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No surprises

RBI's reduction in benchmark rates is an
acknowledgement of a slowdown in growth

here was no surprise in the 25 basis points cut in
Tbenchmark interest rates by the Reserve Bank of

India in its first bi-monthly policy statement of
the financial year announced on Thursday. The market
had anticipated such a cut and the only question was
whether the central bank would surprise with a deeper
50 basis points cut. In the event, the Monetary Policy
Committee (MPC) seems to have decided to hold its
horses and settle for a conservative approach given the
divergent sets of data that it was confronted with. On
the one hand, inflation, despite the mild spike in Febru-
ary, is well under control at 2.6% and is projected to av-
erage 3.2% to 3.4% in the first half of 2019-20. This is be-
low the 4% target set for the MPC. But there are some
factors that could spring a surprise on the upside, such
as the behaviour of the monsoon and the trend in glo-
bal oil prices, both of which feed directly into inflation-
ary expectations. Early forecasts indicate a strong pos-
sibility of a below-normal monsoon due to El Nino.
Such an event would cast a shadow on agricultural out-
put, and consequently the food prices. Similarly, global
oil prices are now edging close to the $70 a barrel mark
on the back of production cuts by the OPEC cartel.
While the soft growth trends in the global economy
could act as a check on any runaway increase in oil pric-
es, the chances of a sharp fall in the next few months
appear remote at this point in time. If these are points
of upward pressure on inflation, on the other side
growth has been faltering in the last few months, going
by both data on industrial output and overall GDP. The
Central Statistics Office has revised the GDP growth for
2018-19 downwards to 7% while the RBI has projected a
lower growth of 7.2% in 2019-20 compared to the 7.4%
estimated in the last policy.

The 25 basis points cut is, therefore, an acknowledge-
ment by the MPC of the slowdown in growth. It also sig-
nals a shift in policy since Shaktikanta Das assumed of-
fice as Governor of the RBI, whereby the MPC is not
solely focussed on inflation but also takes into account
growth trends with equal seriousness. The MPC’s neu-
tral policy stance is prudent given the uncertainties
ahead as it gives the central bank the flexibility to tailor
policy to emerging data sets. Meanwhile, Mr. Das has
sent out a welcome, clear signal on the central bank’s
commitment to the framework for resolution of
stressed assets in the backdrop of the Supreme Court
striking down its circular issued on February 12, 2018.
While underlining that the RBI’s powers have not been
compromised, he has indicated that the central bank
will soon reissue the circular taking into account the
apex court’s observations. This is as it should be.
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India must take up more forcefully
the case against weaponisation of outer space

he Indian Space Research Organisation’s success-
Tful April 1 launch of the PSLV-C45 rocket that

placed 29 satellites in three different orbits is re-
markable both for the complex set of multi-tasking the
mission accomplished and for the timing. Coming three
days after ISRO and the Defence Research and Develop-
ment Organisation knocked out a satellite in a Low
Earth Orbit with a direct hit, it would appear that the In-
dian space programme stands galvanised and poised
for a giant leap. The dexterity with which so many satel-
lites, most of them American, were placed in three dif-
ferent orbits certainly showcases both the reliability
and the expertise that ISRO offers. This is not a new de-
velopment. In February 2017, the PSLV-C37 placed 104
satellites, 96 of them from the U.S., in one go, a testimo-
ny to ISRO’s ability to launch satellites at a fraction of
the cost that other countries incur. Equally important,
just as the February 2017 launch also placed the fifth of
the Cartosat 2 series in orbit, an earth observation satel-
lite with cameras that have a resolution of less than a
metre, the PSLV-C45 placed EMISAT, which can, among
other things, aid in electronic intelligence. In other
words, India is assiduously putting in place a space mil-
itary architecture. Over the next few months, as many
as eight satellites are expected to be launched, streng-
thening the defence dimension.

