
Every once in a while, for fun —
and because I find it difficult to
say no — I find myself being

manipulated into compèring an
evening, or moderating a discussion,
without having a clue what it’s about.
Like the time I was supposed to keep
the venerable Amartya Sen and a few
other worthies on the straight and nar-
row of welfare economics without hav-
ing a clue about what it meant. On sev-
eral occasions, I’ve managed to couch
my ignorance with such clichés as,
“Now, that’s really interesting, what’s
your take on it?” before passing the mike
to a panellist discreetly checking mes-
sages on his phone. But in this case it
was difficult to wing it because the wor-
thy Dr Sen is a mutterer, and unless
you’re really concentrating, or know

your stuff, you’re going to make a fool of
yourself, as I did. 

Ever since, I’ve managed to steer
myself away from Nobel laureates, tak-
ing the ignominious route of chickening
out at the last moment by feigning ill-
ness, or conjuring up an emergency trip,
which is a terrible thing to spring on
anyone, but it’s better than appearing a
fool because you can’t tell the difference
between non-materialistic human wel-
fare and multi-variate income models. 

Mostly, I blame people who pin you to
the hot spot because they couldn’t find
anyone better. Maybe nobody else knows
about capability deprivation, or enhanc-
ing matrices, either and they’re looking
to pass the buck till the end of the line
where some fool will agree because, hey,
it’s three weeks later during which the
world might end, or you might actually
begin to understand the corelation
between insufficient data and farm out-
put. Unfortunately, the days pass and
inevitably you’re stuck between a garru-
lous professor and a clinical analyst, so
you nod in agreement, pass the mike
and hope for the best. I’ve always
assumed no one’s listening, because no
one’s pulled me up as an imposter yet,
though that might still happen.

Mostly, though, I don’t mind holding
forth at social events where alcohol is
served before rather than after the event.

By the time you’ve rounded up the pan-
ellists, and someone has decided to
make the introductions, everyone is so
high, you could cuss and no one would
notice. Nobody listens to anybody on
these occasions, and I’ve been known to
drift off instead of concentrating on
what a speaker is saying, because what
wrong can you do when your co-panel-
list is describing how she came by a
secret family recipe, or a fashion design-
er is recounting the amazing ability of
the sari to reinvent itself for every gen-
eration, or how missing a flight was the
lowest point of a socialite’s life. 

Actually, I’d much rather be on the
dais on such occasions than in the audi-
ence because a glass or five of wine
tends to make most people garrulous, or
sleepy, and to hear them speak when
you’re captive on the sponsor’s table
with him nodding brightly because he’s
paid for the whole evening and wants to
milk it for what it’s worth, is abysmally
boring. Far better on the stage where
you get to butt in with a silly joke, which
you’ll regret on the way home because
your wife will tick you off for being gen-
der-insensitive, or ill-informed, but
which did win you a laugh or two from
the front row. As for the back of the
room, well the bar’s open, and it’s the
reason I said yes to moderating in the
first place.

Talk, and hope no one’s listening

It used to be a macabre French Revolution
joke that the guillotine was the best cure for
a headache. That spirit of destroy-rather-

than-improve is rampant in today’s India with
the railway board chairman, A K Mittal, telling
passengers, who complained of the catering, to
bring their own food. Similarly, instead of pro-
viding clean blankets, trains have decided not
to supply blankets at all.

I am not sure whether the blanket decision
followed Mittal’s outrageous food announce-
ment or if it was the other way round. Either
way, it would appear that far from setting a

standard of quality service, the chairman
matches the callous indifference of his staff to
legitimate customer expectations. As a proud
railwayman’s son, and having spent so much of
my childhood and youth on the permanent
way, in trains and saloons, and in station wait-
ing and retiring rooms, I cannot but watch this
deterioration of a once excellent service with
deep dismay. I took three long train journeys
two years ago, going by rail from Kolkata to
Hyderabad, Hyderabad to Chennai, and
Chennai to Kolkata, and was shocked at the
first class air-conditioned service. Everything
was filthy. The staff in grubby uniforms was
interested only in tips. The coaches were bus-
tees trundling on wheels. 

But why blame the railways alone? The
postal service is even more lamentable. In the
1950s when I lived in Manchester, a letter from
my parents in Kolkata — then Calcutta — did-
n’t take more than five days at the most to
reach me. Now, a letter from Kolkata to Delhi
(and the other way) dawdles for more than five
weeks on the much shorter journey. As a result,
cheques sent in payment of bills never reach in
time, and penalties mount up. If anyone com-
plains, the postmaster general will no doubt
take his cue from the railways and retort, “Don’t

post letters! Send them by courier.” In fact, one
might be forgiven for wondering if officials in
high positions are hand in glove with private
sector agencies that run parallel services, nat-
urally far more efficiently although at a price.
Gone, alas, are the days when the economist,
John Kenneth Galbraith, regarded post office
socialism as an essential element even of the
most ultra-capitalist society. 

Water is another facility that seems to be
beyond authority’s competence. According to
the urban development ministry, water supply
ranges from a low half an hour per day
(Hyderabad) to a high nine hours per day
(Kolkata). Consumption is still pretty modest
by global standards, the average being between
78 and 116 litres per head per day. Even so, at
least 22 of India’s 32 bigger cities face an acute
water shortage. Jamshedpur, with a 70 per cent
gap between demand and supply, is the worst
hit. It seems unbelievable that Haryana can
hold Delhi to ransom over supplies from the
Yamuna, or that residents of many pockets of
Gurgaon are forced to buy water tankers from
unauthorised suppliers, who not only charge
extortionate rates but also cannot guarantee
quality. Sometimes, the shortfall is due to a
ramshackle infrastructure and wasteful leaks.

