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Depths of ﬁeld, deﬁned and blurred
Great expectations

T

he YSR Congress Party begins only the second go
vernment in the bifurcated successor State of
Andhra Pradesh following a thumping win in the
Assembly and Lok Sabha elections. The party won all
round support across classes, with signiﬁcant gains
among Dalits and Adivasis. A ﬁrm mandate from farm
ers and the youth in favour of the YSRCP catapulted it to
a fourﬁfths majority in the Assembly. Strong mandates
come with great expectations, and the new government
will have to address the ﬁscal issues that have lingered
since bifurcation. While registering high economic
growth rates, Andhra Pradesh, which lost a signiﬁcant
portion of the undivided State’s revenues, has sus
tained high public debt; it reached 28.79% of the State
GDP, according to latest ﬁgures. The previous Telugu
Desam Party government led by N. Chandrababu Naidu
had gone on a populist spree in the latter part of its te
nure, exacerbating the State’s debt situation. The
YSRCP has also promised its own set of welfare mea
sures. While redistribution measures tend to spur con
sumer demand, wasteful populism could hurt the State;
and Chief Minister Y.S. Jaganmohan Reddy must be
more discerning on this aspect than his predecessor.
Another legacy of the TDP government was its em
phasis on building a grand new capital at Amaravati.
The State needs a functioning and workable capital ci
ty; the new government should scale back the pointless
ly grandiose aspects of the plan and focus on the neces
sary brick and mortar. The government should take
forward the previous regime’s work towards the diver
siﬁcation of the State’s economy by focussing further on
industrialisation. New industries and capital have
ﬂowed in after bifurcation, helping spur economic
growth. Much more can be done considering Andhra
Pradesh’s potential, including leveraging its strong dias
pora. This should be among the priorities of the govern
ment. Much has been made of the need for special cate
gory status for the State, but this may have little beneﬁt
beyond its emotive value. The government can address
ﬁscal concerns through growth, diversiﬁcation and
meaningful redistribution rather than expending polit
ical capital seeking a largesse from the Centre. In any
case, as Mr. Reddy has noted, there is little chance of
the Centre conceding the status to the State as the BJP
led government at the Centre enjoys a clear majority
and does not require the YSRCP’s support. Another en
couraging sign for the State is the amiable relationship
between Mr. Reddy and Telangana Chief Minister K.
Chandrasekhar Rao, in contrast to the animus that per
sisted during Mr. Naidu’s tenure. This should enable the
States to resolve issues related to sharing water resourc
es, and so on. Mr. Reddy should hit the ground running.

Slowdown conﬁrmed
With the economic crisis deepening, the
government will have to hasten reforms

T

here is now no denying that the second Modi go
vernment takes oﬃce amid a clear economic
slowdown. The ﬁrst macro data set released un
der the new Finance Minister, Nirmala Sitharaman’s
watch, on Friday, showed an underperforming econo
my with GDP growth falling to 5.8% in the fourth quar
ter of 201819 and pulling down the overall growth for
the ﬁscal to a ﬁveyear low of 6.8%. Growth in gross va
lue added (GVA), which is GDP minus taxes and subsi
dies, fell to 6.6% in 201819, pointing to a serious slow
down. If further conﬁrmation were needed, the growth
in core sector output — a set of eight major industrial
sectors — fell to 2.6% in April, compared to 4.7% in the
same month last year. And ﬁnally, unemployment data,
controversially suppressed by the Union government so
far, showed that joblessness was at a 45year high of
6.1% in 201718. These numbers highlight the challenges
ahead for Ms. Sitharaman as she sits down to draft the
Budget for 201920, to be presented on July 5. The eco
nomy is beset by a consumption slowdown as reﬂected
in the falling sales of everything from automobiles to
consumer durables, even fastmoving consumer goods.
Private investment is not taking oﬀ, while government
spending, which kept the economy aﬂoat during the
last NDA government, was cut back in the last quarter of
201819 to meet the ﬁscal deﬁcit target of 3.4%.
The good news is that inﬂation is undershooting the
target and oil prices are on the retreat again. But the ru
ral economy remains in distress, as seen by the 2.9%
growth in agriculture last ﬁscal; the sector needs a good
monsoon this year to bounce back. Overall economic
growth in the ﬁrst quarter of this ﬁscal is likely to re
main subdued, and any improvement is unlikely until
the late second quarter or the early third. There are not
too many options before the new Finance Minister. In
the near term, she has to boost consumption, which
means putting more money in the hands of people.
That, in turn, means cutting taxes, which is not easy gi
ven the commitment to rein in the ﬁscal deﬁcit. In the
medium term, Ms. Sitharaman has to take measures to
boost private investment even as she opens up public
spending again. These call for major reforms, starting
with land acquisition and labour, corporate taxes by re
ducing exemptions and dropping rates, and nursing
banks back to health. On the table will be options such
as further recapitalisation of the ailing banks, and con
solidation. The question, though, is where the money
will come from. With tax revenues likely to be subdued
owing to the slowdown, the Centre will have to look at
alternative sources such as disinvestment. There may
be little choice but to go big on privatisation. A rate cut
by the Reserve Bank of India, widely expected this
week, would certainly help boost sentiment. But it is
the Budget that will really set the tone for the economy.

