal care for expecting
mothers or cash vouchers for house-
holds below the poverty line. Subse-
quently, the difference in averages of
the outcomes of interest between the
two groups is recorded, with the aim of
identifying the causal effect of the
intervention on the outcomes.The pop-
ularity of RCTs can perhaps be attrib-
uted to the fact that the methods in use
earlier often captured other confound-
ing factors that could obfuscate the
causal relationship and, therefore, pro-
vided misleading results. Randomisa-
tion simply ensures that the effect of
theintervention is independent of pos-
sible confounding factors to the extent
the experiment design permits.

The success of RCTs as a method-
ological tool in economics is in no
small part due to research and policy
advocacy organisations like J-PAL

RANDOMISED CONTROLLED TRIALS

non-random approach
to policymaking

Observational and experimental research approaches need to be seen as complementary and
their use in policy formulation non-negotiable. Where experimental methods are infeasible or highly
contextualised, the use of large observational datasets is vital for decision-making and

(Abdul Latif Jameel

Poverty Action Lab)

and IPA (Innovations for
Poverty Action). Their network
of researchers and surveyors,
accompanied by several others in the
academic community, have con-
tributed their insights on how to
design robust experiments and tackle
problems that emerge in practice.
Banerjee, Duflo and Kremer have been
at the forefront of this ‘Randomista’
movement and have popularised the
use of these methods, particularly in
the context of public interventions in
health and education. Indeed, it is
nothing shy of arevolution if one looks
at the sheer volume of research pub-
lished in economics using RCTs in the
last few decades. Martin Ravallion, a
notable economist, offers numbers to
substantiate this claim.In 2015, there
were 333 published research papers
using randomisation as a tool in
impact evaluation in economics, with
an annual growth rate of 20%, almost
double of that for all scientific pub-
lishing post World War II (Ravallion,
CGD Working Paper 492,2018).

The use of these methods in eco-
nomics helps respond to a classic criti-
cism of the discipline—that economic
policies are often shaped by outdated
theoretical models or thumb rules,and
not founded in empirical reality. By
importing from the discipline of med-
icine, economists have been able to
develop tools that approximate scien-
tific experiments and obtain informed
answers to specific policy questions.

Asanacademicexercise, thisis right
on the mark in an applied economist’s
never-ending pursuit to identify exact
causal relationships in an otherwise
complexworld. It would also not be sur-
prising to observe an exponential rise
in the use of these methods in other
social sciences in the coming years. As
Banerjee put it himself, it allows the
researcher to design an experiment and
tailor the questions she wants to ask to
the relevant context, rather than be
restricted by the available data.

However, RCTs are extremely costly |

priority-setting, particularly at national and sub-national levels

ILLUSTRATIONS: ROHNIT PHORE

torun,often millions of dollars,even in
the narrow context that they are usu-
ally administered in. That many, if not
most, RCTs are not scaled up and donot
translate into policy at the national or
sub-national levels of operation, begs
the question whether this really is a
worthwhile exercise? Critics argue that
thelatteris often due toissues of exter-
nal validity, i.e. the effect of an inter-
vention may be context-specific and
inapplicable for a broader setting.
Another reason, closer to home, is pos-

sibly the lack of political will to dealin |
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evidence-based poli-

cymaking. Irrespec-

tive of the rationale, there

seems to be an insufficient

return for these experimental
methodsin the realm of policymaking.

RCTs are also consistent with a gen-
eral trend in economic research that
gives primacy to the study of individu-
alsand firms as primary decision-mak-
ing agents, a focus on understanding
the micro-foundations of relationships
and precise mechanisms for the trans-
mission of effects between economic
agents. Any normative implication of
such research would typically be, at
worst, non-revelational or at best, reve-
lational, but contextual. But this seems
at odds with the game-changing macro-
level trade and industrial policy initia-
tives witnessed in the development
transformation of East Asian countries
in the late 20th century and more
recentlyin China,which have been cred-
ited forthe improvementinliving stan-
dards and poverty eradication at an
unprecedented scale and pace.

This apparent disconnect has been
acknowledged by this year’s Nobel
awardees. In a paper prepared for the
World Bank’s ‘The State of Economics,
The State of the World’ conference in
2016, they admit “The view is that the
‘academic’ desire to come up with the
cleverest research design may not line
up with the practitioners need to iden-
tify scalable innovations (the next cell-
phone),or‘change systems’(healthcare)
or reform institutions (democracy).”
The question then is where does the

middle ground lie in the debate on the
role of RCT in policymaking?

The answer may depend on the
camp that oneis a part of academics or
policy practitioners, and how these
groups envision their role in society.
The privilege awarded to academics in
running the experiments they do
bestows upon them a responsibility to
generate returns beyond the incentives
given to the sample of participants
involved in their studies. Such consid-
erations should feature significantlyin
the determination of their research
agenda and research design.

At the same time, practitioners
should be subject to stricter ‘perform or
perish’standards, not unlike their aca-
demic counterparts.They must think of
causality as the gold standard to aspire
for, but need not be beholden to strict
adherence to that objective.Indeed, col-
lectively, they need to provide the besz
possible answers, with best signifying
proximity to causal identification and
possible the need to be as close as feasi-
ble to the relevant context.Thereisalso
a stockpile of existing research (both
experimental and observational),
which is often ignored in the formula-
tion of new policies. With it, an equally
large supply of young researchers and
graduate students in economics, and
closely related fields, who can be hired
to aid in the process of consulting this
overlooked material. Importantly,even
if research in development economics
veers towards randomisation, the col-
lective approach must move beyond
trial-and-error, and involve a non-ran-
dom process of policy formulation and
implementation.