That is precisely why the government should articu-
late much more clearly the doctrinal aspects of the
space programme, as well as the deterrence sought to
be achieved by it. India must communicate its peaceful
intentions just as it showcases its capabilities, so as to
contribute to a better understanding among countries
it hopes to deter and thereby reduce the chances of
wrong inferences being drawn in crisis situations. After
all, missiles are but one aspect of space warfare. There
are other, less visible but equally effective methods to
incapacitate satellites that are being developed and are
of equally serious concern. The problem is that there is
no global regulatory regime to address the growing mil-
itarisation in space. Last year, at the UN Disarmament
Commission, India expressed concern about the “wea-
ponisation” of outer space, and sought collective action
to secure space-based assets. In this regulatory vacu-
um, India has legitimate reasons to develop deterrence
for the security of its space-based assets. Equally, New
Delhi must take a bigger lead in forging a global and le-
gally binding instrument to prevent militarisation of
space. It is encouraging that after the ASAT test, India
said it “expects to play a role in the future in the drafting
of international law on prevention of an arms race in
space”. This is morally and pragmatically in keeping
with India’s power projection. Given the prohibitively
expensive nature of space projects, India and other
countries must utilise the increased presence in space
to legitimately advance the well-being of their people.

Making democracy meaningtul

Freedom must be foregrounded, and each person enabled to contribute her best to it
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VALERIAN RODRIGUES

ithin Indian common
sense periodic elections,
party-based competitive

candidates, and universal adult
franchise have turned out to be
the primary ingredients of democ-
racy. This common sense has
come to cloud everything central-
ly associated with the idea of de-
mocracy in general and constitu-
tional democracy in particular.
Reading elections as democracy
has also led to the equating of
means with ends, celebrating the
former, and abdicating it from all
responsibility the latter demands.
Denoting elections as ‘the festival
of the masses’, a phrase that
tweaks Mao’s dictum ‘revolution is
the festival of the masses’, or term-
ing India as the ‘largest democracy
in the world’ tends to suggest a
view of democracy in which the
role of the masses decidedly ends
at the hustings. This reduction of
democracy to elections, today,
threatens to undermine the core
aspirations associated with it.

For appreciating such aspira-
tions we do not necessarily have to
revert to the classics on this term
elsewhere, such as Rousseau’s Du
Contrat Social, Tocqueville’s De-
mocracy in America, Marx’s writ-
ings on the revolutions of 1848 in
the Neue Rheinische Zeitung and
Dewey’s Democracy and Educa-
tion, but India’s own reflections on
it in such works as B.R. Ambed-
kar’s Annihilation of Caste, K.M.
Panikkar’s Caste and Democracy,
Ram Manohar Lohia’s Marx, Gand-
hi and Socialism, Jayaprakash Na-
rayan’s A Plea for Reconstruction of
Indian Polity, and above all the
Constituent  Assembly  Debates

(1946-1949). These later writings
do have a place for elections and
representation that they engen-
der, but also call for pre-requisites
for a fair election that claims to re-
present the will of the people, and
stipulate conditions for its conti-
nued salience.

Elections as tools

Elections can hardly be termed as
the sole and effective conveyor
belts of popular will in India any
longer. Probably, they were never
so. But there were reasons to
hope, as the poor and the margi-
nalised, cutting across diversity
and the social and gender divide,
rallied behind it in strength. But
the hype that has come to sur-
round elections, the resources
that it calls for, the close monitor-
ing of the voters by boxing them in
social straitjackets, and the me-
dia’s obsessive focus on elections
as a gladiators’ den have deeply
compromised elections as the
preeminent device of representa-
tion of popular will.

In the process the electoral
space of the poor and the margi-
nalised has shrunk, as other devic-
es have been put in place to elicit
their assent. The rectitude of the
election machinery alone cannot
ensure that the voter is enabled to
make a deliberated choice of mo-
mentous significance to his every-
day life, opportunities and access
to resources. Political parties with
their stakes, almost without ex-
ception, have increasingly tended
to fix the voters in social silos,
rather than help them redefine
their affiliations and connect to
the wider social ensemble, if they
choose to do so. Redistribution of
resources and opportunities has
been lost in the endless litany of
promises of goods and bounties. A
promise, here and there, in the
manifestoes of political parties
that allude to redistribution
sounds theatrical before their so-
cially conservative stance.
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Sections of the media have
come to play second fiddle in am-
plifying the sound-bites of political
leaders, deploying them to con-
struct and reconstruct opponents,
with specified social constituen-
cies in view. They have found jin-
goism and archaic frames easy to
stoke rather than nudge public
sensitivity to reinforcing the de-
mocratic temper. Highlighting
fragments from popular memory-
lane, spreading isolated events
wide across the political space,
and nurturing the effect of simul-
taneity, particularly with certain
audiences in view, have been the
take of much reporting these days.
Negatively, the advances people
had made in shaping their self-
rule, in a context of bewildering di-
versity and complexity and widen-
ing inequalities, are given short
shrift.