Sometimes, the boosting station staff isn’t tech-
nically qualified to manage the valves so that
the pressure remains low. Sometimes, depart-
mental bungling and interdepartmental rival-
ry result in unpaid electricity bills.

One hears a great deal from Bharatiya Janata
Party propagandists — which sounds like tau-
tology since everyone in the saffron brigade is
good at boasting — about the National
Democratic Alliance government’s achieve-
ments. Yet, I look in vain at the reality on the
ground for corroboration. The deafening pub-
licity surrounding Swachh Bharat hasn’t meant
cleaner roads and pavements. The armies of
sweepers and cleaners on the official payroll
seem to be on permanent leave so that self-
publicising politicians can brandish ineffective
brooms before TV cameras like film stars or
models. The theatrical drama of demonetisa-
tion only inflicted hardship on ordinary folk
without making much dent in the terrorism we
were promised it would vanquish or reducing
the flow of black money. We don’t even know for
certain how much was collected in those abol-
ished notes and how much of the money raked
in was illegal and unaccounted for. The whole
exercise seems to have been little more than a
massive publicity stunt.

The collapse of essential services like water,
communication, transport and cleanliness
matters far more than capturing state govern-
ments. Political control is meaningful only as
the means of serving the people’s basic needs.
Gimmicks are no substitute for governance.
The writing on the wall isn’t erased by demol-
ishing the wall.

The logic of destroy rather than improve
Proclamations of the NDA govt’s achievements apart, essential services are in a state of disrepair.
Instead of making them better, officials in high posts try to eliminate their significance altogether

He is the unknown soldier who
patrols Indian borders. He
painstakingly plucks the tea we

drink, two leaves and a bud at a time. His is
a stoic mountain dweller, who can lift any
load and climb the steepest mountain. Yet,
the Gorkha is more than the sum of these
stereotypes. Recently, Rajeema Khati, a res-
ident of Mirik near Darjeeling, narrated to
me the situation on the ground at the epi-
centre of the Gorkhaland agitation. “It’s
been 50 days since most of the people
earned their last rupee; 50 days since our
children went to school or college,” she said.
“Most of us haven’t eaten any vegetable or
fruit this entire time, let alone meat or chick-
en.” Internet services have been off since
June 18 and trucks ferrying goods have been
forced to halt at Siliguri. Nine lives (the offi-
cial government figure is still at two) have

been lost in the fight for Gorkhaland since
the agitation began in June. “Yet, when I
look at the faces of people around me, they
have a certain energy,” Khati said, “as if
unemployment, food scarcity and infra-
structural breakdown are small sacrifices for
our agitation for Gorkhaland.”

The feelings of resentment between
mountain folk and the Bengalis have been
slow-boiling for a long time now. Culturally,
ethnically and linguistically different,
Gorkhas, originally from Nepal, allege facing
discrimination at several levels even as
Darjeeling, their home, has always been West
Bengal’s biggest cash cow. With only a few job
and education opportunities available local-
ly, many from Darjeeling, Mirik and
Kurseong are forced to migrate, as Khati did,
almost a decade ago. “But our features set us
apart from Bengalis and we speak Nepali,
not Bengali,” she said. Discrimination is
almost inevitable. “People prefer to employ
non-Gurkhas in Siliguri,” she said. “So much
so that after this agitation began, even rick-
shaw pullers in the plains refused to carry
Gurkhas, saying they were not Indians but
Nepali.” Consequently, Gorkhas are a back-
ward lot today. “I have not heard of a single
Gorkha doctor, IAS officer or MBA,” said
Khati. Which is why, she and most of her
neighbours believe that the creation of
Gorkhaland would finally give them a home,
a place where their unique set of develop-
mental problems could be addressed.

However, the discourse on Gorkhaland is
more about identity than it is about develop-
ment. After Independence, India and Nepal
entered into the 1950 Treaty of Peace and
Friendship, which accorded a reciprocal citi-
zenship to the Gorkhas in India. Over the years,
this ambiguity in their status has been an
obstacle to their integration into the national
arena. “Time and again in the past, our lead-
ers ended up choosing politics over our quest
for identity,” Khati said. “But this time is dif-
ferent. Our agitation is a people’s movement,
not linked necessarily to any political party.”

Five days ago, Khati, her husband and
teenage son somehow managed to sneak past
the barricades and reach the railway station at
New Jalpaiguri. Both stood to lose lucrative
jobs in Delhi if they’d stayed any longer, and
the stand-off looked like it would be indefinite.
Also, they were worried for the safety of their
son, whose college in Mirik had been indefi-
nitely shut down since June. “We had no
option but to come away from there,” she
said. “But our hearts still belong there.”

Now, the couple plans to collect funds
from all their Gorkha brethren in Delhi to
send back home. Even as the Gorkhaland
Movement Coordination Committee has
declared that the agitation will continue
indefinitely, Khati feels confident that
Gorkhaland will eventually be formed.
“We’ve been asking for our own state for a
hundred years,” she said. “Hopefully, some-
one will listen to us this time.”