Ruchir Joshi

W

hen the forensics of the
2019 Lok Sabha election
are done in the future,
strange things may emerge from
the examination. While some
answers might be surprising, the
questions themselves might be
quite diﬀerent from those many
are asking today. Given a chunk of
hindsight time and a thicker sand
wich of context around this mo
ment, some of our current as
sumptions and headscratchings
might look extremely droll to peo
ple conducting the review. Just as
we now see historic events in their
‘totality’ — for instance, the top
pling of diﬀerent dominoes that
led to the start of the First World
War, or how Partition could per
haps have been avoided in 1947 —
people may look back at the pe
riod leading up to these elections
and the aftermath, and see both
the funny and epically tragic sides
of the moment.
At a frivolous level, people may
chuckle at how the Sangh Parivar
successfully managed to dub diﬀe
rent liberal pockets with unifying
negative labels such ‘Lutyens Elite’
and ‘Khan Market Gang’, even as
the Sangh Parivar strengthened its
already tight hold on the bunga
lows and secretariats of the actual
Lutyens’ Delhi, while so many pe
ople frequenting the actual Khan
Market were from the demograph
ic that either worked for the Sangh
power circles or enthusiastically
voted for them.
On a more serious note, the ex
humation of the bones of Election

CM

Impending catastrophes
Leave aside an economic melt
down or missileapocalypse, there
could also be an understanding
that no Indian political party was
equipped to handle the ecological
disaster meteor hurtling towards
the country, that none of them
even saw it coming, and it was Mo
di 2.0 which was in charge when it
struck. Today, we are already in
the midst of a catastrophic airpol
lution crisis and heading swiftly to
wards a major watercrisis; we
could well be looking at a food cri
sis of almost 1943 proportions,
where our harvests are adequate
but our skewed distribution sys
tems lead to quasifamine situa
tions. If ignored or mishandled —
and this regime has a terriﬁc re
cord of doing both — this could
leave future historians looking at a
huge renting of the fabric of the
nation, a huge transformation, but
not of the sort the Sangh Parivar
imagines in its fevered dreams.
What could a granular political
archaeology yield in the future?
2019 might be seen as the ﬁrst se
rious beginning of a northsouth
division of the country, the mo
ment where the south begins to

The health of the nation
There would also have to be an ex
amination of the changing charac
ter and role of the Indian Deep
State at this moment. If we deﬁne
the phrase ‘Deep State’ to mean a
covert nexus between industrial
corporations and the security ser
vices, with their selfdeﬁned mis
sion being to keep the country at a
working status quo tilted conser
vatively, then what was this Deep
State’s reaction to the second vic
tory of the Narendra ModiAmit
Shah combination? To what extent
did they participate? Was there
any concern that the country
would be radicalised beyond their

control? Was there any recogni
tion that the attempted suppres
sion and delegitimisation of near
ly 200 million Indians might have
cataclysmic eﬀects that were not
in the Deep State’s own longterm
interests?
Let’s imagine that our future
historians have as an instrument
one of those animated infographic
maps of South Asia, with the coun
tries diﬀerentiated by patterns in
dicating diﬀerent elements that
make up the ‘health’ of each na
tion: clear separation between
state and religion, between state
and military; operational democ
racy at all levels of society, democ
racy that is constant and not just
noduled around elections; the rule
of law and order; eﬀective public
health systems; unassailable hu
man rights; freedom of expression
and a free media under a diverse
ownership; a properly competitive
business environment with checks
and balances; a crossinstitutional
understanding of environmental
problems and robust programmes
to deal with those challenges; and,
most importantly, reliable indica
tors for food security and poverty
levels. In such a map, will 2019 be
the point when the patterns of our
favourite failed state, Pakistan,
and India begin to merge with in
creasing speed? Will people say
that this was the tipping point
where the Pakistanisation of India
gathered full pace? When the mo
ral gangrene infecting the so
called ‘severed limb’ was invited
back into the main body?
As the years slide by on this
map, do the colours indicating
military conﬂict and, simultane
ously, the shifting of massive refu
gee populations begin to sweep
and bleed into each other? Does
the Bay of Bengal rise at the same
time and start biting into the Sun
derbans? Does the desert start to

