
 Are you relieved that India and China have 
signalled a bid to resolve the Doklam standoff?
I am! I don’t think the 21st century is a time 
when countries need to be bellicose or pro-
vocative. I was so disappointed with both 
India and China. Their leaders seemed so 
aggressive and ego-centric. Why would they 
want to fight over a small patch of  land in 
Doklam? What interest does it serve their 
vast population or their wellbeing? We’re in 

a world where you 
can press a button in 
Beijing and wage a 
war. You don’t need 
to be positioned in 

Doklam to attack India. India, too, should 
pay greater attention to integrating its north-
eastern states. If  Assam, Meghalaya, Mizo-
ram and Nagaland aren’t happy, what’s the 
use of  protecting the Chicken’s Neck? This 
was really politics with a very narrow scope. 

Did Bhutan weigh its options as India and 
China rubbed up against each other?
Did we have an option? Bhutan kept the noble 
silence because it was the best strategy. When 
you have two bellicose countries bent on wag-
ing war, what can Bhutan do? I don’t think 
either of  them consulted Bhutan. If  Bhutan 
took sides, it would have severe consequences 
for the country at different levels.

How do the Bhutanese view their ‘sacred 
bond’ with India today?
The sacred relationship is turning into rheto-
ric and I feel sad because I spent 11 years 
studying in India. The relationship has re-
mained at the state level between Delhi and 
Thimphu, based on each other’s interests. 
There have not been enough social and cul-

tural exchanges at the ground level. There 
need to be robust people-to-people pro-
grammes and less of  a big brotherly approach. 
There have been many instances where India 
has upset some vocal Bhutanese.

What are those instances?
Project Dantak, an Indian border roads build-
ing company that helped develop roads and 
telecom networks across Bhutan, has a big 
sign at Paro airport welcoming people into 
the country. That created a stir on social media 
here. There were also some grievances about 
the alleged Indian influence on cancellation 
of  a border road in the south. Then the dzong 
(monastery) in Haa is occupied by Indian 
military officers while the monastic bodies 
are located elsewhere, an issue locals raised 
in parliament. While India is seen as a great 
ally, these and other similar issues affect peo-
ple’s perceptions of  India’s intentions. 

Is that a consequence of Bhutan being an 
Indian protectorate?
For Bhutanese, India is one thing and Delhi 
another. With no human resources at home, 
independent India’s contribution to Bhu-
tan’s development is still cherished by the 
Bhutanese and whatever political control 

Delhi has over Bhutan is overshadowed by 
the larger economic support. But with the 
introduction of  internet, Bhutanese know 
of  a world beyond India today, even as Delhi 
continues with its 20th-century foreign 
policies as far as Bhutan is concerned. 

What about Bhutan’s links with China?
Most Bhutanese don’t know much 
about China. Cultural or language in-
fluences are very little. It’s only recent-
ly that communication with China has 
started in a substantial way. Today, lots 
of  Bhutanese are doing business with 
the Chinese and a lot of  Chinese tour-
ists are coming to Bhutan. 

How has the tryst with democracy 
turned out?
A misperception the rest of  the world 
has about Bhutan’s democracy is that 
they think it’s new and sudden. We’re 
largely a Buddhist country and Bud-
dhism is all about egalitarianism and 
free will — same principles of  democ-
racy. Also, under the reign of  the 

fourth king, Bhutan practised grassroots 
democracy. What is new is the electoral pro-
cess as practised in Western democracies. If  
you compare with other countries, there was 
no unrest or bloodshed but electing a leader 
has brought its share of  discord. It has led to 
severe divisions in society — communities 
not on talking terms, neighbours giving up 
relationships, families being split along po-
litical lines. One could say Bhutan was never 
as divided as it was during elections in the 
past decade — an emotional assault on a so-
ciety known to be cohesive and harmonious. 