Observational and experimental
research approaches need tobe seen as
complementary and their use in policy
formulation non-negotiable. Indeed,
where experimental methods are
infeasible or highly contextualised, the
use of large observational datasets is
vital for decision-making and priority-
setting, particularly at national and
sub-national levels. This contention
rests on two underlying requirements.
First, practitioners in the government
should have the requisite analytical
expertise and aworkplace environment
conducive to consult rigorous evidence
in taking policies from the drawing
board to the real world. Second, the
integrity of grant-making institutions
inthe arena of policy-oriented research
should be uncompromised by ideolog-
ical considerationsand dedicated to the
goal of encouraging academicresearch
that responds to what developing
countries actually need. If these insti-
tutions cooperate in their pursuit of
‘truth’and help bridge this gap between
policymaking and academia, it will
make the former more effective, and
give the latter a better name.

DATA DRIVE

Building business confidence

India moves up 14 ranks

Judicial delays and costs
are hampering growth
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INVOLVES US ALL

KARTARPUR MILESTONE

Both India and Pakistan show good sense in delinking it from
the rest of the relationship and pressing ahead

HE SIGNING OF the India-Pakistan agreement on the Kartarpur Corridor, pro-

viding visa-free access to arevered Sikh shrine from the closest point in India,

is a historic moment in relations between the two countries. It has come ata

time when they have little else to show between them except accumulated
hostility. The year has been extraordinarily bad in this respect, starting with Pulwama, the
IAF operation inside Pakistan, and the war of words over the government’s decisions in
Kashmir. Against this background, the Kartarpur Corridor agreement is the only positive
development. It came to fruition because both sides showed the good sense to delink it from
the rest of the relationship. Of course, in so doing, both were driven by their own self-in-
terests. With so many important Sikh shrines onits side, Pakistan believes it can forge a spe-
cial relationship with the Sikh community and has done so pro-actively. India, on the other
hand, cannot afford to be seen as lagging behind on this, given Punjab’s complex post-
Partition political history. The agreement is a boon to the Sikh community in India, who now
have the opportunity, starting with the 550th birth year of Guru Nanak, to visit Gurdwara
Darbar Sahib in Kartarpur, directly through a road from Dera Baba Nanak in Punjab to the
shrine. It heals one of the wounds of Partition for the Sikh community.

Much has been made over the US$20 fee that Pakistan will levy per pilgrim. Punjab
Chief Minister Amarinder Singh went to the extent of calling this a jazia tax, invoking
spectres of the medieval oppression of Sikhs by Mughals. This is playing to the gallery. The
Indian claim that such charges are not in keeping with the religious-cultural ethos of the
country is not even accurate. Big Indian temples charge worshippers for “special dar-
shans” or “quick darshans”, and pilgrims pay these fees without complaint. China levies
charges on pilgrims visiting Lake Mansarovar and India has never objected, even when
the fee was hiked a few years ago. Sensibly, India has dropped the demand that Pakistan
not levy this charge. The amount is protected by the agreement, and any hike will have
to be re-negotiated by the two governments.

In some ways, the Kartarpur agreement is comparable to the 1960 Indus Waters Treaty,
which was negotiated and signed by the two countries despite the bad blood over Kashmir,
though the World Bank played mediator. That, too, was a standalone agreement of its
time, and has withstood the repeated shocks it has been subjected to by the bilateral ups
and downs. Hopefully, the Kartarpur Agreement will remain as enduring as the IWT. It may
be unrealistic to hope at this moment that this agreement will pave the way for a wider
constructive engagement between the two countries, but what it shows is that the two
sides are not entirely without the capability to do this.

EASIER DOES IT

India jumps 14 spots on Ease of Doing Business. Bringing more
cities into the ranking’s ambit will spur more reforms

HE LATEST EDITION of the World Bank’s Doing Business rankings saw India
move up by 14 spots in 2019. Cumulatively, in the first five years of the
Narendra Modi government, India’s ranking on this index has improved by
79 places to 63in 2019, from 142 in 2014. This is an impressive achievement.
With this, the country has moved ahead of its Asian peers, notably, Indonesia (73), Vietham
(70), and Bangladesh (168) — countries with whom it is competing to attract firms that
are moving out of China. India has also been placed on the list of economies with the
most notable improvements on this index for the third year in a row. Further, this jump
in the ranking, while it comes at a time when economic activity has slowed down sharply,
moves India closer towards the target of being in the top 50 economies on this index.

Much of India’s performance over the past year can be traced to significant gains made
on four parameters, namely, resolving insolvency, dealing with construction permits,
trading across borders, and registering property. On resolving insolvency, where India
has seen the biggest gain this year, its performance has improved on both the time taken
for the insolvency process to culminate, which has fallen from 4.3 years to 1.6 years, and
on the recovery rate, which has risen from 26.5 to 71.6 cents on the dollar. But despite
this jump in rankings, the government has its task cut out. Much more needs to be done
on enforcing contracts, where it ranks 163, and on registering property, where, despite re-
centimprovements (its ranking has improved from 166 in 2018 to 154 in 2019), India’s per-
formance is nothing to write home about. Easing compliance costs of GST, and of paying
tax in general, will also help improve the country’s ranking on the parameter of paying
taxes where it ranks an abysmal 115.