spread across the forehead of the
subcontinent?
On a longer graph
If the terms of reference are some
what diﬀerent, could the histor
ians ask very diﬀerent questions?
For instance, might they be able to
see a continuity of the graph of lib
eralisation in the 25 or 30 years
following 1991 where succeeding
governments ignored the imme
diate needs of the majority of In
dia’s population and paid the
price? Instead of being the mo
ment of great victory for the Hin
dutva project, could 2019 be the
tipping point where the diverse,
slowly simmering protest move
ments gathered critical mass and
within a few years toppled the old
order and all the old parties com
pletely? Equally, could the period
of 19912014 be seen as a time of a
thinly maintained peace, followed
by a period of extreme upheaval
for the next 25 years, with 2019 be
ing merely a minor punctuation
point, a blip of no great conse
quence?
In photographic terms, when
examining our own time and the
current moment, we have no
choice but to deal with a very
short depth of ﬁeld, a lot of the
past and everything in the future is
out of focus, beyond and before
the ‘today’ which is most sharply
deﬁned. Looking back at points of
history the depth of ﬁeld is grea
ter, with a lot more things ren
dered sharply. Perhaps this is a
good analogy to remember, both
for those bathing themselves in tri
umphant celebrations today as
well as for those who are morose
and disheartened and premature
ly mourning the death of our pre
cious Republic.
Ruchir Joshi is a writer, ﬁlmmaker and
columnist

Make up for lost time
Narendra Modi must leverage the public trust voters have placed in him to get the economy on track

Puja Mehra

P

rime Minister Narendra Mo
di’s election campaign, stay
ing clear of breadandbutter
issues, successfully swayed voter
attention away from economic
hardships. Having won a thump
ing mandate, his government in its
second tenure must now devote it
self to a wellthoughtout strategy
for economic reforms.

The bad news
Oﬃcial estimates released on Fri
day, the new government’s ﬁrst
day in oﬃce, show GDP growth
slowed to a ﬁveyear low of 6.8% in
201819, even as the unemploy
ment rate rose to a 45year high of
6.1% in 201718. Agriculture gross
value added (GVA) growth is esti
mated at negative 0.1% and manu
facturing GVA growth at 3.1% in
the JanuaryMarch quarter.
The economy is struggling with
an investments and a manufactur
ing slowdown, rural distress, unre
munerative farm incomes, stag
nating exports, a banking and
ﬁnancial mess and a jobs crisis.
Sales ﬁgures from fast moving
goods makers and continuing pro
duction cuts at car manufacturers
conﬁrm that consumption spend
ing have slowed. The top econom
ic priority for the new Modi go
vernment ought to be credible

course correction in its attitude to
policy — its formulation, articula
tion and the setting of goals.
The previous Modi government
began well but soon lost direction.
The announced plans for what
looked like a blueprint for structu
ral reforms — spanning an over
haul of labour and land policies
and a muchneeded manufactur
ing push, ‘Make In India’, for ab
sorbing the slack from the farms —
had been abandoned by the end of
2015.
The initial energy and enthu
siasm gave way to misadventures
such as demonetisation and the
poorly designed rollout of the
Goods and Services Tax (GST) re
gime. Despite repeated reminders
to the Prime Minister’s Oﬃce from
Finance Ministry bureaucrats, the
decrepit public banking system
and the problems of the ﬁnancial
sector received little policy atten
tion. Even the insolvency and
bankruptcy reform, a sound eco
nomic reform, that got rolled out
rather gradually and tentatively is
already in danger of getting
diluted.
The cumulative neglect of re
forms over the years by Mr. Modi
and his predecessors, including
Manmohan Singh, has ensured
that the economy is falling short of
both its growth potential and the
people’s aspirations.
That the Constitution was hurri
edly amended for rolling out reser
vations based on economic crite
ria and that ﬁscal giveaways for
middle class Indians and farmers
dominated the Interim Budget
presented in February suggest Mr.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Strategy in Parliament
I was shocked by the
report, “Shout a little more,
Rahul tells MPselect” ( June
2), on the Congress
president’s word of advice
to his parliamentary party
colleagues. Parliament is
the most hallowed and
digniﬁed forum India has
that decides the fate of the
nation through fruitful and
purposeful debates and has
produced many a stalwart
like Ashok Mehta, Piloo
Mody, Minoo Masani, S.A.
Dange, George Fernandes,
Annadurai and Ram
Manohar Lohia, to mention
a few tall names. A forum
for democratic values
cannot be made a ﬁsh
market. It is odd that CPP
leader Sonia Gandhi did not
criticise such advice.
S. Lakshminarasimhan,
Coimbatore
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understand that they want no part
of the Hindutva agenda, that it is of
no advantage for advanced, edu
cated people of diﬀerent religions
who are conﬁdent in their own
secularism, the Hindu majority of
whom are conﬁdent in their own
kinds of Hindu practice, to be
sucked down by the horribly feu
dal, backward notions of nation
and society being oﬀered by the
zealots in control of the central
north. These recently executed
elections might throw up yet
another irony of abusive labelling:
posterity might see the Sangh Pari
var and its vassal parties and me
dia as the real TukdeTukde gang,
the ones who turned the Union of
India into a brittle biscuit.