While elections have been suc-
cessful in reproducing the order of
things, they can hardly be consi-
dered as the tool of deepening de-
mocracy and the nursery of ima-
gining alternative human
possibilities.

Imaginary of democracy

There has been an ambivalence re-
garding elections as the route to
democracy in India from early on,
even before Independence. It is
important to recall that the Indian
National Congress rejected the
Montagu-Chelmsford ~ Reforms

(1919) that expanded the then elec-
toral base, and entertained grave
doubts with regard to the provi-
sions of the Government of India
Act, 1935 till it accorded a qualified
endorsement to it. There have al-
ways been political tendencies in
India after Independence, particu-
larly on the Left, that have sought
boycott of elections by appealing
to a richer and thicker version of
democracy. But there is little to
suggest that those who sought to
reject or do away with elections
have had much success in putting
together an alternative, or enjoyed
significant and consistent mass
support for any appreciable time
across the complex and deeply
plural social ensemble in India. If
the great scholarly account of W.H.
Morris-Jones, Parliament in India,
is to be believed, the 1951-52 gener-
al elections demonstrated to an in-
credulous world, entertaining
deep doubts about the prospects
of parliamentary democracy in In-
dia, the faith that people had come
to repose in elections as a mode of
choosing their rulers. Subsequent
developments, particularly the op-
tion of Left parties to take the par-
liamentary path, demonstrate that
elections as a device of choosing
representatives find deep echo in
the public culture in India. The
challenge that the democratic pro-
ject confronts in India can scarcely
be imagined by setting aside
elections.

In the reflections on democracy
in India, a distinct imaginary of
the same stands out, i.e. a political
community of free and equal citi-
zens who wish to define their col-
lective life in the indefinite future,
irrespective of, and taking along,
the differences among them.
There is a disconnect between this
imaginary and the turn elections
have taken in India today.

Looking ahead
As a political community, the
bonds that unite Indians are not gi-

ven but have to be forged, and
have to be forged consciously and
deliberately. Certain inheritances,
beliefs, memories and shared
practices can be a great help in
this direction, but it is also impor-
tant to realise that they can be
equally divisive. India’s constitu-
tional layout and public institu-
tions can extend much support in
streamlining and directing this
political project, but cannot be its
replacement. In a complex society
such as India, such a political pro-
ject needs all layers of the political
community. The deliberation and
participation such a project calls
for will remain merely a slogan un-
less we foreground freedom, and
enable everyone to contribute
one’s best to it.

There is no reason for anyone to
participate in such a project unless
it welcomes them as equals and
enables them to pursue what they
regard as the best for them. This
calls for auditing the election pro-
mises of political parties, extend-
ing support to some measures and
rejecting others. Measures such as
access to quality education in the
mother tongue, neighbourhood
schools, strengthening public
health systems, public transport,
entrepreneurship and skill deve-
lopment, universal social insu-
rance, and reaching out to those
who suffer disadvantages in ac-
cessing these measures are defi-
nitely in synchrony with the de-
mocratic project. At the same time
for a large number of Indians the
beliefs they uphold, and the prac-
tices that ensue therefrom are cen-
tral to their idea of themselves.
There is no reason why India’s de-
mocratic project cannot encom-
pass such embeddedness and as-
pirations. There is a dire need to
create a helm to focus on India’s
democratic project.

Valerian Rodrigues had taught Political
Science at Mangalore University and
Jawaharlal Nehru University

A presidential-style race in Andhra Pradesh

The Assembly campaign has been personalised, with Chandrababu Naidu and Jaganmohan Reddy trading charges
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K. VENKATESHWARLU

he Assembly elections in
TAndhra Pradesh have been

reduced to a vote simulating
a provincial presidential binary,
with people having to make a
choice between a young challen-
ger, Y.S. Jaganmohan Reddy, who
has been waiting in the wings for
quite some time to occupy the
Chief Minister’s post, and a sea-
soned, never-say-die, time-tested
incumbent, N. Chandrababu Nai-
du.