Since these rankings are based only on the performance of a few select cities, they are
unlikely to reflect the ground realities of large swathes of vast economies like India. By all
accounts, there is a wide divergence in the ease of doing business indicators across states
inIndia. Thus, expanding the list of cities covered by this report beyond Delhi and Mumbai,
to include Kolkata and Bengaluru as well, is a welcome move. And, as some of the areas
which impact these rankings fall under the purview of state governments, this move
could incentivise states to step up their reforms.

FRANCO’S GHOST

Spanish dictator’s corpse stirs the country. Confronting his legacy,
the many complicities init, is a task that must be undertaken

HE AAM AADMI is a curious formulation. In most cases, it is the nameless

everyman, the victim of crime, a subject of the state, one among a billion

votes. It is precisely because the common man is an empty signifier and a

polemical generalisation, that it is so amenable to being a political category,
even an empowering one. But every so often, the everyman must answer for his silences.
After a bitter political and legal battle, the Socialist government in Spain has exhumed
the corpse of Generalissimo Francisco Franco, dictator of Spain from 1939 to 1975, and
transported it from the basilica at the Valley of the Fallen to a family vault in a cemetery
in Madrid. In the last four decades, Spain has established its democratic credentials. But
Franco’s ghost has never quite been exorcised.

Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez’s rationale for moving Franco’s body is two-fold. First,
his massive tomb, built in part by political prisoners, was in the midst of thousands of
unmarked graves of those killed by Franco’s regime. Second, Sanchez said the exhuma-
tion was “another step in the reconciliation” among Spaniards. Whether the latter aim will
be fulfilled is an open question: Graffiti proclaiming “death to communists” (one of
Franco’s prime targets), adorned the statue of Pablo Iglesias, founder of the Spanish
Socialist Workers Party.

Sanchez has been accused of trying to politicise Franco’s legacy. True as the charge
may be, the fact is that in this case, history is intensely political. Unlike in Germany and
Italy, Spain has not confronted the complicity of so many of its people — common peo-
ple — in Franco’s violence. His erstwhile mausoleum was a grand monument, one that
many in the country continued to flock to. As majoritarianism rears its head in Europe and
beyond, the divisive moral conundrum in Spain today is well worth confronting: Do those
that stand unquestioningly behind leader and country, or even stay silent as republican-
ism s replaced by repression in their name, bear responsibility for their acts?
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WORDLY WISE

I HAVE THE MOST EVIL MEMORIES OF SPAIN, BUT [

HAVE VERY FEW BAD MEMORIES OF SPANIARDS.
— GEORGE ORWELL

f you listen to the states

We may be looking at voter fatigue with the Modi
model amid continued voter endorsement of Modi

SUHAS PALSHIKAR

TYPICALOF SITUATIONS of single-party dom-
inance, the first reactions to the outcomes of
two state assembly elections are justifiably
marked by some relief and considerable ex-
pectancy. The outcomes hold significance in
the light of three crucial assembly elections
scheduled for next year,and beyond. They also
would be read as a major handle to under-
stand how political competition is likely to
take shape.

The new normal of Indian politics charac-
terised by the ever-growing clout of the BJP
had us believe that a national-level leader
would be in a position to sway the electorate
even when state elections were happening.
This new normal also cautioned us against
relying too much on ordinary electoral cal-
culations producing a complex set of out-
comes. After all, wasn’tit the prime minister
himself, who in his victory speech in May,
exhorted analysts to give up outdated ways
of analysis? He had then said, “Hindustan ke
political panditon ko apni peechli sadi ki soch
ko chhodana hoga” (India’s political analysts
need to cast away their thinking from the
past century).

Indeed, therise of the Narendra Modi phe-
nomenon and its continuation over the next
round of parliamentary elections as also the
following his ideas and actions received, made
political scientists wonder how this can be rec-
onciled with democracy and India’s claims to
being an inclusive nation.

In fact, since 2014, the single most impor-
tant factor in explaining election outcomes
over and above everything else has been the
leadership skill, personality and image of PM
Modi. Modi undoubtedly played a critical role
inwinning elections for the BJP not just at the
Centre, butin Maharashtra, Jharkhand and UP
(2014-2017).Thus, anew framework for elec-
toral analysis was about to settle in. The only
question was the longevity of this person-
alised route to crafting electoral successes.

Indira Gandhi could single handedly sway
the electorate until she stumbled with the
Bihar and Gujarat agitations. She repeated
electoral success in the early Eighties once
again, but the swiftness and the populist ap-
peal were both absent. In Modi’s case, till last
week, it appeared as if he was going to defy
the electoral logic of democracy and survive
the second electoral cycle at state level in view
of his extraordinary victory of 2019.

The latest outcomes have a sobering effect

It would be an
overstatement if we read into
the latest electoral outcome a
rejection of the BJP or the
Modi model. We would need
much more evidence to claim
that the Modi model is on
the backfoot. First, its fate
will depend on whether the
BJP can actually acquire new
territory — Delhi, Bihar, and
later, West Bengal. Second, it
can be safely said that the
popularity of Modi and the
acceptability of his
government at the Centre, is
probably adequately high
even now. Three, the popular
acceptance of its key
initiatives, such as the move
on Article 370, suggests that
the purchase of a certain
variant of nationalism and
placing that idea of nation
above democracy, continue
to be attractive propositions.

on the Modi model, or the Modi magic, if you
wish to callit so. This model hinged on certain
specific elements: An exclusive focus on one
person and on the leadership factor as the
driver not only of campaigns but of gover-
nance; shift of popular attention to national
or abstract all-India issues; a rhetoric of na-
tionalism; resort to the combined polemic of
anxiety and hope; complete rejection of the
entire democratic past and superimposition
of perception over performance — these are
core factors of the Modi model.