GETTY IMAGES

The Jaganmohan Reddy government must
build on Andhra Pradesh’s high potential

2019 might well be conducted af
ter far more seismic historic
events have occurred: a trade war
between China and the U.S. that
debilitated the world economy for
years to come; or an armed con
ﬂict between the U.S./Israel and
Iran with major knockon eﬀects
that turn India into just another
nationstate billiard ball, cannon
ing out of control. In such a case
there might even be a recognition
already in place that it was the BJP
RSS ‘victors’ who caught the short
straw, and the Congress and other
‘losers’ who got lucky, because it
was a very good time not to be in
charge of this country.

G. RAMAKRISHNA

When the history of our time is written, how will the year 2019 come to be assessed?

Modi was not wholly unaware of
the magnitude of the challenge on
the economic front.
But now, is he listening to sound
advice on the solutions needed?
The economy’s structural pro
blems cannot be resolved with the
sort of political balm Mr. Modi re
sorted to earlier this year; they de
mand wellcrafted economic
remedies.
Sustainable livelihoods
Public provision of toilets, cooking
gas connections and dwellings or
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA) wage jobs and in
come supplement schemes are
temporary sources of relief. They
are not an economic growth mo
del or strategies for reducing po
verty. They can help the poor sur
vive by providing meagre
resources for subsistence. Reduc
ing poverty needs economic
growth to generate sustainable li
velihoods for the poor.
This cannot be remedied by re
distributive taxation policies
alone. Deeply entrenched factors
hinder the poor’s access to in
comeenhancing skills, education,
health and job opportunities and

obstruct the trickledown of
growth to the poor. For instance,
the Modi government’s ‘Make In
India’ strategy was a step in the
right direction, and needs to be re
vived. Done right, it can absorb
the slack from the farms.
Few organised sector jobs get
generated in India because indus
tries prefer capitalintensive pro
duction despite the economy’s re
lative abundance of lowwage
labour. With many seekers per job
opening, labour has low bargain
ing power relative to employers. If
production were less capitalin
tensive, more organised sector
jobs would be created. Plus, la
bour’s bargaining power would
improve.
Successive governments in re
cent years have only ended up
deepening this structural weak
ness by yielding to the constant
clamour by industry lobbies for
lower cost of capital. The ﬁrst Mo
di government’s record was no dif
ferent. The economic strategy em
bedded in ‘Make In India’ got
completely sidetracked as its plan
for economic revival was reduced
to a clamour for ﬁscal and mone
tary stimuli.
Mere pursuit of ﬁscal and mo
netary policy adjustments is not
going to unlock India’s economic
growth potential, which is impos
sible without banking, land and la
bour reforms that no government
so far has been able to deliver.
Will Mr. Modi persist in popu
lism of the past, or take up the
backlog of economic reforms
pending since the ﬁrst burst in the
1990s? Will sound economics in

form his policies, or will he retain
a disdain for economists, prefer
ring instead simplistic, quick but
ineﬀective ﬁxes?
Take small ﬁrms. For the role
they play in jobs creation, smaller
ﬁrms ought to be incentivised with
easy credit and taxation norms. In
stead, the messy GST compliance
and refunds framework imposed
uneconomic compliance costs on
them. These were explained away
by the Bharatiya Janata Party’s na
tional executive in September
2018 as ‘creative destruction’, a
supposedly necessary culling of in
formal ﬁrms so that the formal
economy can thrive. The only way
the GST may lead to more formali
sation of the economy is by put
ting bigger companies at competi
tive advantage over smaller ones, a
policy outcome that no govern
ment should want.
Data collection
Lastly, no evolution of the policy
paradigm will be possible if the cri
sis of credibility in the collection,
estimation and presentation of of
ﬁcial statistics is not addressed ap
propriately. In response to the
questions raised over unemploy
ment and GDP statistics, including
by wellmeaning and eminent eco
nomists and statisticians, the ﬁrst
Modi government did little else
than to suppress inconvenient da
ta or allege political motivations. A
more mature way of engagement
with constructive criticism is
called for.
Puja Mehra, a Delhibased writer, is the
author of ‘The Lost Decade: 200818’
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■ When I was in high school,
soon after Independence, we
often had a mock Parliament
where we debated an issue.
We were encouraged to
speak our mind on a wide
variety of topics. The accent
was on expressing our point
of view and carrying the
debate forcefully, but always
with the utmost courtesy and
decorum. The dictionary
deﬁnes parliamentary
language as “permissible in
parliament; admissible in
polite conversation; civil,
courteous”. I am deeply
disappointed that the leader
of a major political party
should exhort his followers
to “shout a little more than
usual” and to “be a little
more aggressive”. Whether
you like it or not, around half
the people of India have
elected members of the
BJPled NDA to represent