The struggle for Gorkhaland
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Half a century ago,
when I attended
my very first class

in economics, the profes-
sor said economic theory
was a discipline — he was
careful not to say science
— that studies the effect
of scarcity on production
and consumption.

For the last 15 years,
however, I have been ask-
ing a different question: If
economics studies scarci-
ty, how do we study sur-

pluses, especially huge ones in the factors of production? 
The immediate provocation for revisiting this matter

is the minimum wage code Bill that the Cabinet approved
a week back. It is designed to neutralise the effects of sur-
plus labour on wage rates. 

Therefore, the Bill wants a universal minimum wage
for all workers including those who earn more than
~18,000 per month. As it happens, this is the exact equiv-
alent of the minimum support price (MSP) in agriculture. 

That price also serves to delink the earnings from land
from the market structure for its output and its produc-
tivity. Once you say this is okay, it’s goodbye economics. 

The truth is that both the MSP and the minimum wage
problem are results of abundance of labour: How does a
family with one or one-and-a-half income earners support
a family of five or above?

Many people think a minimum wage is warranted on
humanitarian grounds. Politicians agree because it is con-
venient politically. Many economists also agree.

But one must not blame them. Twentieth century eco-
nomics, having allowed the politics of scarcity to colour its
prescriptions, has no answer. So the void has been bridged by
politicians, who have interfered in the factor markets simply
because they can and become arbitragers, who receive huge
pecuniary and political benefits from such interventions.

This arbitrage is also called corruption. 

Between Scylla and Charybdis
The problem, if you take your head out of the sand, is this:
The world had one billion people in 1900; today, it has over
seven billion. India had 350 million people in 1951; today,
it has 1.3 billion. 

This excess supply of labour, if you think about it, is the
exact equivalent of too much money in the global system.
Since 1971, the issuance of currency has not been linked
to gold holdings. This delinking has allowed America to
finance its deficits and export its inflation. 

This happened because America did to the world in
1971 what China is trying to do to it now — going back on
promises and agreements that were considered perma-
nent. Few people know that America reserves the right to
repudiate its debt.

Only fools buy it. The more foolish buy more.
Meanwhile, these twin excesses, over time, have led to

falling returns to both labour and capital. Everyone is
trying to raise them, unsuccessfully.

But there is a problem here, which is both political
and economic. The returns on one can go up if — and only
if — returns on the other go down. 

The problem is, when returns to capital go up at the
expense of labour, as they indeed have, inequality increas-
es. If the reverse happens, productivity decreases.
Democracies are thus caught between the rock of Scylla
and the whirlpool of Charybdis.

This has resulted in the post-1945 battle between the
shrill calls for equity and muted bleats for efficiency.
Politics is ensuring that equity wins. 

Thanks to the suit-boot jibe, the Narendra Modi gov-
ernment, which promised efficiency, is vigorously pursu-
ing equity. That is one other reason why capital is in coma.

Too few ideas
Economics is hedging its bets, mostly silently, and losing
the battle. It needs to come up with a sensible answer for
the consequences of these twin surpluses.

One is to go back to classical economics of booms,
busts and flexible labour markets. But that is politically
and socially unacceptable, just yet anyway. 

So an alternative intermediate paradigm must be
found. But where to begin? 

I would say by rejecting the central proposition of
Keynes that governments must be active participants in
the economy not only via tax and tariff adjustments but
also via massive public investments.

This contextual prescription has handed politicians an inter-
temporal means to interfere. The results are there for us to see.

Economic theory, which has been rendered comatose
by the Huns of mindless empiricism, must come up with
a way of solving the twin-surplus problem. New
Economics must go back to the Old Economics. 

That is the real challenge for economics in the 21st century.

Economics’ 
Achilles heel 

MARGINAL UTILITY
T C A SRINIVASA-RAGHAVAN

To someone uninitiated in Indian poli-
tics, Sitaram Yechury, general secre-
tary (GS) of the Communist Party of

India-Marxist (CPI-M), which has just nine
Lok Sabha seats (1.66 per cent of the total),
would appear to be another insignificant
Opposition leader. But as the events of the
recent weeks have shown — there was a mas-
sive clamour demanding that the CPI-M
allow Yechury a third term in the Rajya
Sabha, some even calling it a “historic blun-
der” by the party — he is in a singularly
unique position. 

Notwithstanding his party’s meagre
strength in the lower House of Parliament,
Yechury, an economist by training, is
arguably India’s most articulate Opposition
leader at present. Many have said that his
not being in the House will further weaken
the already anaemic Opposition in
Parliament. It is crucial in this regard that I
met him a day after Bihar Chief Minister
Nitish Kumar, whom many saw as the possi-
ble leader to challenge Narendra Modi in
2019, had, reeling from a sudden, albeit
opportune, stroke of conscience, joined
hands with Modi.

There was then much to talk about and
too little time. So Yechury called me to the
CPI-M office in New Delhi. 

I find Yechury sitting on a simple chair in
a non-AC enclosure talking to one of his par-
ty functionaries. It is decided that we should
break from the format — talking over lunch
— since the canteen downstairs would be too
noisy. So we go to his office room, which is
much cooler and has several stacks of papers
on different tables. But two things catch my
attention: A paperback copy of How Will
Capitalism End? by Wolfgang Streeck and a
small bottle of Sualin, a traditional, and
rather addictive, cure for a sore throat. Not at
all surprising I think — I am meeting a Left
politician after all!