Do you fear an erosion of Bhutan’s unique 
cultural practices?
Yes and no. Youngsters have little inhibition. 
They happily hug each other or walk hand in 
hand. Bodily touch except with children was 
almost a social taboo in the past. Bhutan has 
had a very refined culture of  manners that 
people pick up as they’re growing. For politi-
cal office holders and national institutions 
like the monarchy, there is a calculated pro-
gramme now to standardise people’s manners 
— a mandatory training in ‘driglam namzha’ 
or code of  etiquettes that teaches you how low 
to bow to a minister or a lama, how to wear 
robes, look at somebody or hold a cup.

Last week, India and China pulled their troops back from a two-
month standoff on Doklam that seemed to have disturbed the 
happiness quotient of their Himalayan neighbour, Bhutan. A 
day later in Thimpu, Mohua Das met Bhutanese scholar, author 
and expert in regional politics 
Karma Phuntsho, who spoke 
about peace, security, and his 
country’s tryst with democracy 

With two bellicose neighbours, noble 
silence was the only option for Bhutan 

India’s GDP growth has fallen four 
quarters in a row to just 5.7% in April-
June, down from 7.9% in the same quar-
ter last year. No longer is India the 
world’s fastest growing major economy 

— it has sunk well below China’s 6.5%. Manufacturing 
is the worst sector, with just 1.7% growth. So much for 
“Make in India” or “achhe din”. 

Opposition parties have blamed demonetisation (or 
DeMo).The government blames pre-GST disruptions. 
These are distractions. The biggest problem is export 
stagnation for three years. No country in history has 
sustained 7% GDP growth for a decade without export 
growth of  at least 15%. This was true of  Japan, the four 
Asian tigers, other ASEAN countries, and India too in 
2003-11. No country has ever grown fast on domestic de-
mand alone. Unless exports revive, GDP will disappoint. 

DeMo hit GDP in the October-December and Janu-
ary-March quarters. But its impact must have fallen by 
April-June, while GDP slowed even more. Note, GDP 
slowed for almost three quarters before DeMo. Other 
factors were at work, mainly export stagnation.  

The government has defended DeMo as an attack on 
black money, but cannot deny that it hit the cash-based 
informal sector. Recent economic data are based large-
ly on formal sector production. Growth figures will fall 
to even more dismal levels when revised data (covering 
the informal sector) become available next January.  

Is the worst over? The Purchase Managers’ Index 
for both manufacturing and services plunged deeply 
in July, with some recovery in August. This dampens 
hopes of  an economic rebound this quarter, or even in 
this financial year. 

Some economists blame the “twin balance sheet” 
problem, the fact that many companies in steel and in-
frastructure cannot repay bank debts, which in turn 
hits the banks’ ability to lend more. Serious though this 
problem is, DeMo made banks flush with liquidity. Yet 
there is so little demand from industry that banks can-
not find large borrowers. Falling capital goods produc-
tion confirms that India Inc is investing less and less. 
Why invest, says India Inc, when we already have excess 
capacity, and demand is so weak?  

Now, domestic demand is naturally sluggish in a slow-
ing economy. But the world market represents unlimited 
demand. If  only India gets competitive, exports will 
boom, and so will investment, bank lending and GDP.  

The demand problem cannot be solved by addition-
al government investment alone. The fiscal deficit tar-

get set in the Financial Responsibility and Budget Man-
agement Act has been postponed repeatedly to try and 
spur GDP, but in vain. Increasing government invest-
ment by even 0.5% of  GDP is fiscally tough, yet this 
cannot compensate for the loss of  demand for exports, 
which constitute over 20% of  the economy.

The 8% GDP boom years between 2003 and 2011 were 
also years of  20% export growth. Export stagnation set 
in soon after. Merchandise exports fell 1.2% in 2014-15, 
another 15.6% the next year, and then recovered only 
marginally to $274 billion in 2016-17. This was well short 
of  the export peak of  $318 billion in 2013-14. Software 
and other services exports also hit rough weather.  