The Haryana and Maharashtra assembly
outcomes have shown that this model may
be just about reaching its plateau. Of course,
obituaries to the Modi model may yet be pre-
mature. Both verdicts draw attention to a pos-
sible voter fatigue with the model. Butitis nec-
essary to also note that the verdicts are quite
indecisive. It would surely be said now that
voters have expressed their dissatisfaction
with two state governments, probably in pro-
portion to their respective governance records.
However, if victories were credited to the
supreme leader over the past six years, in de-
feat also, the limits of the leadership factor
need to be recognised. Voters have not only
warned the BJP of its governance record in
these states, they have equally warned the BJP
of their exasperation with the Modi model.

At the same time, a careful reading of the
electoral outcomes would caution us against
exaggerating the strength of the anti-BJP sen-
timent. Besides the fact that the BJP has not
quite been defeated in either of the two states,
it remains a sobering reminder to opponents
of the BJP that its core base is intact. In elec-
toral democracy, losing power or losing seats
does have significance. But a better reading of
the electoral outcome requires that we take
note of the overall social base of the parties. In
Haryana, despite losing seats, the BJP has im-
proved its vote share and in Maharashtra, de-
spite contesting less number of seats, it has
shed only a small share of its vote from 2014.
The reason why these two outcomes are mak-
ing headlines, apart from the fact thatin these
states the BJP would now be holding on to
power only by a whisker, if at all, is that they
have brought politics back into the realm of
realistic contestations rather than exagger-
ated benefits to one party.

Both Haryana and Maharashtra were not
traditional bastions of the BJP. It annexed these
states during the first round of the Modi as-

sault. These latest results have probably re-
minded the BJP of that. Furthermore, the par-
liamentary elections of 2019 added to the vote
inflation of the BJP beyond a realistic limit. That
created a false sense of security and success
within the BJP. These elections have taken it
back to where it was in 2014. They have also
ensured that the unrealistic ratio of conver-
sion of votes into seats has now receded. This
has suddenly opened up the political compe-
tition and allowed ordinary electoral dynam-
ics both at the constituency level and at the
level of vote-seat conversion more generally to
steer a more competitive outcome.

It would be an overstatement if we read
into the latest electoral outcome arejection of
the BJP or the Modi model. We would need
much more evidence to claim that the Modi
model is on the backfoot. First, its fate will de-
pend on whether the BJP can actually acquire
new territory — Delhi, Bihar, and later, West
Bengal. Second, it can be safely said that the
popularity of Modi and the acceptability of his
government at the Centre, is probably ade-
quately high even now. Three, the popular ac-
ceptance of its key initiatives, such as the move
on Article 370, suggests that the purchase of a
certain variant of nationalism and placing that
idea of nation above democracy, continue to
be attractive propositions.

This complication — the possible voter fa-
tigue with the Modi model and, at the same
time, a possible continuation of voter endorse-
ment of Modi — allows multiple readings of
the outcome. The BJP can and does still claim
that the people are with it and at the same
time the outcome allows the Opposition to
say that people have refused to uphold the BJP
governments wholeheartedly.

For the BJP, this round of assembly elec-
tions has brought a first signal that electoral
victories can be crafted on surreal bases but
long-term politics requires more than rheto-
ric. For non-BJP parties, the outcomes may
seem to bring hope, but they should be un-
derstood as lessons: That governance matters,
that people matter, that politics is about en-
gaging with the people and thatin the time of
Modi, it requires more astute, out-of-the-box
thinking if one does not want to stop at contin-
gent and indecisive verdicts.

The writer taught political science at Savitribai
Phule Pune University, Pune, and is chief editor
of ‘Studies in Indian Politics’

AFGHAN REDUX

Pakistan now fears influx of Afghan refugees, as during the Soviet invasion

KHALED AHMED

IT IS ANOTHER cut-and-run moment for
America in Afghanistan, this time after the
longest war in its history. Will Donald Trump
repeat in 2019 what Richard Nixon did to
south Vietnam in 1973 — leaving when
1,50,000 men of the north Vietnamese army
were in occupation of parts of south Vietnam,
where people knew they would be massacred
at the hands of the “conquerors’?

Trump will take no “refugees” as Nixon did
who got over a million south Vietnamese to
settle in the US. Who will get the consequent
population spill from Afghanistan?

Of course, Pakistan. It doesn’t even know
precisely how many refugees it got over the
past 18 years of the Afghan war. It usually
says “three million after the Soviet invasion”
but hasn’t kept count of those who didn’t
live in the refugee camps and were “ab-
sorbed”. The Afghan refugees subsequently
saw Pakistan succumb toreligious terror in-
stead of fighting it. Defeating the Soviet
Union meant defeating whatever progress
Pakistan had made as a liberal democracy.
Today, no one loves Pakistan in Afghanistan,
Pakhtuns least of all.