Of course, Yechury is one of the most soft-
spoken ones. To break the ice, I try to refresh
his memory by telling him that in 2012, when
I worked for Forbes India magazine, I had
commissioned a piece from him on the
Union Budget. He does not remember but is
immediately curious: “Did I write?” I say yes,
he did. And he is completely surprised and
we both laugh.

I ask him why he chose not to get back to
the Rajya Sabha. “As early as 2015, when I
took charge as GS, I had made it clear that I

will quit Parliament. But the party felt it
would mean gifting a seat to the Trinamool
Congress. Therefore, the party decided that I
should continue till my term is completed.
Subsequently, in April itself when asked I
had ruled out a third term. But as the West
Bengal state committee made a proposal to
the Central Committee, it was discussed.”

What does he make of this government’s
economic policies, I ask. I add that, on the
face of it, they are quite similar to what the
Congress-led United Progressive Alliance
pursued. “Of course, there is a design. The
Bharatiya Janata Party is the political arm of
the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, whose
objective is to replace the secular democrat-
ic republic of India with their version of, what
they call, the Hindu Rashtra.” He carries on,
“On the economic front, they continue with
the neoliberal reform trajectory, but in our
opinion it cannot solve the problems of the
Indian people.”

Why, I ask. “Because, in India, the prob-
lem is not the lack of availability of capital to
invest, rather the lack of demand for that cap-
ital to produce something that people can buy.
So unless you address the issue of demand
expansion, the solution cannot be found.”

Then he tears into the agrarian distress
and blames the government for ignoring it till
it reached this point. Similarly, demonetia-
tion “completely crippled our informal econ-
omy, which employs the bulk of the labour
force”. Unemployment, too, is worsening,
especially in the services sector such as the
information technology industry, he points
out. “Where will the demand come from?”

So what should the government do?
“What India requires is a new ‘new deal’,
which involves a massive dose of public
investment needed to build infrastructure.”
But this government has ramped up Budget
allocations for roads and railways, I 
point out. 

“Yes, but via the PPP (public–private part-
nership) route. Look at the international
experience. Why has the London transport
got back to public funding? Why did British
rail get re-nationalised?” He says the problem
with involving private players is that they
have a cost of financing — while the govern-
ment doesn’t — and as a result, they impose
higher user charges. 

But the government, too, has a cost of
financing, I rebut. “Yes, but it can finance
itself by plugging the other (revenue) loop-

holes,” he retorts and goes for the Modi gov-
ernment’s weakest spot in terms of managing
the economy — the resolution of non-per-
forming assets in the banking system. 

“What is stopping the government from
seizing the properties and getting back the

money?” By now, Yechury, the potent voice of
the Opposition, was in full flow — hunched
forward, elbows on the table, looking direct-
ly at me. Everything around paled into
insignificance. For a moment, I glance at the
Sualin bottle, but it isn’t required because
the very next moment, he is at his impish
best. “Except, of course, it is class interest, as
we call it,” he says softly and arches back into
his chair, chuckling. 

The message came that the canteen is rel-
atively empty and we can go for lunch. I float
the last question for the afternoon: What does
he make of Modi’s pro-poor turnaround and
his apparent political success in doing so?

“The turnaround is only in the slogans,”
he guffaws and then comes up with a sur-
prising analogy to explain what is happening
in Indian politics. “This government is apply-
ing the Manmohan Desai movie logic. When
Desai was asked how all his films were super
hits, he had said the success lies in one factor
alone — that from the moment people come
to watch the film till the time they leave the
theatre, they should not think.” It is quite
hilarious to see him rattle off one slogan after
another that the current government has
employed, leaving a trail of unmet promises
yet bamboozling the public.

We reach the canteen and there’s just one
person eating. We pick a stainless steel thali
each and reach the counter. There is little
food left now and the person serving has to
place the bowls at an angle to serve the little
dal that is left. Yechury seemed most excited
about the egg curry. We carry on and he

says, “The BJP has perfected the art of los-
ing elections but forming governments.”
Again, he lists the examples. But doesn’t
this also show the failure of the
Opposition, I ask. “It does. The index of

Opposition unity has always been the
most important factor in Indian 

politics. But this can only be 
forged through durable popular 

struggles by creating an alternative
political narrative.”

This time I go for the Opposition’s
weak spot. As I enjoy a hot serving of
simple and tasty arhar dal and rice, along
with a juicy piece of the mango pickle, I
say, “By the looks of it, Modi is likely to
field a ‘grand alliance’ in 2019 before any
such effort from the Opposition. Do you
worry that the Opposition parties enjoy
so little credibility?”

Yechury says there is no point
blaming the people. “Unless there is
an alternative narrative, who will they
follow,” he says. “An alternative narra-
tive can happen only over time, with

people realising that their struggles will not
get over by slogans.” But he cautions that
people, especially those in north India, are
being roused along communal lines and giv-
en minor doles to win elections. 

And that, he emphasises, will not be good
for the country in the long run. 

Yechury tells UUddiitt  MMiissrraa why ‘the index of Opposition unity’ has always been a key factor in
Indian politics, and how it can be forged by creating an ‘alternative’ political narrative
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T he economy began slowing over a year ago. The slowdown accelerated,
if you will, after the November demonetisation, if one is to judge by
the very modest 5.6 per cent increase in gross value added (GVA)
during the January-March quarter — down from 8.7 per cent a year

earlier. Over the same four quarters, growth in the manufacturing sector slumped
to 5.3 per cent from 12.7 per cent in January-March 2016, while construction
activity contracted. The big question therefore is whether the numbers for the 
April-June 2017 quarter, to be announced at the end of this month, will see a rever-
sal of the slowdown.