One problem has been a sluggish world economy, 
which may never return to the boom days of  the 2000s. 
But the world economy is definitely reviving this year. 
India, alas, is sliding down.

 The REER (Real Effective Exchange Rate) is the 
exchange rate adjusted for inflation. It has been rising 
sharply, making exports uncompetitive. The RBI has a 
REER index with respect to 36 countries, including In-
dia’s main competitors. This index rose gently from 100 
in 2004-05 to 103.3 in 2013-14, a period when exports did 
well. Since then the REER has shot up to 119.9, and ex-
ports have stagnated.

 Now the exchange rate is not the only factor affect-
ing exports. What also matters is productivity, the cost 
of  doing business, export logistics and red tape, and the 
cost of  credit. India has failed to match up to competi-
tors in all these respects. The government’s attempt to 
make business easier has not worked well, according 
to a recent research paper of  Niti Aayog. India has high 
real interest rates, high land costs (after the recent land 
acquisition law) and uses high rail freight rates (that 
hit exports) to massively subsidise passenger traffic.

Reforms are needed in all these areas. A quick rem-
edy will be for the RBI to depreciate the rupee and cut 
interest rates. But for sustained 7-8% GDP growth, 
productivity must rise faster in India than among com-
petitors, making exports dynamic. Domestic demand 
alone cannot ensure more than 5-6% growth on a sus-
tained basis. 
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STAGNATING: No nation has grown fast on domestic 
demand alone. Unless exports revive, GDP will disappoint

Why DeMo, GST 
are not to blame 

for slowdown

Dear Muslim,
How are you doing? Wait! Don’t 
tell me. I’ll guess.

First, I’m sure you’re sur-
prised at the use of  just the word 

Muslim. More specifically at the absence of  the 
word ‘Indian’ before it. I know. We reserve that 
only for you: ‘Indian Muslim’.

We don’t say ‘Indian Gujarati’ or ‘Indian 
Christian’ or ‘Indian Parsi’. We have absolutely 
no need of  saying ‘Indian Patel’, for what else can 
they be — even if  they be actually from New Jer-
sey — but Indian?

 Some, actually many, will say: “Well, we say 
it because it’s how THEY describe themselves”. 
No, they don’t. I never heard anyone introduce 
themselves as “Indian Muslim”. They might say 

“Muslim” or “Memon” or something like that. 
But when was the last time any of  you (i.e., other 
readers) came across someone at a party who 
said: “Hello there! I’m Indian Muslim”? You 
never have. So let’s accept that it is the rest of  us 
forcing this on them. And let’s cut it out. If  the 
rest of  us are Indian by default, so are they.

 Anyway, so, Muslim: how ARE you doing? It 
is a rhetorical question. Of  course you’re doing 
poorly, and one would have to be monumentally 
stupid or blind or bigoted to not see that your coun-
try is treating you like rubbish.

 Do you fear us all? I would, if  I were you. Look 
at the pure nastiness we have around us, generating 
hate against you. Do you watch news on television? 
Which channels? What do you make of  their stories 
and discussions which more days than not are at-
tacking you? It has become impossible to watch 
without running into the loonies. I should say the 
rabid, because they’re all foaming at the mouth.

 I have stopped this ritual: coming home in the 

evening and holding up the remote to scan what’s 
on. I suppose you stopped doing it much earlier. 
You must have tracked the deterioration in real 
time. What was it like, to know that your country 
was turning against you?

 Or has it always been this and is it that we are 
only just finding out?

 I suspect it might be like my trying to put myself  
in a woman’s shoes. The other day, as I was cycling 
out of  the office gate, I waved goodbye to a colleague 
who was putting some stuff  in the boot of  her car. 
She turned to wave back at me, and in doing so 
faced the road. Some young men coming from the 
other direction immediately began hooting at her. 
She pretended to not have noticed, but I began to 
think of  what it must be like to live with that con-
stantly. It must be awful to be a woman in India.

