Note For The Poor: All This Suffering Is For You
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Most of usordinary mortals who
‘work for scant rewards and only wish
toenjoy, undisturbed, the fruits of our
labour; are caught up ina war that we
donoteven realise had been declared
onourbehalf. This war is ideological
and political, although it wears the
sheep’s clothing of fighting for India’s
poor: Confusingly and maddeningly,
its stated objectives have metamor-
phosedas the generals in whose
hands we placed our destinies strate-
gize on the battlefield, and the casual-
tiesrise. While doingso we cast about
foracentral reason for the war. Isita
war for free, honest enterprise being
waged against theforces of corrup-
tion and eriminality? Orisita war
that will leave the enemy unvan-
quished, for our commandersto
switch their objectives toother; less
worthy, foes altogether? Seven weeks
after Prime Minister Narendra Modi
dematerialised an ocean of paper
money, many of usare experiencing
post-traumatic stress disorder; al-

though we don't know it. Historians
willuse both psychological and philo-
sophical tools to sift through the caus-
es, effects and after-shocks of the
events after November 8. For the mo-
ment, though, most Indians have
passed through the stages of grief
over demonetisation: denial, anger,
bargaining, depression and accept-
ance. Whatismost striking is the col-
lective suffering that millions of peo-
plestanding inline at the banks have
endured. We have alsobeen regaled
with tales of sufferingfarmers, job-
less migrant labourers, small shop-
keepers whose supply chains have
dried up, or the shuttered smithies
and workshops of thenation thatfixa
horse-shoe or weld a broken chain, or
justkeepa plough in good repair. Itis
the same good-natured fatalism that
isexhibited by the thousands upon
thousands of vehicles jammed in end-
less gridlock on bad roads thatare be-
ing dugup for the newest whimsy;
whethera flyover or anew Metro cor-
ridor: this toomust pass, this is all for
abetterfuture.

Thisleads us inexorably towardsan
exploration of suffering. The Buddha
taught us that there issuffering in
life, but it isnotall bad. Weneed to
takea tic view of our suffer-
ing: will it lead to better thingsasthe
old woman in the ATM line believes?
Will it lead toa glorious cashless fu-
ture where notional money flies into
andout of notionalbank accountsto
fundnotional services thata good
government is expected to provide?

Recall the Four Noble Truths of the
Buddha, and you will discern a road-
map to thefuture. Gautama Buddha
wanted us tounderstand the Truth of
Suffering, the Truth of the Causeof
Suffering, the Truth of the End of
Suffering, and the Truth of the Path
leading to the End of Suffering.
Think about these four truths and
you will start to contextualisealot of
the words youare hearing these days.
Forget the concept of defunct bank-
notes, or the corruption that seemsto
oozefrom every pore of our economy.
Forget foramoment that there isfear
among the honest, and foolhardiness
among the crooked. Forgetthat the
government is playing mind games:
oneday itsays you havenothingto
fear if the cash you winkled out of old
walletsisnotdisproportionateto  *
your declared income (what if you
never declared any income because
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A Credit Suisse Global

Wealth Survey shows that
India alone accounts for
nearly 250 million of the
world's poorest people

youalways counted yourself among
the untaxed poor?) Anotherday the

Reserve Bank of India tells all banks
to crank up their CCTV camerasand
preserve filmof each citizen pushing

grubby pl.les of sweaty notesacross
thecounters. Aboveall thisisthebas-
ilisk glare of the newly-emboldened
tax official, who has been given the
power to seize, or not, even the jewel-
lery your family has accumulated
overthedecades, Of course the tax-
man has been asked nottocause ‘un-
due harassment’, but you can only ex-
pect zealousness when huge sums of
new-yes, new-banknotes aredis-
covered in seedy hotels and swank
lawyers' offices and in the cupboards
of corruptofficials. Iremembereda
Hindu-Buddhist conference overa
year ago where Modi spoke about the
difference between ideology and phi-
losophy Ideology is notopen todia-
logue but philesophy is, hesaid. His
speech was praised by another speak-
e, Swaminathan Gurumurthy, who
isalwaysdescribed asaleading
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Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS)ideologue. The Swadeshi
Jagran Manch (Nationalist
Awakening Movement) of which
Gurumurthy isaleader, opposes mul-
tinationals, foreign investment, ge-
netically-modified crops, and even
the full convertibility of the rupee-
all of which the Modigovernment
hasorislikely to havetoembrace if it
wishes totake India into the league of
economic superpowers.

Gurmurthy said Modi had spelled
outthedifference between ideology
and philosophy. He had discovered
only one other politician who was
equally percipient, he said-former
U.S. president Bill Clinton.

Philosophers want toengage in dis-
cussionand argument, Clinton said
ina2006speech. “The problem with
ideology is, if you've got an ideology,
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you'vealready got your mind made
up; you know all the answers. And,
thatmakes evidence irrelevantand
argumenta wasteof time. So, you
[use] assertion and attack.”
Itisnotatall surprising therefore to
hear Gurumurthy declaring that the

© new %2,000 banknote will be with-

drawn soon. Itisalsonot surprising
that the RSS magazine Organiser
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What is most striking is
the collective suffering
that millions of people
standing in line at the
banks have endured

wroteearlier thismonth: “Oncethe
tax-GDP ratio is improved and num-
ber of people under taxregime is in-
creased, the taxation rates also will be
lowered.” Afew daysalter Finance
Minister Arun Jaitley obligingly told
themedia that in the new digital
India, all theloose cash would come
into the banking system, thus swell-
ingtheranks of thetax-payers,and
future transactions would also come
into the tax net. “This would also ena-
ble the governmentatsomestageto
make taxes morereasonable which
will apply to both direct and indirect
taxes,” Jaitley said.

Sotheshiny lights of crop loan waiv-

ers, less tax, cheaper digital payments

(although T have seen noevidence of
itsofar),and anumber of other fes-
tive-season discounts aresprucing up
the government’s marketing cam-
paignas Modiand Jaitley draga be-
fuddled India intoa digital wonder-
land. The RBlistracking, onadaily
basis, the number of point-of-sale
(PoS)and debit-and credit-card trans-
actionsas well as electronic fund
transfers. Inthefirst12daysof
December such transactions totalled
357.5million, against 671.5million in
all of November; together worthato-
tal of 232.98 frillion against 94 trillion
in November: Not exponential de-
spite the brouhaha. il

Lestweforget, theultimate benefi-
ciaryof allthisisthe poor Indian-I
mean that intheeconomicsense.
Therearetantalisinghintsof aRobin
Hood-like transferof someof theill-be-
gotten black money intothe quarter-
billion Jan Dhan accounts, although it
will takemonthstosortout those that
wereused by thetax-evaderstolaunder
theircash. Whoarethe poorexactly? A
Credit Suisse Global Wealth Survey
showsthat Indiaaloneaccountsfor
nearly 250million of theworld’s poor-
estpeople. Although wealth per Indian
adult wentupfrom $2086 to$3835in
2016, this wasnotional.

The survey said that in2012, the top
20% of Indians owned 77.6% of
wealth, and thetop 1% controlled
25.7%, while the bottom 70% of the
population owned just 13.6% of
wealth in India. Atleastweknow
whodoesn't have the cash.