Most pundits expect the slowdown to have bottomed out, with the next quarterly
growth numbers to be better, or at worst a repeat at 5.5-6.0 per cent. 
Certainly, it is hard to believe that GVA growth could drop below the 
January-March level. However, one should be cautious and not expect too much of
an upswing, because the indications provided by the latest indices on manufactur-
ing and services suggest that the unavoidable disruption caused by the introduction
of the goods and services tax (GST) will affect the first half of 2017-18. Some of the sup-
porting data, such as corporate results and credit growth, offer no great hope either.
It is still possible that the contrariness of India’s data collection systems might throw
up some happy surprises at the end of August. Even if that were to happen, India’s
economic growth is likely to remain at less than optimum.

The silver lining to this cloud is that a slowdown caused over three quarters by one
disruption or other must end sooner than later. Once the shock caused by demoneti-
sation has been fully absorbed, and the disruption caused by the introduction of the GST
is past, the growth numbers will automatically enjoy a bounce. On top of that, there is
a second good monsoon. Better tax coverage could lead to better reporting. At some stage,
therefore, the relentless optimism of the stock market might become justified. Still, no
one is expecting for 2017-18 anything qualitatively different from the 7.1 per cent growth
achieved in 2016-17. The  government’s final year, 2018-19, could still see an economic
step up from these levels, but the government’s full five-year term is unlikely to deliv-
er more than 7+ per cent GVA growth. That’s creditable, but no different from the 7.2 per
cent achieved in the previous five years (2009-14). Those who expected the change of
government to deliver a change of tempo would be disappointed. The difference is that
the Manmohan Singh government ended in a slump; the Modi government could do
the opposite after a mid-term slump — so the end-narrative would be very different.
Indeed, some of the Modi government’s efforts will begin to show results only in 2019
or later — like the massive investments undertaken by the railways, and the belated
revival of the highway programme.

The encouraging development is that the government has embarked on reforms
more seriously in the past one year than before. Looking ahead, two ‘unthinkables’
are about to happen: Air India is to be sold, and the petroleum subsidy is to be all but
eliminated. If two or three more of the most problematic government companies were
also to be sold, and a couple of the smallest, most under-capitalised government banks
freed from state control, the Modi government would at long last establish that it is
prepared to attack ideological holy cows.

Almost any economist listing the reforms that the Modi government has not
undertaken begins with reform of labour laws. While a rewriting of today’s irrational laws
is required, that only deals with the demand side of the labour market. In some ways,
the more important is the supply side — reviving the skills programme and radically
improving the quality of school and technical education. Other steps too have to be tak-
en co-terminously — like re-setting the external value of the rupee, and establishing large
supply chains for which the expansion of organised retailing is critical. Work on these
must begin now if a second Modi government is to show better results. 

WEEKEND RUMINATIONS
T N NINAN

Disruption, then revival?

EYE CULTURE
UTTARAN DAS GUPTA 

Union Cabinet Minister for
Women and Child Development
Maneka Gandhi has suggested

that medical use of marijuana be
legalised in the country, reported the
Press Trust of India and Scroll.in last
Sunday. She argued that medical mari-
juana could help cancer patients, and
cited the examples of countries where
marijuana had been legalised, resulting
in less drug abuse. 

Ms Gandhi is not the first parlia-
mentarian to bat for this — Tathagata
Satpathy, a Lok Sabha member from
Odisha, too, had suggested legalising
weed, claiming it would help fight alco-
holism and calling the ban on it “clas-
sist”. In November last year, Dharamvir
Gandhi, formerly of the Aam Aadmi
Party, had introduced a private mem-
ber’s Bill in the Lok Sabha to legalise
weed, arguing that it had always been
part India’s cultural history. The gov-
ernment, however, poured cold water
on the hopes of those planning to get
high legally — at least for now, with
Ministry of Social Justice and
Empowerment Secretary Latha Krishna
Rao saying the low levels of education
was an impediment. 

At least 16 countries have legalised
the scientific or medical use of cannabis
in recent time, with Australia and
Argentina being the latest to join the
“weed club”. There are obvious econom-
ic benefits to it. The state of Colorado in
the US legalised retail sale of marijuana
in 2014; as of May this year, it has col-
lected $500 million in taxes, according to
a recent report in The Washington Times.
A major part of this has been used to
fund educational projects and substance
abuse prevention and cure programmes.
About half the states in the US have fol-
lowed Colorado’s example. 

Despite individual efforts and wide
use cannabis continues to be illegal —
except for small qualities (about 1 kg for
ganja) — in India, under the provisions
of the Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic
Substances Act, 1985. But till the Rajiv
Gandhi government outlawed marijuana
in India, there was a thriving counter-
culture of sex, drugs, and rock and roll. 

It perhaps all began when American
Beat poet Allen Ginsberg stepped off the
boat at Bombay (Mumbai) on February
15, 1962. He was accompanied by his
lover Peter Orlovsky, the photographer,
and they were following the footsteps
of Gary Snyder and Joan Kyger — poets
who were then married to each other.
Snyder, who was a West Coast poet as
opposed to the East Coast Beats, had
introduced Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac and
company to Buddhism. He was travel-

ling through the pilgrimage sites in India
and would go on to Japan. Ginsberg,
too, would travel to Dharamsala to meet
the recently exiled Dalai Lama and to
Bodhgaya, which was only a small vil-
lage then and not the tourist hotspot it is
now. All his experiences travelling
through Calcutta, Benaras, Pondicherry
and other places are recounted in Indian
Journals (1970) — and more recently in
Deborah Baker’s The Blue Hand. 