 Is it like that with you? Or have you become 
inured to the insults and the prejudice? I don’t 
think so. You live with it, of  course. It is a frighten-
ing thought.

 Even though it seems like there’s not many of  
us around, I should say that not all of  us loathe you. 
You of  course know more about that than me and 
the (non-Muslim) reader. You would have been eager 
to pick out those who mean well. You have sought 
them out often, of  this I am quite sure. One wants 
to believe humans are essentially good, even if  the 
evidence is contrary or patchy.

 But what I am not sure about is what you feel 
about our institutions. Do you feel protected 
when the Supreme Court fondles love jihad? Or 
when the high court belts out Vande Mataram? 
These things make me uneasy; do you feel some-
thing stronger, because they are aimed at you? 
Did you squirm with discomfort because you 
picked up the contempt even more forcefully than 
the rest of  us did? Or did your eyes just glaze 
over? Darwin cruelly followed his toddlers with 
a notebook, recording their behaviour and clas-
sifying it. I wonder what the alert and sensitive 
observer would have noted in recording your 

behaviour these last three years, and the years 
that went before.

What’s it like to hear casual bigotry (refer-
ences to ‘mossies’, ‘terrorists’) in the office, at the 
parties, and to overhear such things in public 
places? Did you once feel like punching people in 
the mouth (I would have) and have you stopped 
feeling it now? How?

 When our great leader separates Muslims from 
other Indians because of  their faith (as he did so 
brutally the gentle Hamid Ansari), do you feel less 
Indian? Actually, wrong question. What I am search-
ing for is more likely this: do you feel pushed away 
from all of  us, and your country, or just the man who 
said those words? I hope it’s the latter.

 Not for your sake, but mine. It has become un-
bearable, the thought of  what we are doing to you. 
What must it be like to actually be you?
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Dear Muslim, have you learnt to live with insults and prejudice?
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I have been patronising the same darzi in 
Mumbai for four decades. The establish-
ment is housed in what was once one of  the 
grandest buildings in Mumbai — the Wat-
son Hotel. This historic structure, built in 

1867, is India’s only surviving cast-iron building. Despite its 
heritage status, it is crumbling bit by bit, and I fear it may 
not survive this monsoon. The ‘masterjis’ who oversee the 
tailors working in a shabby, dangerous backroom, have tried 
to save their workplace for years. They are aware they court 
danger each time they open the shutters and walk in. But 
these hardworking men are helpless. They say they have no 
place to go even though they have been ordered to vacate the 
premises. This is the tragedy of  Mumbai, which witnesses 
major building collapses year after year. 

As it happened with the Hussaini Building on Thursday. As 
many as 33 residents lost their lives, many were trapped under 
the debris. Despite the horror of  the ‘accident’, civic officials 
and politicians are busy shrugging off  any responsibility. Hys-
terical and ill-informed party spokespersons have been appear-
ing on television panel discussions raising nonsensical issues 
that have nothing to do with the grimness of  the disaster.

A couple of  years ago, I was discussing the ambitious 
Bhendi Bazaar redevelopment plan with a furniture dealer 
from Chor Bazaar, who lives there. He told me about the 
blatantly dishonest attempts by the trust which has taken 
over this project and is allegedly working hand-in-glove with 
sleazy developers to get rid of  tenants and grab prime land 
in the heart of  Mumbai. Every aspect of  this story stinks 
of  collusion and corruption. As is evident from the Hussaini 
Building calamity. Families who had chosen to stay on in 
the 117-year-old building and lost their loved ones in the 
crash, are finally speaking out against the bullies who ap-
proached them to vacate their cramped homes with three 
sheets of  paper that had zero validity and promised nothing. 
“Trust us,” said these oily men to nervous families, who had 
nowhere else to go. Relocation plans were unreliable, incon-
venient and possibly an eyewash. 

