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The n:oma Modi and Nitish Carry On Their Backs

TheNeedle'sEye

CHAITANYA KALBAG

Both Modi & Nitish
have slid into the
‘trap of identity
politics. And both
need to be careful
of the messages
they send out

Eighthundred and forty-five years
ago, Henry ITof England, chafingun-
deralongandabradingrivalry with
Thomas Becket, hisformer friend
and the Archbishop of Canterbury; fi-
nally burst out in anger: “Willno one
ridme of this turbulent priest?”

Four of Henry’s courtiersrushed

out,accosted thearchbishop in his
cathedral, and cuthim to death with
theirswords. His ‘martyrdom’
earned Becketa sainthood from the
Catholicchurch.

History tells us that courtiersand
followers take the cue from their
monarch orleader, and each one vies
toprove thathe or she ismore loyal
than everybody else. Power; and
proximity to power, can blind and
deafen us.

There isamoral here for Prime
Minister Narendra Modias wellas
for Nitish Kumar, whois goingtobe
sworn infor a third term as Bihar’s
chief minister on Friday. Bothmen
were elected to power because they
swore they would focus on good gov-
ernance and development. Bothmen
haveslid into the trap of identity poli-
tics. And both menneed to be careful
of themessages they send out.

Modihasjustreturned froma tri-
umphantvisitto Britain. Diversity is
India’sstrength and pride, he told
60,000 rapturous Indian Brits packed
into London’s cavernous Wembley
stadium. His speech was overshad-
owed by the terroristattacks in Paris.

Modi, whohasnot called a single
press conference in India in his 18
months in power, had toface onein
London, and wasforced toanswera
question on intoleranceback home.

It was significant that the high-deci-
bel, provocative things being said by

Hinduhardlinershere died away toa
whisper the moment the Bihar elec-
tion results were announced on
November 8. Butthat doesnotab-
solve Modi of theneed to speak out
againstbigotry asforcefully ashe has
spoken out against international ter-
rorism in Britain and then at the G20
summit in Turkey.

Thereislittle doubt that Modi is pas-
sionateabout hisreformagenda. A
couple of days before the Biharre-
sults, he spokefeelingly at the Delhi
Economics Conclave. Afternoting
thatIndia’s economy was doingrela-
tively better than therestof the
world, with a stable currency, falling
inflation, and alower current-ac-
count deficit, Modi said reform was
notanend initself. “Reform forme,
isjusta way station on the longjour-
ney tothedestination. The destina-
tion is transformation of India.
Therefore, REFORM TO
TRANSFORM. And reformingto
transform, isamarathon, nota
sprint,” hesaid.

A senior official who was listening
to Modiremembered sitting one seat
behind him on aflight from Delhi to
Ahmedabad in 2007 when Modi was
chief minister of Gujarat. Unlike
other politicians, who are mobbed by
fawningfavour-seekers, Modisat mo-
tionless and silent throughoutthe
journey, the official remembers. He
transmitted “donot try toapproach

me” vibrations.

What does this have todowith the
company Modikeeps? Heneeds to
keep the ideologues and Hindu fire-
brandsin his vastencampmentat
arm’slength; indeed, heneedsto ban-
ishthem toanether world. Atthe
same time, heneeds to grow the
number of implementersaround

@ FORCORRECT ANSWER
Throughout his
term, Nitish.will
have to carry

the ghost of Lalu's moral
riddle on his back..

himif he truly wants to transform
India. Thereare three imperatives
for theremaining three and a half
yearsof his term: strategy, politics
and implementation. Even if hecan
sortout thefirsttwo, thethird isa
huge challenge.

Four of Modi’s most effective minis-
ters—Arun Jaitley, Suresh Prabhu,
Piyush Goyaland Nirmala
Sitharaman-areall unelected mem-
bersof the Rajya Sabha. Therehave
been strongrumours that Modi will
soonreshuffle hiscabinet. Thisishis
chance to bring in more technocrats,
moreachievers whowill help cement
hiseconomicagenda.

Unfazed by the Biharloss, Modi
threw open the gatesto foreign direct
investment in 15 sectors before heleft
for London. Prabhuannounced two

< year sentenceonhis convictionina
o :
& corruption scandal. Lalu cannot for-

hugelocomotive orders to General
Electricand Alstom which had been
pendingforadecade. Modihimself
sealed 9billion GBP of new deals in
Britain. A new bankruptcy code was
laid out. Jaitley said he was confi-
dentthe Goods and Services Tax
would finally get through parlia-
ment. The wheels were spinning.
Nitish, who defied predictions of
anti-incumbency and an army of
pollsterstoreturntopower in Bihar,
hasnotimetoloseeither. He can
pointtomany achievements over the
pastdecade. Literacy rose hand-
somely; fewer children stayed out of
school, roads and bridges were built,
electricity reached more homes, and
women were guaranteed half of local
panchayat posts. Butsocial scientist

-Shaibal Gupta says that the differ-
. encethistimeisthatNitish, who was

judged earlier by the climb outof the
dark age before him, will be com-
pared with his own record overthe

* pastdecade.

Hereagain, it willnotbe made easi-
er by theshadow of LaluPrasad. Itis
worthremembering that Laluis out
on bail since December 2013 after
servingonly twomonths of afive-

geteither thatRahul Gandhimade
sure he wasnotlet off whentwo

£ yearsago hetoreupanordinance
< that would have gifted Lalua Get Out

Of Jail Freepass.

So the wily Lalu will have to co-habit
with one man who drove him out of
poweradecadeagoinacrusade.
againsthis chaoticrule,and another
whomade sure he could notstand
again for election. Thefact that the
disgraced Lalu’s party won more
seats (80) than Nitish’s (71) or
Gandhi’srevived Congress (27) only
makes hisrevenge that much sweeter:

Most Bihar-watchers agree that
Laluwillbide his timebecausehe
wantsboth his sons, Tej Pratapand
Tejashwi, to work under Nitish’s tu-
telage and be groomed for future
power. Both youngmen won easy vic-
toriesin theelections.

Westarted this column with a his-
torical tale. It will befittingtoend it
withafable. Inthistelling, Nitish is
the King Vikram of Bihar; carrying
Betal the ghost on hisback. For those
of us who donotremember thisen-
grossing setof 25 storiesfrom the
11th century, King Vikram had to try
and capture the cunning ghostfora
sorcerer; every night the ghost, rid-
ingon hisback, would narrate one
story withamoralriddleat theend.
Awronganswer would burst the
king'shead; a correctanswer sent the
ghostfleeingback to the tree it inhab-
ited. Throughout his third term,
Nitish Kumar will have to carry the
ghostof Lalu’'smoralriddle on his
back. Can heanswer it correctly?
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