“At that time India was pretty well
unknown. There weren’t that many peo-
ple who went there. There were rare peo-
ple, famous rare people who did that,
but it wasn’t a whole generation that
took it on. It became a stereotype almost
instantly when Esquire sent some pho-
tographer to take pictures of us and put
out a fake cover with a guy who looked
like me, and a piece on beatniks in
India,” recalled Ginsberg in an interview
nearly three decades later. He also wrote
that the year and a half he spent in India
helped him understand the relations
between god and man better. Returning
to the US, he often chanted Om!, accom-
panied by a harmonium during his poet-
ry readings and protest marches. 

This prompted an entire army of hip-
pies and counter culture personalities,
beginning with none other than the
Beatles, to make their way to India over
land, through Iran and Afghanistan — in
search of easily available drugs, escape
from conscription to go fight in
Vietnam, and nirvana. This pursuit
would end, as Geeta Mehta, writes in
Karma Cola in disillusionment, like
waking up from a weed-induced dream:
“The kings of rock and roll abdicated. To
Ravi Shankar and the Maharishi. …Mao
had lost out to Maya. The revolution was
dead… So we tagged along with the
Americans one more time. Not because
of right thought, right speech, right
action. But because of the rhythm sec-
tion. …Everyone suspected that what-
ever America wanted, America got. Why
not Nirvana?” 

But by the mid-Eighties, the high-
water mark had been breached, to quote
Hunter S Thompson, and the wave
rolled back. As the use of heroine peaked
in the US between 1969 and 1971 —
fuelled by an alarming rise in addiction
among Nam veterans — US brought in a
number of legislations to crack down
on it. At first India resisted, but not too
long. As anti-drug laws became stronger,
the number of hippies trickled down.
The happy Hare Rama, Hare Krishna
chanting of high devotees was sup-
planted by cries of Mandir wahi
banayenge by the end of the decade, as
Hindutva appropriated Hinduism.

Every week, Eye Culture features writers with
an entertaining critical take on art, music,
dance, film and sport
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I ndians are regarded as
being short on historical
memory. But they more

than make up for it by being
long on tradition.

That could be one reason why
the BJP has reinvented Lord
Dalhousie’s Doctrine of Lapse. It
was a device to take over more
territory.

Everyone thought the 
doctrine had been abandoned in
1890, when it was used for the
last time. No such luck.

It was reincarnated in the
Government of India Act of 1935.
The gora babu felt it was all very
well to empower the natives but,

you know, within reason.
And, since our Constitution’s

genes are descended from it, it
was preserved as Article 356 in it.
It allows the Centre to discipline
pesky states.

It was Indira Gandhi, actual-
ly, who exhumed the lapsed
Doctrine of Lapse in 1976 via
Article 356. She dismissed the
DMK government in Tamil
Nadu for misbehaviour. 

After that the Centre dangled
Lord Dalhousie’s skeleton before
state governments for 18 years.
Then in 1994 the Supreme
Court’s Bommai judgment rein-
terred it for good.

Now the BJP has come up
with V2 of the Dalhousie
Doctrine, which allows incom-
petence to be invoked as a rea-
son. To understand this a brief
tutorial is in order.

Dalhousie’s dodge 

By the mid-1800s, the East India
Company was running huge
swathes of India. But India had
had its revenge. It made the
Company bankrupt by about
1800. So it was in constant need

of money. 
That meant taking over more

land for the revenue from it. The
annexation of Awadh, it might
be noted, added around four
million pounds per year to
British revenue. 

The idea was also to unify the
currency. The British had issued
their first coins in 1835 to min-
imise the conversion costs of the
various Indian coins. It was, if
you like, a weak version of
demonetisation which failed.

But nothing helped. So in
1847 Lord Dalhousie, who was
regarded as being a nuisance in
English politics, was sent to India
as Governor-General and
Commander-in-Chief.

Like the present government,
he worked for 16 to 18 hours a
day in the furtherance of the
Company’s cause. He had but
one goal: To expand Company
rule in India.

Towards this end, he revived
a policy that had first been used
by Company Bahadur’s directors
in 1834. Dalhousie told Indian
rajas that if they were stupid
enough to die without a male

heir, their kingdom would lapse
to the Company.

This was firmly grounded in
British common law, which said
that if someone died without a
male heir, the property was auto-
matically transferred to the
Crown. As India was a British
possession, the law applied here
as well.

The medieval name for this
law was escheat. No pun was
intended. It derives from a Latin
word which refers to a feudal
estate “falling out” of the pos-
session of the owner. The prac-
tice was finally abolished only
in 1925.

In India, between 1834 and
1856, around 35 of these little and
big kingdoms were taken over.
But unlike in England, for India
the absence of a male heir was
not the only criterion.
Incompetence was also a reason
for annexation. Dalhousie mere-
ly removed the ‘es’ from escheat.

But that wasn’t all.
Competence or its absence was
decided by the Company,
depending on the need for mon-
ey. Wajid Ali Shah of “the Oude”
was adjudged incompetent by
Dalhousie and since he had 
no male heir, the Oude was tak-
en over. 