The Soviets never gota chance to “reform”
a state destroyed by religion, but the
Americans have tried. According toa BBC sur-
vey, no girls attended Afghan schools in 2001
butamillion boys did, and, by 2012 there were
7.8 million in schools out of which 2.9 million

Pakistan once thought it
could have ‘strategic depth’
in Afghanistan against
India. Now, it is
uncomfortable about India
getting close to Iran and
Kabul and building up the
resistant-to-Taliban Tajik
elements in northern
Afghanistan. Pakistan fears
not only more refugees
coming down from
Afghanistan but also
tighters who will “reconvert”
Pakistan to what it became
when the Soviets were in
Afghanistan.

were girls. The Ghani government in Kabul is
“reformist” and wants to protect the change
of the past 18 years; but it doesn’t get along
with Pakistan. It believes its ex-chief spy
Amrullah Saleh telling the world that Pakistan
actually directs the various Taliban warlords
from their hideout in Quetta, and is embroiled
in the violence the Taliban perpetrate on in-
nocent Afghans.

Pakistan once thought it could have
“strategic depth” in Afghanistan against India.
Now, it is uncomfortable about India getting
close to Iran and Kabul and building up the
resistant-to-Taliban Tajik elements in north-
ern Afghanistan. Pakistan fears not only more
refugees coming down from Afghanistan but
also fighters who will “reconvert” Pakistan to
what it was when the Soviets were in
Afghanistan. It is laying a fence along the
Durand Line — which Afghanistan historically
never accepted — to stop the invaders.

Islamic radicals aligned with al Qaeda
want Pakistan to get al Qaeda agent Afiya
Siddiqui back from an American prison or face
attacks like the attack on Pakistan army’s GHQ
in 2009. The fence is thus being opposed and
Pakistani troops laying it are killed daily by fire
coming in from the Afghan side — all this
while India kills Pakistani troops in cross-LoC
fire on the eastern border.

Pakistan is vulnerable because some parts
of its frontier with Afghanistan simply can’t

be secured against infiltration. Its own tribal
people, whom it allowed to get mauled by
Pakistani Taliban cozy with the Pakistan-
hosted Haqgani group, are angry and out of
favourinIslamabad these days. Pakistan does-
n't get along with Iran either because of
Pakistan’s Arab patrons. It will find Iran siding
with India, which has also been the big helper
of the Tajik community in the north, tradition-
ally linked to Iran because of shared language.

An economically broken Pakistan is busy
facing the challenge of a hostile but econom-
ically strong India on the eastern border. It
keeps talking dangerously of a nuclear ar-
mageddon which will destroy both countries
because it has not yet realised that it has to
think laterally about dealing with Delhi.
Nationalism bars it from coming to the help
of Kashmiris through a “normalisation” of re-
lations with India.

Unfortunately, “bilateral talks” under the
Simla Agreement still mean talking about
Kashmir, which in turn means endless dead-
locks and more hostility. What is needed is
normalisation under the auspices of the World
Trade Organisation, which went in the right
direction when Pervez Musharraf ruled in
Pakistan and the BJP ruled in India, but then
got stuckin Agrain 2001.

The writer is consulting editor,
Newsweek Pakistan
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RAM REJECTS OFFER
JAGJIVAN RAM FIRMLY rejected suggestions
that he should come out of the Janata Party
and lead the Congress. Ram has in fact of-
fered electoral understanding with the
Congress party in case it breaks away from
the alliance led by Charan Singh. Uncertainty
about the Congress-Lok Dal alliance contin-
ued most of the day despite hectic political
activity in which Devaraj Urs was the key fig-
ure. Urs was busy negotiating in Delhi with
the rival contenders for power.

AMU BLAMED

TWO MEMBERS OF the Minorities

Commission have held the vice-chancellor,
faculty members and students of the Aligarh
Muslim University responsible for the vio-
lence in early May in which five persons were
killed in the university precincts and 36
shops of a nearby market burnt down. In
their joint report on the incidents, professor
VV]ohnand A] Dastur have warned that the
AMU is “becoming a purely regional and
even parochial establishment and of youth
developing frankly communal obsessions”.

TN STRIKE OFF
THE TEN-DAY-OLD strike by a section of the
policemen in Tamil Nadu was called off “un-

conditionally” tonight. Nainar Das, president
of the Tamil Nadu Police Subordinates
Association, who spearheaded the agitation
demanding recognition of the association,
made the announcement calling off the
strike in a written statement to the superin-
tendent of Vellore Jail, where he was lodged
after being remanded to custody in Madras
in the morning. Das has appealed to the strik-
ing policemen to immediately report for
duty. He has also appealed to the govern-
ment to release all arrested persons. “The
workis over,” a spokesman commented and
hoped there would be some favourable
impact.
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Gandhi and the poetry
of fearlessness

The new generation has to experiment with the Mahatma, and his art of resistance. It must
evolve its own praxis of emancipation from the cycle of violence and counter-violence

AVIIT PATHAK

TRUTH, JIDDU KRISHNAMURTI said at the
finest moment of his self-realisation, is a path-
less land. Yes, no dogma, no sect or no organ-
isation can take us to the realm of truth be-
cause fixed ideologies often condition the
mind, and limit our horizons. Hence, 1 have no
hesitation in saying that | am not a Gandhian
— the way I am neither a Marxist nor an
Ambekarite. Yet, as a wanderer,  keep the win-
dows of my mind open, and converse with all
these thinkers; and these days, I feel, my en-
gagement with Mohandas Karamchand
Gandhi has acquired a new meaning.