There are 14,375 ‘cessed’ buildings in South and Central 
Mumbai. Repair cess is paid to MHADA (Maharashtra Hous-
ing and Area Development Authority). Its officials insist 
they do not have the mechanism to carry out accurate struc-
tural audits, but the BMC (Brihanmumbai Municipal Cor-
poration) does. The Maharashtra government spends a pa-
thetically low Rs 30 crore annually for the repair of  these 
buildings. That’s laughable! Builders are quick to exploit 
the helplessness of  tenants, and grab properties, after getting 
into dubious arrangements with powerful political lobbies. 
Nobody dares to question how this terrible nexus works. 
Nobody is willing to take on these goons. Today, there is very 
little difference between builders, politicians and the notori-
ous Dubai underworld — they belong to the same club. Take 
a look at the amount of  wealth amassed by politicians who 
started life on the mean streets of  Mumbai as hawkers and 

vendors. How did they make so much money? How much 
invaluable real estate has been illegally appropriated by this 
lot? Why not audit that? The truth is known to all.

Mumbai is being battered and looted on a daily basis. It 
is being run autocratically by a bunch of  sharks who control 
Mumbaikars via blackmail and threats. Mumbai right now 
is worse off  than Chicago in the ’30s when mafia bosses 
terrorised people and blood flowed in the streets. It took one 
upright man to fix the situation. Where is that upright man 
in Mumbai? A much-loved, highly respected gastroenter-
ologist, Dr Deepak Amarapurkar, died a ghastly death after 
being sucked into an open manhole during the deluge on 
Tuesday. His body washed up in a drain near the Coast Guard 
Office at Worli. There was widespread outrage and a sense 
of  horror across the city. 

We were reacting so strongly because of  the high stand-
ing of  this fine gentleman. Open manholes have claimed 

lives in the past. And will continue to do so, mainly because 
of  lack of  accountability in the BMC. This is one massive 
hellhole of  corruption, controlled by a party known for its 
absence of  scruples. Mumbai must not sit back and accept 
its ‘fate’ so passively. It is not the ‘fate’ of  any city to tolerate 
corruption. It is our apathy that has led to the complete 
breakdown of  order in what was once India’s premier city. 
We have ‘jungle raj’ ruling our lives. 

So far, the police in Mumbai have managed to function 
efficiently without too much interference. Our courts are 
doing fine, despite a few bad eggs. So long as we have Jus-
tices of  the calibre of  Abhay Oka, we can keep our faith. But 
to quote Don Freeman: “If  you trust the government, you 
obviously failed history class.” Apt for Mumbai, given what 
the city experienced in just 48 hours — first the killer deluge, 
then the killer building collapse. It was, of  course, business 
as usual at the BMC.

Like the article: SMS MTMVSD
<space> Yes or No to 58888@ 3/sms

Murli Manohar Joshi, a rare politician I hold in 
considerable affection, once told me that com-
mon installations and institutions all over India 
testify to ancient unity. I urged him to write 
about this evidence of  India having been a coun-
try before British rule because to my mind the 

principal legacy of  the Raj lies not in artefacts and innovations 
like the railways or judiciary but in the sense of  India as a single 
country and of  a shared Indian nationality.

No Indian language has a natural word for either the country 
or its people. Bharat’s elevation lies in the Constitution’s “India 
that is Bharat”. Hindustan and Hindu are probably accurate from 
a purely semantic point of  view since they are geographic de-
scriptions referring to the river and not the Sanatan Dharma. 
But vehement propaganda has so thoroughly degraded the lan-
guage that it is impossible now to separate either term from the 
political “Hindutva”. 

How we think of  ourselves is important as a measure of  the 
transition from medievalism to modernity which is part of  Brit-
ain’s gift to us. Indonesia’s ethnic Chinese were grossly underes-
timated under Dutch rule because illiterate Han settlers had no 
concept of  Chineseness. They thought of  themselves as Hakka or 
Teochew and were listed by dialect, just as we thought of  ourselves 
(and some still do!) as Tamil or Maratha.