them. This translates into a
massive majority, given our
ﬁrstpastthepost system.
Not one of the other parties,
including the Congress, has
won the support of
anywhere near this
proportion. The fact is that
in 2019, India has
democratically elected
Narendra Modi and the BJP
to rule us for the next ﬁve
years. Let us have civilised
discussion in Parliament.
M.K. Mani,
Chennai

Politics of food
No scientiﬁc sampling or
survey appears to have been
done to prove that food
served by the Akshaya Patra
Foundation (APF) is
unpalatable and was not
being eaten in suﬃcient
quantities (‘Magazine’
section, “The politics of

https://t.me/Banking4Exams

food”, June 2). Interviewing a
few unhappy children alone
is unscientiﬁc investigation.
Anecdotal evidence has been
used to steer the reader
towards conclusions the
writer or a group wishes to
achieve. The fact ﬁle too
appears to be misleading as
the scientiﬁc and health
beneﬁts of onion and garlic
are proven in vitro, not in
vivo. The supply of hygienic
and safe food is a far greater
achievement than aiming for
100% acceptability of food,
which is always subjective. A
signiﬁcant percentage of the
Indian population does not
use onion and garlic and if
they suﬀered clinically,
socially or otherwise because
of nonconsumption, society,
scientists and others would
have noticed this by now.
M.R. Raghunath,
Bengaluru

■ The APF subscribes to the
tenet that one’s nutritional
requirement can be met
without garliconion and the
National Institute of
Nutrition has concurred with
this.
Taste, given the diversity and
plurality of our society, is a
personal choice, and
catering to such diverse
tastes in mass feeding
programmes, logistically and
hygienically, is not easy. The
programme meets the
challenge of classroom
hunger and has improved
school enrolment and the

nutritional status of students.
One does not understand
why there is needless
controversy now over certain
food ingredients. If the
activists are troubled with
the food served by the APF,
they should organise,
establish and run a parallel
midday meal programme
with ingredients of their
choice. Why disrupt a well
established and successful
programme?
H.N. Ramakrishna,
Bengaluru

more letters online:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

corrections & clarifications:
In the Sports page report headlined “West Indies speedsters
bounce out Pakistan in quick time” (Early editions, June 1, 2019), a
caption had erroneously said that Andre Russell had taken the
wicket of Shadab Khan. The scorecard rightly said that Andre Rus
sell took the wickets of Fakhar Zaman and Haris Sohail. The error
was rectiﬁed in the city editions.
The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone: +91-44-28418297/28576300;
E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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Why minorities feel alienated in India
There is an unoﬃcial political mechanism that has produced a sense of fear in the last ﬁve years

crimesagainstHindus list.
Third, Hindutva groups construct
what political theorist Partha Chat
terjee calls the two imaginary do
mains of politics. The inner domain
is deﬁned as a realm of Hindu faith
and culture where the state is not al
lowed to intervene. The Hindutva
positions on Babri Masjid and Sabari
mala stem from this inner domain of
politics. However, this is not the case
with the outer political domain,
where Hindutva unequivocally in
vokes legalconstitutional discourse.
The demand to recognise Hindus as a
minority in eight States is an exam
ple of this selective use of the Consti
tution and law.
Despite establishing this discourse
of hatred and violence, Hindutva
forces failed to provoke Muslims to
create a largescale riotlike situation
in the last ﬁve years. Issues like ‘love
jihad’, ‘ghar wapsi’, Ram temple, and
even the ban on triple talaq could not
generate riots. In this hostile commu
nal atmosphere, a new style of vio
lence was invented, however — the
lynching of Muslims. A few Muslim
individuals were killed to create a po
werful impact. It was very easy to
mobilise a mob of unemployed
youth in the name of Hindu pride, es
pecially in the cowbelt region.