Well, I am deeply aware of the politico-
intellectual tradition that evolves a sharp cri-
tique of Gandhi, particularly with reference
to the caste question. I am aware of the
Ambedkarite anguish, or even the feminist
critique of Gandhi’s engagement with body
and sexuality. Yet, | see many other positive
and life-affirming possibilities in Gandhi: The
way | see Marx beyond merely the parame-
ter of a spiritually impoverished and deter-
ministic doctrine of historial materialism; or
the way I see Ambedkar beyond harsh words
against Gandhi, or his modernist constitu-
tionalism, and find a new possibility in his
deep engagement with the Dhammapada.
The point I am trying to plead for is that no
thinker, be it Gandhi or Ambedkar, and Marx
or Phule, is infallible. Hence, | need not be an
absolutist Gandhian to walk with the
Mahatma.

Yes, I rediscover him as I begin to reflect
on the fate of modernity. My “academic” self
has already mastered the texts of Max Weber,
Theodor Adorno and Zygmunt Bauman. The
crisis of the Enlightenment, the violence im-
plicit in the positivistic duality between sci-
ence and ethics, the aggression of the instru-
mental/technocratic rationality, the
seduction of consumerism and new forms of
social control, and the eventual rise of a “risk
society” — the experience of being “modern”
is not merely about freedom and prosperity.
Itis also about pain and loss, disenchantment
and meaninglessness. And it is at this junc-
ture that I transcend my academic self, and
begin to walk with Gandhi.

His remarkably “simple” and meaningful
words as communicated through a conversa-
tion between the “Editor”and the “Reader”
in the Hind Swaraj appeal to me, and touch
my soul. I see this “satanic civilisation” char-
acterised by “brute force” — a civilisation that
tempts us to “indulge” with ever-expanding
desire and greed, and continually disempow-
ers us as we lose the spirit of “soul force”, and
become heavily dependent on the “outer”
realm governed by the statist bureaucracy —
its “courts, lawyers and parliament”. No, for
Gandhi, it was not swaraj or “self rule”.
Freedom would mean the activation of the
“soul force” — the moral power of the “self”,
and the ability to restore moral communities
with egalitarian/decentralised “oceanic cir-
cles”. What further awakens me is that I see
the possibility of redefining myself. | begin to
believe that]am not a restless consumer, that
Iam not a slave of techno-spectacles; instead,

(O

I can become truly rich — ethically and spir-
itually — by reducing myself to “zero”.
Austerity, I realise, is not the romanticisation
of poverty; it is a move towards non-posses-
siveness, the fundamental condition of be-
ing a socialist.

Yes, in this age of militancy and religious
nationalism, Gandhi begins to surprise me. |
ask myself: How was it possible for him to be
religious, yet so elastic, dialogic, open and in-
clusive? Even though he chose the political
domain as his field of sadhana, never did he
allow religion to be reduced to an ideology
of hatred and division — a manipulative strat-
egy to generate herd instincts. Instead, his
cross-religious dialogue, his nuanced engage-
ment with the principle of niskam karmaim-
plicit in the Bhagavad Gita, and his ability to
transform the Sermon on the Mount into a del-
icate prayer leading to satyagraha as an act
of non-violent resistance against evil forces,
religiosity as love, as a delicate exercise in the
process of self-purification and as an inspi-
ration for nurturing the dream of an egalitar-
ian society distinguished Gandhi. Once again,
he whispers into my ears: “Religion has to be
saved from its self-proclaimed protectors —
the bunch of zealots and hyper-masculine
nationalists.”

[sitever possible to overcome the “struc-
tural violence” — the violence implicit in a
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I ask myself: How was it
possible for him to be
religious, yet so elastic,
dialogic, open and inclusive?
Even though he chose the
political domain as his field
of sadhana, never did he
allow religion to be reduced
to an ideology of hatred and
division — a manipulative
strategy to generate herd
Instincts.

A health warning

India’s TB report must be seen in light of the country’s slide in Hunger Index

CR Sasikumar

bureaucratic/technocratic state, the violence
in the possession of social/cultural/economic
capital by the select elite, or the violence of
asymmetrical globalisation? I have no easy
answer to this question. Yet, one thing |
know: No amount of counter-violence can
help us in our pursuit of justice. Possibly, this
is the reason why McDonalisation and
Talibanisation are the two sides of the same
coin, and why suicide bombers would fur-
ther intensify the militaristic gaze in the “dis-
turbed” territories. Possibly, the new gener-
ation has to experiment with Gandhi, and
the art of resistance he offered to evolve a
praxis of emancipation from the vicious cy-
cle of violence and counter-violence.

Well, at this juncture of history, when
through the magic spell of some authoritar-
ian personlities, we seem to have fallen in
love with militarism, one-dimensional na-
tionalism and culture of narcissism, the psy-
chology of fear is all-pervading. I close my
eyes, and begin to see Gandhi at
Shantiniketan, and conversing with Tagore.
And with a flash of truth, I begin to walk with
Gandhi at Noakhali in 1946, and realise his
fearlessness, and the meaning of Tagore’s
poem: Where the mind is without fear, and the
head is held high...

The writer is Professor of Sociology at JNU

SHAH ALAM KHAN

OVER THE LAST month or so, we saw some
important documentation on India’s public
health. The Annual India Tuberculosis (TB)
report was released by the government on
September 26. India is now home to about a
quarter of the total global TB patients. The
current government is committed to end-
ing TB in India by 2025.

On October 2, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi declared that rural India was open
defecation free (ODF). On October 16, the
Global Hunger Index (GHI) 2019 was also
released; it put India at 102 in a list of 117
countries. Unfortunately, India’s ranking
was below Nepal (73), Bangladesh (88) and
Pakistan (94). Over the last century or so,
it has been established beyond doubt that
TBis more of a social disease owing its roots
to poverty, malnutrition and poor sanitary
conditions.