Two factors shaped the Indian identity in colonial times. In 
neither case was it a conscious British effort. In fact, the upsurge 
of  1857 showed that Hindu and Muslim could respond unitedly 
to the message of  the circulating chapati whose mystery has 
still not been solved and treat Bahadur Shah as a national sym-
bol in contradistinction to our foreign rulers. But the British 
government’s administrative and security priorities, its legal 
and educational systems, communications, and market econo-
my also played a major part in welding India’s many nations 
into a single political state. 

Of  course this was tailored to an imperial purpose. As Pend-
erel Moon wrote, India was “the largest foreign market that any 
country has ever been able to control for its own advantage”. But 
however selfish the reason, the end result was an Indian nation. 

The more showy appurtenances of  modernity are relatively 
less important because countries that have waxed rich on the 
discovery of  oil show how easy it is to buy them. Dubai’s Burj 
Khalifa doesn’t transform the Persian Gulf  state into New York 
just as Mamata Banerjee’s Kolkata hasn’t become London be-
cause it sports a replica of  Big Ben. Kolkata — or, rather, Cal-
cutta — was probably closer to London in the 19th century when 
the educated elite of  both capitals moved in tandem, exchanging 
thoughts and ideas across the gulf  of  time and space. 

That wouldn’t have been possible without Macaulay’s famous 
Minute on education which lent official support to the aspirations 
of  a reformer like Raja Rammohun Roy who was convinced, 
despite his own erudition in Sanskrit and Persian, that the future 
lay in English. Access to contemporary Western thought and 
literature was part of  the liberalising process for a culture that 
had for centuries looked inwards, gloating over memories of  past 

achievements that became more mythic as time went on. It was 
no longer animated by any awareness of  other cultures or any 
sense of  competition with them. For all its exploitative faults, 
colonialism had a wonderfully liberating effect on the stagnant 
mind of  India.

Paradoxically, the twin forces of  British promotion and resist-
ance to British rule helped to shape the same sense of  national 
identity. Aravind Akroyd Ghose — later revered as Sri Aurob-
indo — demonstrated that the most Anglicised Indians were often 
the most patriotic. One of  the very first of  the breed, Behari Lal 
Gupta, risked his coveted position as an early (1871) Indian cov-
enanted member of  the Indian Civil Service by protesting that 
Indian judges were not allowed to try Europeans. As whites hys-
terically objected to judicial reform, a public meeting in Bombay 
in 1883 strongly articulated national sentiment above sectarian 
divisions. Bombay’s Nakoda Mohammad Ali Rogay declared to 
loud cheers that the British were trying to dismiss Gupta’s de-
mand for parity among all judges regardless of  race as being 

“confined to Bengali Baboos only”.  “But”, Rogay warned, “they 
forget that a question which affects Bengali Baboos affects all 
the natives of  India.” It was a brave assertion of  a common iden-
tity and a shared purpose.

Other British gifts are subject to deterioration. Judges are 
dilatory, the civil service is corrupt. The railways and post office 
have succumbed to neglect. Misfortunes of  many kinds can and 
do befall other legacies. Jagat Mehta, a former foreign secretary, 
thought Singapore was the only ex-colony to have preserved what 
it inherited. India’s acquired sense of  nationhood not only sus-
tains a vigorous independence but, ironically, it also inspires 
Hindutva champions to look back at the frontiers of  the Raj and 
yearn for an “Akhand Bharat” that existed only under British 
rule. The greater irony is that the sense of  nationhood Britain 
generated eventually defeated the British. Whether it will save 
India from the looming threat of  a narrowly majoritarian defini-
tion of  nation and nationhood remains to be seen.  

 Joshi’s article might have helped to establish if  any kind of  
pan-Indian unity did precede the British. Sadly, he never wrote it. 
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