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Let Us Govern Ourselves, For a Change

CHAITANYA KALBAG
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We Indians do have
toomuch
governmentinour
lives. The ‘less
government’ part of
Prime Minister
Narendra Modi's
pledge ought to have
translated, by now,
into an ebbing of
government fromall
the nooks and
crannies it has
invaded...

Itisawonder that we Indians find
thetime toaccomplishall that we do.
Huge chunksof our working days
areswallowed up by totally unpro-
ductive toing, froing, talking, shout-
ing, negotiating, and surviving. It is

* alsoawonderthat weaim toacccom-

plishall that we want to. There isno
scarcity of high-soundinggoals. But
asevery manager should know,
goalsarenot the same as objectives,
and what mattersmostis outcomes.
For instance, our goal istobe a great
nation, but ourobjective oughttobe
tobe aneconomically powerful na-
tion. We can reach that outcome if
wepursue it single-mindedly. Todo
that we have tolearn to give our-
selves the space todomore, torecog-
nisethatevery day has only 24 hours,
thatevery minutelost bears aneco-
nomic price.

This isnot mere philosophisingto
markourentry into thelastmonth
of yetanother yearin this young
century, traditionally a time totake
stock of ‘what ifs’ and ‘if onlys’. We
Indians do have too much govern-
ment in ourlives, The ‘less govern-
ment’ partof Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s pledge ought to
have translated, by now, into an ebb-
ingof governmentfromall the
nooks and crannies it has invaded, a
cufttingback on the mai-baap omnis-
cience of a greater shadow looming
over us. Instead we seem torevel in

the intricacies and intractabilities
of ourexistence.

Thisisnot tosay thatan inward-
nessisbad initself. Visitingthe
United States this week, Thave been
madeall themoreaware of theab-
sence of government, politics and
thenoise of pointlessendeavouras
Americansgo busily about their dai-
ly lives, being productive and power-
ing the world's (still) biggest econo-
my If you areayoung professional .
in New York, you will likely work 12-
hour days without demur. You will
commute to your workplace by sub-
way, wolf down breakfast onthe way,
nip outforaquick sandwich lunch,
and return homelate in the evening
tired but satisfied. Weekends are free
forafrenzy of catchingupwith
chores, entertainment, readingand
socialising. News is consumed very
selectively and online, and television
news is consumed more by way of
thesatireof Jon Stewart or John
Oliver than the much-reviled Fox
Newsor themuch-derided CNN.
And yeteverybody seems very well
informed about the issues that mat-
ter themosttothem. The internet is
ubiquitous, taken for granted, and
always helpful. You can book an
Uber taxi, order your dinner, look up
productreviews, get traffic forecasts
asyouuse Google Mapstozipdowna
freeway, shop through the
Thanksgiving weekend, and read

your books while hangingfroma
strap-allonline, The government
intrudes when you have to renew

your drivinglicence, pay your taxes,

orlook in passingat the immigra-
tionreformsthat President Obama
announced unilaterally lastmonth
in defiance of a Republican
Congress. Three timezonesand a

@ Problemsin Bharat

All the things that could go
wrong continued to go

wrong. The Sukma ambush,

the thrashing that two
sisters gave their molester..

continentaway in drought-hit
California, the government intrudes
even less, unless it is to warn home-
owners that they facefines of be-
tween $250 and $1,000 if they water
theirlawnstoo often or inundate
theirdriveways.

Back in Bharatvarsha, allthe
things that could go wrongcontin-
ued togo wrong. The Sukmaam-
bush deaths of 14 paramilitary sol-
diers, thethrashing that twosisters
gave theirmolester ina Haryana
bus, the incendiary language used
by Sadhvi Niranjan Jyoti and the
prime minister's reluctancetorap
her knuckles publicly, and the (re)
discovery that the victims of the 1984
Bhopal gas disaster have been given
shortshrift. Good things are happen-

ingtoo: the Modi government's deci-
siontomakea 180-degree turninre-
solvingaborder issue with
Bangladesh—the second time New
Delhihas behaved graciously to-
wards Dhaka in the past sixmonths
onterritorialdisputes—wasasign of
political maturity Another wasthe
high turnout in the first two phases
of the Jammu & Kashmir elections.
I'dliketobelieve thata steadying
economy helps bring a healthy dose
of sagacity to policymaking.
Talkingabout the economy; Chief
Economic Adviser Arvind
Subramanian’sfirst “North Block
Policy Charcha' next Tuesday
soundslike agood idea.
Brainstorming is helpful, and gath-
eringasmany opinionsas possibleis
salutary, but you cannotalways

i g make policy by committee. Reserve

. % certainly knows whatitmeanstobe
.2 alonepolicy holdout. TheRBI'sdeci-
2 sion tohold fast on interest rates will

cel'tamly nothave pleased the
Finance Ministry, although opti-
mists had said Subramanianand
Rajan were old chums and would be
on the same wavelength. Business
leadershave been gingerly criticis-
ing Rajan, afraid tostick theirnecks
outtoo far: Itisa chicken-and-eggsit-
uation: are businesses beingslow in
investments, iscredit offtake very
slow; and is manufacturing crawling

along without creating enough new
jobsbecause interestratesare 25ba-
sis points higher than they ought to
be, or is inflation going to smother
whatever green shoots of growthwe
areseeing? Youcouldalmosthear .
the teeth gnashing in Confederation
of Indian Industry President Ajay
Shriram's statementon Tuesday.
Clearly miffed that Rajan had solved
the “growth-inflation conundrum”
by not changing policy, Shriram said
“Cllhopesthatthe RBIwouldmove
infavour of growth initsnext mone-
tarypolicy”. The truth isthatarate
cut willonly be symbolic, People
don’tspend more money because

they feel momentarily less indebted.
They spend because they feel good
about the future.

. Andthatis where Prime Minister

Modi comes in. We are still spinning
aroundon hisfeel-good carousel. We
willhaveto dismount when the mu-
sicstops.

DidIsaylast week that we may be
done with anniversaries? Our prime
ministeris unstoppable. Hehas now
declared December 25, former prime
minister Atal Behari Vajpayee’s 90th
birthday, to be Good Governance
Day Fittingly, Christmas Day isana-
tional holiday. We need an occasional
break from government.
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