Itis thus important to evaluate India’s TB
report in the context of these two develop-
ments — India’s continuing downfall in the
GHI and the declaration of our villages as ODFE.

The TB report should reveal the progress
on the government’s action plan on com-
bating TB. Any evaluation of the report will
be a reality check of the government’s re-
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solve to end TB by 2025. As per the report,
21.5 lakh TB cases were reported in the
country in 2018 — the highest number of TB
cases registered in any country. The report
says that with the introduction of Nikshay,
the computer-based surveillance pro-
gramme for TB patients, the reporting of TB
cases has improved dramatically. The work-
ing of such a surveillance programme in an
unequal country like India should, however,
be taken with a pinch of salt. In a paper pub-
lished in the BM] Open in February, a quali-
tative analysis of the barriers to TB notifica-
tion was evaluated. This study, conducted
in a private tertiary hospital in South India,
concluded that despite a national notifica-
tion system — of Nikshay — other factors like
patient confidentiality issues, poor knowl-
edge of notification system, etc, prevented
notification of TB patients in a hospital set-
ting. These factors are social and without in-
tervening at that level, it is hard to believe
that the notification of TB cases can reach a
significant number vis-a-vis ending TB by
2025.

The report also reveals that of the total
notifications, 5.4 lakh cases were from the
private sector, an increase of 40 per cent

from last year. The report appears to men-
tion this fact with a degree of pride. A closer
look, however, should make us sit up and
take note. Over the last decade or so, there
has been a near-complete takeover of India’s
health sector by the private players. Data
shows that more than 80 per cent of health-
care is now being delivered by private health
enterprises — something is evidently not
right with the public health system.

With a virtually unregulated private
health system, an increase in notification of
TB patients could be heartening for the gov-
ernment. But for the public health system, it
is bad news.

The GHIreportis another stark reminder
of what else is wrong in claiming that TB can
be ended by 2025. A hungry India cannot be
free of TB. Dietary deprivationis a direct in-
dicator of inequality. Unequal societies can-
not be made free of disease and infirmity. In
animportant study on nutrition and TB pub-
lished this month in the BMC Pulmonary
Medicine journal from Ethiopia, the re-
searchers clearly show that the proportion
of malnutrition in TB patients was nearly 60
per cent. The authors conclude that even a
very distal reason for malnutrition in the

community became a proximal cause
for TB.

Finally, we are told that rural India is now
ODE. The truth of this statement awaits doc-
umented validation through well-planned
studies. However, TB and sanitation have a
direct causal relationship. The Integrated
Disease Surveillance Programme run by the
National Centre for Disease Control main-
tains a web portal that details the outbreak
of epidemics. Since 2009, all outbreak are
reported on a weekly basis.

We evaluated the validity of the claims
of the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (SAB)
through the data on this website. It was seen
that there was no statistically significant re-
duction in the occurrence of vector-borne
epidemics in the country, two years after the
launch of SAB.

An end to TB is not possible till we end
malnutrition, poverty and poor sanitation.
We need a paradigm shift in the response to
TB. This should include a more sensitive ap-
proach on gender and towards the under-
privileged.

The writer is professor of orthopaedics,
AIIMS, New Delhi. Views are personal
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Global migration will not be controlled merely by raising the drawbridge at the
white cliffs of Dover. This is an international problem. It requires international

action.”

— THE GUARDIAN

A glimmer of
an alternative

Modiis still popular, but political space
has opened up for the Opposition

NEERJA CHOWDHURY

THE WORM IS turning, finally, though
slowly. Economic hardship has almost
trumped political hype. The Opposition has
gained, but it also failed to knit the public
angstinto a coherent poll narrative and take
full advantage of the situation. The October
polls results, surely, have provided the dec-
imated and demoralised Opposition an
opening to regain its voice.

It would be inaccurate to conclude that
the outcome in Maharashtra and Haryana
point to a weakening of Narendra Modi.
Modi continues to be a supremely popular
leader. Yet, it does raise the question: Has
Modi peaked?

Itwould also be wrong to read the results
asarejection of the abrogation of Article 370,
an issue flogged by the BJP. A large mass of
people continues to endorse the decision.
Farmers’ suicides and rural distress, which
have influenced voter choice, were a reality
even five months ago, when Modi won 303
Lok Sabha seats for the BJP.

But the worm began to turn essentially
because of a combination of factors. Rozi
roti issues have begun to take their toll on
the ruling party more than they did five
months ago. Economic hardships are in-
creasing, with an increasing number of
people being thrown out of jobs: The un-
employment rate in Haryana has risen to
an all time high of 28 per cent.

The law of diminishing returns seems to
be settingin as the BJP resorts to the nation-
alistic rhetoric. But for the party’s campaign
pitch — “Is baar Pachatar Paar” in Haryana
and “Upwards of 220” in Maharashtra — the
poll outcome might not have been seenasa
comedown for an incumbent government.

Equally important was the backlash
from dominant communities in both states.
The Jats in Haryana and the Marathas in
Maharashtra have started to look away from
the BJP. They had been chafing against their
loss of power since 2014, since Manohar Lal
Khattar, a Punjabi in a state ruled by Jats, was
appointed the chief ministerin 2014. Eleven
of Maharashtra’s 18 CMs have been from
the Maratha community, which makes up
34 per cent of the population, and Devendra
Fadnavis, a Brahmin (a community that
constitutes a mere three per cent of the
state’s population), was called to head the
government. Both belonged to “politically
wrong” castes. Another term for Khattar
would have meant the Jats (comprising 27
per cent of the state’s population) would be
out of power for the longest ever period
since the formation of the state. The
Marathas have been trying to reassert their
identity and clout in politics by organising
massive rallies for reservations in education
and employment.