As mentioned earlier, his ter-
ritory yielded four million
pounds annually to the British,
more than enough to justify
Colonel Outram’s outrageous
conduct. 

BJP’s reason

The reason I mention all this is
that ever since the BJP pulled off
its coup in Bihar, its spokesper-
sons have been invoking a ver-
sion of the incompetence clause
against the Congress.

“Do you expect us to twiddle
our thumbs while the Congress
gets its act together,” they have
been asking TV anchors. Vide
Dalhousie duty has been insert-
ed into political morality.

Ergo, never mind voters’ pref-
erences. Just go in and stage a
perfectly constitutional coup
whereby even if you lost the elec-
tion, you still get to form the gov-
ernment.

Duckworth and Lewis are
also English. Their rule allows a
team to win a cricket match after
losing it. No appeal is allowed.

But the rule is contingent on
rain disrupting the game. It
now looks as if we have our very
own Duckworth-Lewis rule
now. No appeal is permitted
here, either. 

Lord Dalhousie redux

PayTM wants to enter the instant
messenger space. WhatsApp wish-
es to become an online payment

centre. These ambitions are under-
standable because Chinese giant WeChat
offers both these facilities.

Consider the privacy implications.
What does PayTM know about its users?
It has details about their financial pro-
files. It has links to bank accounts and to
debit cards and credit cards. It knows
phone numbers. If the user does a KYC,
PayTM has the Aadhaar details as well.
PayTM can therefore infer a great deal
about consumption patterns.

Now, what does WhatsApp know its

users’ profiles? It knows the users’ phone
numbers; it knows their locations. It
knows how much data the user moves
around. It knows who the user connects
with, although end-to-end encryption
means that it may not know the contents
of conversations. If the Web version of
WhatsApp is used, it has a sense of the
user’s other hardware, internet service
provider, etc.

Now assume that PayTM becomes a
social messaging service and WhatsApp
becomes a digital payment centre. Both
service providers will then know most
of these details. They will be able to make
pretty good guesses as to the lifestyles of
users, by tying together financial pro-
files, consumption patterns, travel plans,
friends and acquaintances, and hobbies.

If either service bothers to do digital
searches on their users, and there's no
reason why they wouldn’t, they might
discover a great deal more. Facebook
accounts, LinkedIn profiles, Twitter han-
dles, personal blogs, etc. would also turn
up. If both services scrape cellphones for
data regarding conventional phones calls
and SMS, they might be able to build an
even more complete profile. Most peo-
ple’s occupations and hobbies can also
be stitched together from information

that’s publicly available on the Web.
Quite often, people keep digital copies of
tax returns, passport scans, driving
licence scans, PAN, etc., on their phones
and they often transmit such data via
messaging services as well.

A social-media messaging service
plus payment centre would be able to
build a near-360-degree profile of each of
its individual users. Now, private service
cannot legally hold biometric informa-
tion pertaining to the Aadhaar, but, of
course, there’s little to prevent a rogue
employee from rigging up a system to
capture and retain biometric data when
KYC authentication is done. There are
already private databases in the hands of
banks and telecom service providers
with hundreds of millions of accounts
seeded with Aadhaar cards.

The government can do this sort of
data-gathering legally and it is trying to
make the job of 360-degree profiling eas-
ier for itself by forcing everybody to link
everything they do mandatorily to
Aadhaar. It can also easily add a couple
of elements, such as political affiliations.

It is easy enough with the electronic
voting machine system to figure out the
political affiliations of wards and match
that more or less reasonably well to vot-

er data (which are publicly available).
Add the sort of detail that this data min-
ing gives you and the government of the
day knows everything that it chooses to
about every voter.

This gives the government of the day
the ability to explicitly target voters, per-
haps even to profile 17-year-olds who will
be voters. That targeting can consist of
directed campaigns that pull in the sym-
pathetic, using social media and digital
outreach. It can also consist of harass-
ment and outright intimidation to ensure
that the unsympathetic don’t vote.

What recourse does an individual have
if she wishes to retain some privacy?
None. Exiting the banking system is not
possible and neither is it possible for a
normal person to avoid using cellphones
and digital payments. If Aadhaar is linked
to everything and used as a primary
means of authentication, then every-
body’s life is an open book. No govern-
ment will willingly forego the usage of
data of this order and nor will any private
concern. Unless of course, there are strong
safeguards to privacy. Which is why that
nine-member Supreme Court bench
could make or mar everybody's future. 

Twitter: @devangshudatta
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Let me first get a disclosure out of the way, and
also apply for anticipatory bail. Anybody who
knows me and my family knows the living

beings we love and adore most of all are cats and dogs.
It follows that many of the life's lessons and stories also
feature these wonderful family members. These also
colour my political writing often, just like similes from
the game of cricket.

For utmost clarity: This long preamble is to say,
please nobody misunderstand why I drag our first
three dogs to make a serious point about my own pro-
fession, news-media, and the situa-
tion on the Sikkim border, which is
the Modi government's first real
strategic crisis.

In the early eighties, we lived in a
tiny "Assam-type" cottage in
Shillong, and our three Lhasas impe-
riously lounged in the little garden,
separated from the rest of the wide,
open, breezy world with a flimsy
chain-link fence. They launched
themselves in almighty fury the
moment somebody walked by, man
or beast. Until one afternoon a Khasi
neighbour’s poultry-pen was left
open, a couple of roosters in natural multi-colour liv-
ery escaped and reached our fence.