In a way it is a repeat of what
happened in the 2014 elections. At
that time it was a keen contest bet-
ween Mr. Naidu’s Telugu Desam
Party (TDP)-led alliance versus Mr.
Reddy’s YSR Congress Party. Mr.
Naidu romped home with a mar-
gin of less than 2 percentage
points. Among the many factors
then were a strategic alliance Mr.
Naidu had stitched up with the BJP
as well as incremental support

from actor Pawan Kalyan’s Jana Se-
na Party (JSP). Hurt by the way the
State had been bifurcated — it had
left them without a capital city
that used to generate revenue of
%60,000 crore — voters opted for a
leader with vast administrative ex-
perience and who had trans-
formed Hyderabad into an IT hub.

This time too the electoral bat-
tle is essentially between Mr. Nai-
du and Mr. Reddy, and if the re-
sults throw up a clifthanger, the
JSP along with the Left could prove
to be deciding factors. The Con-
gress and the BJP (which is no lon-
ger an ally of the TDP) are in the
fray too but unable to make any
headway as people are angry with
Congress blaming it for “unfair bi-
furcation”’and the BJP for denying
the State Special Category Status
(SCS).

The record and response

So will the magic of 2014 work for
Mr. Naidu, given the fact that he
has decided to go it alone? Will he
be able to buck anti-incumbency?
Will he be able to measure up to
people’s expectations? In a recent
interview, Mr. Naidu said he had
done his best in a short time and in
a challenging situation, having in-
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herited a budget with a deficit of
16,000 crore and been faced with
an “uncooperative Centre”. As
much as 33,000 acres of land was
acquired for a new State capital at
Amaravati and ¥40,000 crore of
infrastructural works initiated
there. The Polavaram irrigation
project, which is a lifeline for the
State, is on track even though the
Centre is yet to release 34,000
crore spent by his government.
Mr. Naidu said that his govern-
ment has also been able to attract
big manufacturing industries
(which includes South Korea’s Kia
Motors) and ensured an economic
growth rate of over 10%.

For farmers, he waived crop
loans of ¥24,000 crore and came

up with ‘Annadata Sukhibhava’, an
economic support scheme for An-
nadata (farmers). Under the ‘Pasu-
pu Kumkuma’ scheme, every wo-
man registered with self-help
groups has been given capital of
%10,000. On the welfare front, a
chain of Anna Canteens offers a
meal (5) for the poor. Other mea-
sures include a hike in pensions
for the elderly and widows to
32,000 and a scheme to build 30
lakh houses. Mr. Naidu’s campaign
has focussed on showcasing these
‘achievements’ and targeting Mr.
Reddy for his criminal cases (31), a
slew of corruption cases filed by
the Central Bureau of Investiga-
tion and a ‘conspiracy’ with the
Telangana Rashtra Samithi and the
BJP to unseat him (Mr. Naidu).

In turn, Mr. Reddy too has fo-
cussed on corruption to corner
Mr. Naidu. His counter-narrative
touches on how this Pedda Man-
ishi (elderly person) has turned go-
vernance into a money-making
machine, allowing his MLAs to
loot the State’s resources. In the
name of land for the capital, Mr.
Reddy alleges that the Chief Minis-
ter has turned it into a real estate
business without building even a
single permanent building there

so far. He asks why Polavaram re-
mains half complete. Mr. Reddy
adds that banks have estimated a
sum of over ¥80,000 crore for im-
plementing a crop loan waiver,
with nothing done so far.

All-important caste factor
Campaign rhetoric apart, elec-
tions in the State are all about
caste and the capacity of different
political parties to marshal their
support. Mr. Naidu’s support base
is among the numerically strong
Backward Classes (BCs) besides
his own influential Kamma com-
munity. Mr. Reddy has tried hard
to breach the TDP’s vote base by
giving more tickets to BCs this time
besides, strengthening his vote
among the Reddys, Scheduled
Castes, Scheduled Tribes and mi-
norities. Mr. Pawan Kalyan has a
large following among his Kapu
community. It is because of him
that they had overwhelmingly vot-
ed for the TDP in the last elections.
But now that the JSP is in the elec-
toral fray — Mr. Reddy accuses it of
backing the TDP — it has to be seen
how it will affect the fortunes of
the TDP and the YSRCP.
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RTI scrutiny

The arguments put forth by
the Attorney General, of the
need to not have the
judiciary under the ambit
of the Right to Information
Act are strange. Judicial
exclusivity had never been
envisaged by any of our
Constitution makers. With
the allegations made
recently about the
judiciary’s functioning, the
RTI Act would serve as a
master tool, making the
justice delivery mechanism
more immune to political
pressure and accountable
to the people. People have
the right to know how the
judiciary functions (Page 1,
““RTI scrutiny will ruin
judicial independence”,
April 4).