The third factor was that these commu-
nities rediscovered leaders who they felt

could take up cudgels on their behalf. There
was suddenly Sharad Pawar taking on
Narendra Modi and Amit Shah frontally,and
B S Hooda giving voice to the anger of the
Jats. These were leaders who their respec-
tive communities knew and identified with.
Suddenly, they saw the glimmer of an alter-
native.

Fadnavis and Khattar had managed to
quell many a Maratha and Jat protest,
However, the communities had continued
to nurse a sense of loss of power. They also
felt they were being taken for granted. A Jat
expressed this feeling to this writer while
talking about the “arrogance” of the BJP’s
“Pachatar Paar” slogan, as if “nobody exists
on the other side”.

Pawar started the fight back after he
was named by the Enforcement
Directorate in the MSCB scam. When
Pawar, 80 years old and a cancer survivor,
helped on to the dais, started addressing
Six to seven meetings daily, he won the
sympathy of many. The photo of him,
drenched in rain, addressing a rally in
Satara was a seminal moment. The candi-
date, Udyan Raje Bhosale, lost the election,
despite being the descendent of
Chhatrapati Shivaji. It was Pawar who con-
nected emotionally with the Marathas.

Hooda, aformer CM, had fought and lost
the Sonepat seat in the May general election.
A month before the assembly election he
was made Congress Legislative Party chief
and given charge of the campaign, but only
after he hinted that he may launch his own
regional outfit. Paradoxically, Hooda went
up in public esteem for “cocking a snook” at
the High Command. This is something
Punjab CM Amarinder Singh had done to
great effect before the Punjab elections, win-
ning the respect of the Jat Sikhs, for being au-
tonomous of the High Command. We can
only speculate what the poll outcome might
have been had these leaders got their act to-
gether in time and hit the road.

For the moment, a little space has
opened up once again for the Opposition.
The Congress hasimproved its performance
without the Nehru-Gandhi family leading
from the front or campaigning for the party,
which may well lead to a further weaken-
ing of the family. Sonia Gandhi did not ad-
dress a single rally due to ill health. Nor did
Priyanka Vadra Gandhi. Rahul Gandhi
stepped in for his mother and addressed just
five meetings.

The message of the “Ma-haryana” elec-
tions for the Opposition is unambiguous. It
may have to consider amodel thatis the an-
tithesis of the BJP’s “two leaders and a cen-
tralised command” structure. The Congress
may have to reworkits High Command-cen-
tric functioning and opt for a decentralised
structure — for example, Sonia Gandhi helm-
ing the party while allowing state leaders
the autonomy they wish.

The Opposition could also explore a fed-
eral front of regional and national parties, in
which the Congress agrees to be one
amongst equals. A newly-energised Sharad
Pawar, with his vast network of cross-party
relationships, is well-placed today to facil-
itate it.

The writer is a senior journalist

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ELECTION LESSONS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A crack,
anopening’ (IE, October 26).The BJP has
emerged as the single largest party in
the election to the Haryana and
Maharashtra assembly but many of its
ministers have lost. This shows that
people are not happy with the party’s
governance. The Congress has im-
proved its tally in Haryana but does not
seem to be in a position to form a gov-
ernment. This shows that the Congress
has not played the role of an effective
opposition — alot for both to reflect on.

Suchak D Patel, Ahmedabad

THIS REFERS TO the edit, ‘A crack, an
opening’ (IE, October 25). Despite fight-
ing the Maharashtra assembly election
without an acknowledged state leader-
ship and without much campaigning
by the Gandhi the Congress marginally
increased its tally in Maharashtra and
doubled it in Haryana. There are still a
sizable number of committed Congress
voters. What the party should do is to
discover capable state leaders and sup-
port them. These leaders should then
strengthen party organisation at the
district and lower levels. Second, the di-
rect influence of dynastic leadersis de-
clining as far as the impact on election
outcomes is concerned. The Congress
party high command should yield place
to young elements with the veterans
guiding them from time to time.

Y G Chouksey, Pune

PEACE MATTERS

THIS REFERS TO the report, “JCO killed
in Pak shelling in Nowshera” (IE,

LETTER OF
THE WEEK

SANCTITY OF SPACES

THIS REFERS TO the article
“Dont sing in Pilibhit” (IE,
October 22). The society seems
to have normalised bringing
Hindu practices into what are
supposed to be secular systems.
Performing pujas for Hindu gods
in government offices is a nor-
mal practice. We see photos of
Hindu gods in government of-
fices just like the ones of Gandhi
and Ambedkar. I work in a gov-
ernment office in rural
Karnataka. On Gandhi Jayanti
this year, I was astonished to see
puja being performed to a
Gandhi photo. Kumkum, agar-
battis and coconut were being
used in much the same way as
in a Hindu festival.

Rajiv MV, Chitradurga

October 23). The Indo-Pak border has
seen a lot of action since last week.
Every Diwali, the situation is same on
the Indo-Pak border. The festive season
turns into grief for several families of
the armed forces due to failed diplo-
macy. The two governments should re-
solve the issue with bilateral talks.
Former President A P ] Abdul Kalam
rightly said, “War is never a lasting so-
lution for any problem.”

Ishan Hastir, Chandigarh
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