Surprise, instead of the usual fury, the dogs
responded with indifference: Looking generally in a
different direction, even snarling at passers-by, but
ignoring the roosters. They had never seen such a
"threat" before, and were too smart to take chances. We
caught on. Much as we'd cajole or instigate them, they
would still insist the roosters didn't exist.

I gave you some clues earlier on what I might be
referring to by invoking such an involved, old family
story. But if you pretend that you haven't figured
what it is, think about our fearsome, hyper-patriotic
commando-comic channels which go into funk for
three hours every evening, verbally slaying every
enemy of the nation, real or imagined, foreign or

Indian, tilting at any conceivable windmill. Then
think of the Chinese in Doklam like the roosters
across the fence. The warriors take no notice of them.
The only difference is, they do it not out of fear of the
unfamiliar enemy. It would, in fact, be impertinent of
me to call them cowardly in the face of an invader.
They do it because they've been counselled to do so.
This is the problem.

Unlike the birds, the Chinese are watching this
charade and can’t be faulted for drawing con-

clusions. The following would be logical: The most bel-
ligerent sections of the Indian media,
which declare war and victory on
Pakistan every evening, are pretend-
ing the Chinese challenge doesn't
exist, and they’ve obviously been
advised (instructed?) by their govern-
ment to do so.

Next, it follows that India's gov-
ernment is scared of China. It quite
enjoys smaller Pakistan being
bashed but, faced by a more formi-
dable adversary, goes into hiding. It
not only keeps its own rhetoric in
check, it also ensures its media com-
plies. Finally, and most damaging

not just for us journalists but also the national inter-
est, the Chinese could conclude that the Indian gov-
ernment controls its media just as they do. That it
also chooses to speak — or not — its mind through
"its" media. Finally, that India's government also has
the ability to instruct its media to similarly call off
hostilities with any other enemy, including Pakistan,
whenever it wishes.

The mildest implication of this is the low opinion
that the Chinese would build of us Indian journalists.
The most damaging is the conclusion that India is so
scared of the Chinese, so wary of letting public opinion
become belligerent that they've even leashed their
own hounds and told them not to look east.
Meanwhile the verbal destruction of Pakistan, our own
Kashmiris, Muslims, Shashi Tharoor, Bofors agents,

continues. The Chinese would have been further
intrigued to see one of these channels come close to
outraging over the Doklam standoff. Just that it was
limited to the oh-so shocking silence, lack of protest on
the campus of the usual suspect, Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU). They will talk to the tank soon.

We don't know if the Chinese have a sense of
humour, and whether they respond to this with a
laugh or contempt. Either way, this could lead to a mis-
calculation and a presumption of Indian pusillanimity.
It wouldn't have been the case if these dominant and
successful sections of the Indian media were equally
measured on other threats, especially Pakistan. But
because they aren't, because government and ruling
party spokesmen frequent these studios in these
Pakistan-Kashmiri-Muslim bashing sessions, you
can’t fault the Chinese for concluding that India does-
n't have the mind of a rising world power. It has the
temperament of a minor bully which only wants to
pick on an enemy lesser than itself. This does India's
strategic cause and stature serious damage.

I f you've followed China even cursorily, or been
another Mao enthusiast in your revolutionary

years in college, you'd be familiar with the Maoist dic-
tum of ta ta, tan tan. Or ‘Fight Fight, Talk Talk’. This is
what the Chinese have successfully done in their exter-
nal relations through the decades. Much of their talk-
ing and fighting have been done through their so-
called media. People’s Daily, Xinhua, now Global
Times. Nobody in the world has any doubt that three
decades after Chinese economic reform, its govern-
ment still speaks through these publications.

That is why through modern history, generations
of China-watchers in Hong Kong, Beijing, and in
important capitals around the world, pored over these
publications. These have also been the only source on
a system still fully controlled with almost no unin-
tended access to outsiders, journalists, diplomats, aca-
demics, spies. That media has now been unleashed on
India in exactly the manner some of ours speak to the
Pakistanis.

The fight-fight part of the Chinese dictum is being
implemented by their official media. A significant sec-
tion of our supposedly independent one is silent, and
our government is optimistically persisting with the
talk-talk part of the same principle. The Chinese are
challenging us to fight or withdraw. We aren't fighting
back even verbally and insist we want to talk.

It isn't my case that the Indian government should
also tell its channels to declare studio war on China. In
fact, it is good they haven't. The government is correct
to seek a diplomatic resolution and doesn't want its
negotiating space constricted by outrage. But such a
calm view of the new front would also look more cred-
ible if there was some similar discretion applied to the
original one.

The Chinese do not want to fight. They know it can
embarrass them, as this surely isn't 1962. They also
know the moment they fire the first shot, all insecure
powers in their front-yard, Australia to Japan and all
the way westwards to India, will be brought together
overnight, not something the deputy super power
wants. The Chinese are playing the game of coercive
diplomacy with us. They are using the media they own
as an instrument of provocation. The answer is not to
scare them by unleashing our own angry grey mous-
taches and war-painted anchors. But this state-direct-
ed overlooking of their threat can persuade China to
draw conclusions detrimental to us, and to the
prospect of a peaceful, mutually honourable resolu-
tion at Doklam.

The writer is founder and editor-in-chief of ThePrint
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