Y. MEENA,
Hyderabad

= The attempt by the
judiciary to wriggle out of
the RTI radar is
unacceptable. The
arguments given in support
of this are unconvincing.
They equally apply to other
civil servants. Therefore, the

judiciary cannot claim
preferential treatment.
Instead, the judiciary should
set an example by abiding by
the RTI Act rather than
finding excuses for not
releasing information. How
can there be an argument
then to make sure the RTI
Act applies to political
parties?

R. VIDYA SAGAR,

Chennai

Water crisis?

Water management is a
much-talked-about subject
these days. The issue
becomes all the more serious
as there are now more
credible scientific data to
show growing water poverty.
It is disheartening that
proper lessons have not been
imbibed. Year after year we
helplessly watch excess
rainwater flowing to the sea.
Going forward in cities, in
addition to rainwater
harvesting, we need to build
more storage bodies. Today
while there is tall talk of
desalination, it is strange that
we allow huge water
resources to join the sea and

thereafter leisurely think of
converting brackish seawater
into drinking water.
Measures such as estimating
the water available in
aquifers, use of water
conservation techniques,
redefining the criteria for
recycling and reuse of
effluents, installation of
water meters, groundwater
drafting and water auditing
are crucial now. This
regimen should become the
order and not the exception
(Page 1, “Skymet expects a
‘below normal’ monsoon”,
April 4).

R. SAMPATH,

Chennai

The forces and politics
Our politicians should leave
our defence forces and
personnel alone. Let them
not paint the armed forces
with any colour. But for our
bravehearts, the nation
would not be safe. The
military is the people’s sena
and not the Prime Minister’s,
as Uttar Pradesh Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath
claims. Mr. Adityanath
should instead issue an

apology (“Former Navy chief
protests Yogi’s remarks”,
April 3). Political parties
should seek votes based on
their achievements.

T. ANAND RA]J,
Chennai

= Since Independence our
armed forces have had a
stellar record of being
apolitical and secular.
Comments such as the one
by Mr. Adityanath can lead to
the politicisation of our
defence forces, who are
respected by one and all for
their supreme sacrifices. The
armed forces are sworn to
uphold the Constitution of
India and take “lawful
orders” from the duly
elected government, no
matter which party is in
power. Remarks like Mr.
Adityanath’s clearly try to
intimidate voters. This is not
the first time that the ruling
party has tried to needlessly
politicise the armed forces
especially when it comes to
scoring points over the
Opposition parties.

S.K. KHOSLA,
Chandigarh

= We are not living in the
days of yore when the army
was named after the ruler
concerned. The Prime
Minister does not need
enemies from outside. His
own followers and friends
are capable of inflicting
enough damage to the image
of the party and the
government.

S.V. VENKATAKRISHNAN,
Bengaluru

The iconic Ambassador
The report (‘Business’ page,
“‘Ambassador brand an
asset’,” April 4), on how
France’s Groupe PSA has
said all options are open on
the relaunch of the iconic
Ambassador brand and car,
brought back many fond
memories. In 1976, my father
bought our family’s first car,
an Ambassador, with a loan
from his employer. It was
actually a third-hand one,
with a ‘VIP number plate’:
BRF 1. My youngest brother
would call it the ‘BARAF
gaadi’. Two years later it had
to be sold as my father was
changing jobs and had to
close the loan. My brother

was traumatised, crouching
and weeping near its tyres. A
few years later, my father
decided to buy another car
and an Ambassador it was
again, this time a second-
hand one. We had a new life
with even my children and
nephew enjoying rides in it.
But the car had to go after
my father passed away. I do
hope Groupe PSA re-
launches the Ambassador
soon. It will be the car I will
buy for sure.

SAURABH SINHA,
Bhilai, Chhattisgarh

10 coin

The Reserve Bank of India
needs to clarify whether the
%10 coin is an accepted
denomination. There are
many establishments that
refuse to accept and honour
it, putting many of us in
great difficulty. At times, this
leads to bitter quarrels. The
RBI should arrange for a toll
free number for the public to
lodge complaints.

P.S.V. PRASAD BABU,
Bhadrachalam, Telangana
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