Bharatiya Janata Party leaders not
merely justiﬁed such events but also
oﬀered legal and political support to
the accused. It began in September
2015 when Mohammad Akhlaq was
lynched in Dadri, and his son Danish
was brutally beaten up for allegedly
eating and storing beef on Eid. Union
Minister Mahesh Sharma, who was
also the MP from Gautam Buddha
Nagar, did not condemn this inci
dent. He described the Dadri killing
as an “accident”, visited the house of
the main accused and avoided any
contact with the family of victim.
Former Minister of State for Civil
Aviation Jayant Sinha evoked this line
of argument diﬀerently in 2018. Mr.
Sinha provided legal aid to the main
accused involved in a lynching case
in Jharkhand. When a fasttrack
court accepted the bail of the eight
accused, he welcomed them at a pu
blic function. Justifying his move Mr.
Sinha argued that the court had
granted bail to the accused uphold
ing the fairness of justice and, there
fore, as an elected representative of
people as well as a Union Minister, he
was entitled to honour the “due pro
cess of law”.
The Prime Minister maintained a
strange silence on all this for a long
time. In June 2017, he ﬁnally said “no
person has the right to take the law
into his own hands”. Although he de
nounced cow vigilantism, Mr. Modi
did not recognise the lynching of
Muslims as a speciﬁc form of anti
Muslim violence. He reduced it to a
law and order problem.
These political reﬂections, it
seems, created the impression that
lynching Muslims is a natural social
phenomenon and the ruling esta
blishment subscribes to the dis
course of Hindu victimhood.
If the new BJP government is con
cerned about the myth of fear among
minorities, it should systematically
dismantle the mechanism that has
actually created an atmosphere in
which violence on religious lines has
become normal and acceptable.
Of course, killing innocent Mus
lims is certainly a law and order pro
blem. We do have a few laws to deal
with such incidences of violence. But
we certainly do not have an order.

Justiﬁcation and silence
Interestingly, the government did
not condemn this new form of anti
Muslim violence. On the contrary,

Hilal Ahmed, an Associate Professor at the
Centre for the Study of Developing Societies,
Delhi, is the author of ‘Siyasi Muslims: A
story of Political Islams in India’

Hilal Ahmed

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
statement that the new National De
mocratic
Alliance
government
should win the trust of minorities
and puncture the ‘myth of fear’ has
been received in two diﬀerent ways.
A section of political observers re
main unconvinced about this assu
rance. They argue that aggressive
Hindutva politics has marginalised
the minorities. If the Modi govern
ment is serious about this lack of
trust, it needs to do much more. On
the other hand, some have optimisti
cally received Mr. Modi’s statement.
They claim that minorities, especial
ly Muslims, must appreciate Mr. Mo
di’s positive gesture and explore pos
sibilities of constructive dialogue.
These deﬁnite and categorical sets
of argument are partly appropriate.
The increasing alienation of minori
ties is certainly not a myth and ex
pecting the new government to res
pond to the anxieties, aspirations
and imaginations of these communi
ties is morally legitimate and politi
cally justiﬁable. However, there is a
serious need to ask a fundamental
question: Why do minorities feel
alienated in contemporary India?
This question takes us to an unoﬃ
cial political mechanism that has
produced a sense of fear among mi
norities in the last ﬁve years. This
political mechanism relies heavily on
a minoritymajority binary to esta
blish that Hindus and Muslims are
the two core fundamental identities
that represent two distinct and con
ﬂicting world views. There are four
identiﬁable components of this unof
ﬁcial political mechanism: discourse
of violence, events of violence, justi
ﬁcation of violence, and silence on
violence.
Discourse and events
The media — TV, newspapers, social
media such as Facebook and What
sApp and even ﬁlms — has played a
signiﬁcant role in creating a violent
antiMuslim Hindu victimhood dis
course in the last ﬁve years. Every as
pect of Muslim life in India has been

“Every aspect of Muslim life has been targeted to create an impression that
Muslims are the main problem of the country. “ Shahista (right), daughter of
Mohammad Akhlaq, who was lynched in Dadri, in 2015. SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA
*

targeted to create an impression that
Muslims are the main problem of the
country. For instance, we are told
that the birth of a Muslim child is a
threat to the Hindu population; the
education of a Muslim child is a sym
bol of separatism; the eating habits of
Muslims are antiHindu (as Muslims
eat beef ); the married life of a Mus
lim couple is a social evil (as Muslims
practice triple talaq); and even the
death of Muslims is an antinational
act (because Muslims occupy valua
ble land for graveyards).
This aggressive antiMuslim pro
paganda nurtured an equally power
ful imagination of ‘Hindu victim
hood’, at least in three possible ways.
First, Hindus are presented as a ho
mogeneous nationstate community
with a unique and distinct culture.
Hindu belief in multiple gods and
goddesses is articulated as a distinc
tive feature of Hinduism to create a
deﬁning binary between Hindus and
Muslims.
Second, the marginalisation of
Hindus is demonstrated by produc
ing quantiﬁable data/evidence. The
Hindu Human Rights Report 2017 is
an example of this political strategy.
This report records the violation of
human rights of Hindus in India. It
argues that despite being a numeri
cal majority, Hindus are treated as
secondclass citizens. In order to jus
tify this claim, atrocities faced by
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes are also included in the

