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Caste and Religion:

TheNeedle'sEye _

Chaitanya Kalbag

For a dozen
years after the
2002 riots Modi
kept a tight lid
on social unrest
in Gujarat, but
this week’s
violent protests
have clearly
shattered the
image of a
peaceful,
well-run state

What can we be sure of as we head
into thelast four months of thisyear?
Unless youlive in one of those ha-
vens of do-nothingness, like Jhumri
Telaiya in eastern India or Peoria in
themiddle of the United States,
chancesare that you are uneasy, wor-
ried about the future, not sure that
thingsare goingto coastalong. These
areuncertain times.

For the pastfew days we have stood
frozen in the headlights as our stock
markets crash. There hasbeenaglo-
bal sell-off, but our stock indices are
almost exactly at thelevel they were
oneyear ago, soyou could say that ir-
rational exuberance has merely mut-
ed and there isnoneed for panic. Our
foreign exchangereserves arehigh,
our current-account deficit is low,
and inflation isunder control al-
though somefood prices are spiking.
Sowhy the worry?

Crude prices arealso very low now,
and therupee is at two-year lows.
Hasthistriggered an export bonan-

' za? Notatall. We need tomanufac-
turemore, but the goods we make
need togointoa bigger domestic
market. Allof Asia’s strongerecono-
miesfrom Japan in thefar eastto
Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore and
China prospered in the post-World
War Two, post-colonial second half
of the20th century, fuelled mainly by
strongexport-manufacturing booms
coupled with a ‘population bulge’ of -
younger, more educated, aspiring
workers. But those nations are look-

novation fatigue.

China’s currentcrisisisdue inno
smallmeasure to thefact that its ex--
portmarketsareall shrinking,and
feedingoff their old affluence asthey
pullin their horns, beset by debt, un- .
employment, unsustainably low in-
terestrates,and newand terrifying
threatslike violentand radical
Islamism and a huge refugee/immi-
grant influx. Chinadoesnothavea
domesticmarketlarge and mature
enough to absorb itsmammoth man-
ufacturing capacity Hence its knee-
jerkrenminbi devaluation on August

11,and its interest-rate cuts thisweek.

Unlike China, India isless vulnera-

ble to an exportslump. But its popula-

tion bulge hasnot coincided witha
manufacturing boom that will feed
onexpandingdemand fromasurg-
ingmiddleclass.

Which is why it is soimportant to
getsome grease urgently into the
rusty gears of ourmachinery: Itis
good that the governmentis plan-
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ningaspecial session of parliament,
likely in September; to try and get the
Goods and Services Tax toits April1,
2016launch pad.

Itisnotvery often that Prime
Minister Narendra Modi soundslike
aharassed CEO tryingto cajole his
laggard team to domore, butthatis
whata governmentnote on August24
soundedlike. “The Prime Minister
said that with enough fundsnow be-
ing provided for infrastructure crea-
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tion, the onusison Em concerned
Zwmmﬁmm toensure thatthese out-
lays are converted into proportionate
outcomes,” itsaid. More tellingly, the
PM expressed serious concern over
‘call drops’—poor telephony —and
hoped that problems in voice connec-
tivity would notextend todata.

Telecoms was one place where the
Modi government could have taken
bold, pathbreaking steps away from
old mistakes. Itdid not. Itismaking
omelettes, but not breakingnew
eggs. Itisusingthe same mush left
behind by the UPA.

Instead of freeing up more telecom
spectrumfor the close to 950 million
mobile subscribers in India, and the
213 million mobile internet users
projected by mid-2016, the govern-
mentboasted thatithad ‘earned’
over one trillion rupees by auction-
ingspectrum earlier this year. The
reality isthatIndia is severely
starved of spectrum: ithas only 0.2
hertz per subscriber compared with

0.5in Chinaand 2.1 inthe U.S. Indian
spectrum is alsoamong the most ex-
pensive in the world, and huge
chunksof itarehoarded by the mili-
tary, therailways and even state tele-
vision. Telecom companies (of
which there aretoo many) have been
forced to spend so much on spectrum
that they arenot investingenoughin
infrastructurelike towers and better
equipment. Unless we get thisright,
Modi’s dreams of a Digital Indiaand
of ahundred smart citiesmay never
really come to pass,leave alone
dropped phone calls.

Even more daunting, asthe Modi
government matures intoits second
year; are growingsocio-political chal-
lenges. Nothing could have been
more embarrassingfor the prime

minister than the Patidar/Patel agita-

tion for Other Backward Classes sta-
tusin Gujarat, led by a 22-year-old
stripling called Hardik Patel. Fora
dozen yearsafter the 2002 riots Modi
keptatightlid on social unrestin
Gujarat, but this week’s violent pro-
tests (six people died on Wednesday
and thearmy was called in) have
clearly shattered the image of a
peaceful, well-run state. Modi issued
anunusual appeal on Tuesday night:
“Ttismy appeal tomy brothersand

glemantra—‘peace’. Each and every
M issue can beresolved through talks.”
Itisironical that the Patels, who
form 15 per cent of Gujarat’s popula-
< tion, areamongthe wealthiestand

sistersthat the occasion callsforasin-

._.ocm_.. Tests, Steep Stakes

Anandiben Patel has several Patels
holding important posts in her cabi-
net. How the prime minister and his
hand-picked successor handle the
growingunrest will certainly affect
hisimagenationwide and test his
declarations of anegalitarian India.

Sadly, Modi does not seem inclined
to graspthenettle of caste-basedres-
ervations in education and govern-
mentjobs. Earlier this year the Modi
government infact tried to perpetu-
ateits predecessor’s granting of OBC
statusto another powerful castein
northern India, the Jats, but wasre-
buffed by the Supreme Court.
Affirmative action’ hasreached ab-
surd proportions in Tamil Nadu,
where 69 per cent of jobs and coveted
slotsin colleges arereserved fora
panoply of ‘deprived’ castes.

Earlier this week the government fi-
nally released religious breakdowns
from the 2011 Census. For thefirst
time since independence, Hindus
have slipped below 80 per cent of the
population. Muslim growth rates
have slowed, but arestill the fastest
among the sixmajor religions;
Muslims now constitute 14.23 per

' centof thepopulation. InBihar,

where make-or-break elections are
imminent, both Hindus and Muslims
grew faster innumbers than else-
where in the country. Heavily-
populated Bihar, where the popula-
tion grew by 25.4 per cent between
2001and 2011, ishometodeep caste
andreligious prejudices. Itis the cru-

ingatageingpopulations, bigsocial- < most powerful groups in Modi’s cible in which Modi’s brand of poli-
welfare bills, and investment and in- < homestate. Chief Minister tics will be most sorely tested.
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