FROM THE READERS’ EDITOR

Noise too is a form
of censorship
Sometimes when journalists cannot talk of certain issues,
they talk a lot about other innocuous stories

A.S. Panneerselvan

I am overwhelmed by the support extended
by readers to my last column, “Electoral out
comes don’t alter the purpose of journalism”
(May 27). But this section may not be aware
of the cynicism that is pervading our public
sphere. For instance, Gopal Vaidya, a reader,
observed online: “There are many forms of
bias that exist in this paper: selection of what
to highlight, what to hide, articles that avoid
other perspectives, selective use of readers’
comments... Indian papers have a long way
to go in this regard.” How can a news ombud
sman handle general criticism? “Indian pap
ers” covers the whole of print journalism but
it does not reﬂect the wide range of publica
tions within this sector. From serious broad
sheets to sensationalist tabloids, the Indian
print media encompasses all forms of repor
tage. My focus is restricted to serious broad
sheet newspapers alone.
The media landscape is not pluralistic
Readers may appreciate the role of a new
spaper like The Hindu if they are aware of
the important ﬁndings of the Media Owner
ship Monitor, a research project carried out
in India by Reporters Without Borders and
the Delhibased digital media company, Da
taLEADS. Though India has some 1.2 lakh
print publications, over 550 FM radio sta
tions and nearly 880 satellite TV channels,
including more than 380 claiming to be news
channels, the study says the Indian media
landscape is hardly pluralistic. The research
found the media space to be “tight”, with
state monopoly in radio news, and regional
newspaper markets being “controlled by a
small number of powerful owners, some of
whom have strong political aﬃliations”. It
notes that the production and distribution of
content are getting concentrated in the
hands of a few. The research attributes the
high level of ownership concentration to
“considerable gaps in the regulatory
framework”.
As Readers’ Editor, I take speciﬁc com
plaints seriously and I rely on the core values
and cardinal principles of journalism to eval

uate the merits of those complaints. But is it
possible to examine vague, sweeping state
ments that cast aspersions on journalists and
writers? A decade ago, novelist and philo
sopher Umberto Eco identiﬁed two forms of
censorship: censorship through silence and
censorship through noise. While all of us are
aware of censorship through silence, whe
rein the state disapproves of certain ideas,
we are not conscious enough of the censor
ship that ﬂows from noise. In his lecture at
the conference of the Italian Association for
Semiotic Studies in 2009, Eco paraphrased
the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein to ex
plain a trend that is engulﬁng us today:
“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one
must talk a great deal.” The lecture is a part
of an anthology of essays, “Inventing the
Enemy” — again, a malady that is aﬄicting
us.
Creating suspicion
In “Censorship and silence”, Eco eloquently
explained how innocuous stories are given
disproportionate space so that readers do
not notice the silence in covering important
stories that the media ought to have covered.
He used the example of how the press con
trolled by Silvio Berlusconi undermined the
authority of the magistrate who criticised
the Prime Minister by reporting that he wore
turquoise socks. According to Eco, to make
noise you don’t have to invent stories;“all
you have to do is report a story that is real
but irrelevant, yet creates a hint of suspicion
by the simple fact that it has been reported.
It is true and irrelevant that the magistrate
wears turquoise socks, but the fact it has
been reported creates a suggestion of so
mething not quite confessed, leaving a mark,
an impression. Nothing is more diﬃcult to
dispose of than an irrelevant but true story.”
All of us watching primetime news channels
in India can relate to this.
As a news ombudsman, I make a crucial
distinction between multiple voices and
noise that is meant to drown out voices. I am
aware of the fact that with regards to censor
ship, noise can be more powerful than si
lence because those who deploy this tactic
are aware of the impact of this noise: “An ac
cusation that is not an accusation cannot be
challenged.”
Journalism is neither silence nor noise but
a credible voice.
readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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Realising grand objectives

FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 3, 1969

Many regional policy challenges can
be addressed with three major ﬁxes

A Soviet cosmonaut has said the Soviet Union plans to land a
man or men on the moon by the end of this year or early next
year, if all goes well, according to reports from Japanese cor
respondents in Moscow. A group of nine Japanese science re
porters now visiting Moscow reported today [ June 2] that the
remark was made by Soviet cosmonaut Alexei Leonov, the ﬁrst
man in the world to walk in space in 1965, in an interview with
them on Sunday night [ June 1]. Cosmonaut Leonov indicated
that, unlike the U.S. Apollo project which sends spaceships di
rectly from the earth to the moon, the Soviet moon project
would launch a lunar probe from a space station assembled
while in orbit around the earth.

Soviet plans to land man on moon

Dhruva Jaishankar

AFP

It is common to assess a country’s
foreign policy by examining indivi
dual bilateral relationships or spec
iﬁc outcomes. But this risks missing
the forest for the trees. While the
broad directions of India’s foreign
relations — with the neighbour
hood, Afghanistan, the U.S., China,
IndoPaciﬁc, Russia, and Europe —
have been set over the past several years, the main factors
inhibiting India’s performance are ultimately domestic in
nature. Three stand out.
The ﬁrst is trade. It often surprises people that India’s
tradetoGDP ratio is higher than China’s or the U.S.’s. India’s
market, and access to it, remains a valuable lever with other
countries. But much of India’s commerce involves raw mate
rials and low valueadded goods, and is still insuﬃciently in
tegrated into global supply chains. With global trade stag
nant and the World Trade Organization at a standstill, the
only way for India to seize a larger share of exports is
through wellnegotiated preferential trade agreements. In
dia’s past record in this department has been poor, leaving
some sectors exposed to dumping and others unnecessarily
cloistered. A smarter trade agenda will not only create jobs
and drive reforms at home, it could become a potent strateg
ic tool in international aﬀairs.
The second concerns defence. India has the world’s ﬁfth
largest defence budget but is also the world’s second largest
arms importer. Not only does this compromise national se
curity, it means that India cannot oﬀer an alternative as a de
fence supplier to countries in its region. Defence indigenisa
tion will require ﬁnancing for defence capital expenditure;
assessments of costs, technology transfer capabilities, and
export potential early in the procurement process; and fair
competition between the Indian private and public sectors.
The third concerns overseas project implementation. In
dia’s outgoing aid budget has been relatively ﬂat, reﬂecting a
scepticism of grant aid from India’s own experience as a re
cipient. Instead, it has now started to explore other ﬁnanc
ing options. Indian overseas credit has increased signiﬁcant
ly, with over $24 billion extended primarily to South Asia,
Southeast Asia, and Africa. But building on several recent
steps will signiﬁcantly increase the country’s delivery and
regional credibility. These include better project planning,
more attractive and competitive ﬁnancing terms, more relia
ble disbursal of funds, and enhanced coordination and com
munication with the private sector for implementation.
Many regional policy challenges would be addressed with
these three major ﬁxes. None will be easy as they will re
quire tackling vested interests. While the ﬁrst Modi govern
ment made its strategic objectives known and set out a clear
direction, key policy interventions in these three areas will
now be necessary for India to realise its grander objectives.

ARCHIVES

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO

JUNE 3, 1919

Mr. Tilak’s Service. Mr. Gandhi’s Speech.
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A public meeting was held on Saturday [May 31] evening [in
Bombay] under the presidency of Mr. Gandhi for expressing
appreciation of the services rendered by Mr. Tilak to India and
calling upon his countrymen to contribute to the Tilak Purse
Fund started with the object of defraying the expenses in
curred by him in the case against Sir Valentine Chirol. Mr.
Gandhi in his opening remarks said that the goal of every In
dian patriot was the same although each one might follow a
diﬀerent path. Mr. Tilak had one way of achieving his aim
which diﬀered from his (Mr. Gandhi’s) but Mr. Tilak had dis
played the courage of his conviction in going to an English
court of law and ﬁghting an Englishman and this fact had
evoked his special admiration. It would, however, have been a
splendid thing if Mr. Tilak had been a Satyagrahi as then he
would not have troubled about going to a court of law at all
and would have been saved the disappointment of defeat and
consequent pecuniary loss.
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CONCEPTUAL

Loss leader
Business

This refers to a common pricing strategy that is used by busi
nesses wherein certain products are sold at a minimal proﬁt
or even at a price that is well below their cost price in order to
boost the sale of other products that are more proﬁtable. A su
permarket chain, for instance, might decide to sell certain
common household goods at a low proﬁt so that more cus
tomers feel attracted to its store. It may believe that customers
coming to the store to buy these commonly used items may in
turn decide to purchase other goods in the store which can
add to proﬁts. If a store chooses not to sell these loss leader
items, customers may simply decide not to shop at the store.
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17th Lok Sabha: ﬁrsttime women MPs to watch out for
The writer is a Foreign Policy Fellow at the Brookings Institution’s India
Center
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