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A democratic language, an authoritarian writ

Powerful populists are holding representative institutions hostage to their own projects of power

A life in the balance

India must use all available channels with
Pakistan to negotiate a reprieve for Jadhav

ore than three and a half years after Pakistan
Mannounced it had arrested Kulbhushan Jadhav
on charges of espionage and terrorism, India
finally received consular access to him on Monday. The
path to receiving the access, which should technically
have been provided shortly after the arrest, had to be
bitterly fought for by India. Despite being a signatory to
the Vienna Convention of 1963, which mandates that ar-
rested foreign nationals be allowed to meet consular of-
ficers, Pakistan refused the access until it was ordered
to by the International Court of Justice at the Hague this
July 17 in response to an Indian petition. Even after In-
dia won the case for consular access, Pakistan took
weeks to respond, offering to allow the meeting only in
the presence of video cameras, and Pakistani officials.
India rejected this at first, and it is unclear why the go-
vernment finally accepted those same terms, and nom-
inated its Charge d’affaires to meet Mr. Jadhav despite
the conversation being recorded, and Pakistani officials
being present. According to the officials who met him,
Mr. Jadhav’s responses during the meeting seemed to
be tutored and coerced, much like his “confessional”
statements that were released by Pakistan during his
trial in a military court. The MEA concluded that he was
under “extreme pressure to parrot a false narrative”. As
a result, Pakistan’s consular access appears to be as
much of a sham as the trial itself, which was held in
complete secrecy. And Mr. Jadhav, who was not allowed
to choose a competent lawyer, was pronounced guilty
and handed a death penalty in a matter of months.
Despite the disquiet over the process thus far, the
consular access provided on Monday marks Pakistan’s
initial compliance with the ICJ ruling, and it is hoped
that Islamabad will follow through with the next part of
the court’s verdict. This includes a review of the trial
process and a reconsideration of the death sentence,
pending which Mr. Jadhav’s execution must be stayed.
This will clearly be complicated by the present break-
down in bilateral ties, including rising rhetoric over the
government’s moves in Jammu and Kashmir, Pakistan’s
daily efforts to raise the issue at global fora, and its lea-
dership’s repeated reference to the threat of nuclear
conflict. While it may be difficult to imagine such a sce-
nario at present, the two sides must use their diplomat-
ic channels to negotiate a possible reprieve for Mr. Jad-
hav, or discuss conditions under which Pakistan may be
prevailed upon to release him to India. New Delhi has
been able to secure access to Mr. Jadhav by appealing to
international processes, but the road ahead must be ne-
gotiated bilaterally, with the understanding and em-
pathy that a man’s life hangs in the balance.

On the edge

Far-reaching reforms may be inevitable
to keep the economy from stalling

ndia’s deepening slowdown has now left the econo-
Imy on the verge of stalling. The latest estimates for

GDP show year-on-year growth in the April-June pe-
riod slid for a fifth straight quarter to 5%, the slowest
pace in more than six years. Disconcertingly, the main-
stay of demand — private consumption spending —
slumped to an 18-quarter low, with the expansion decel-
erating sharply to 3.1%, from 7.2% in the preceding
quarter and 7.3% a year earlier. Gross fixed capital for-
mation (GFCF), a proxy for investment activity, grew a
meagre 4%, less than a third of the 13.3% growth it post-
ed 12 months earlier. The RBI had, in its annual report
released on Thursday, noted that indicators of GFCF
had shown either moderation or contraction in the fis-
cal first quarter and pointed specifically to gross value
added (GVA) by the construction industry, which go-
vernment data revealed had eased to a 5.7% pace, from
9.6% in the year-earlier period. With demand for manu-
factured products ranging from cars and consumer
durables to even biscuits having sharply diminished,
manufacturing GVA growth plunged to an eight-quarter
low of 0.6%. In fact, save mining, electricity and other
utility services and public administration and defence,
all the five other contributors to overall GVA weakened
from a year earlier. And as the RBI observed in its last
monetary policy statement, consumer confidence
gauged by its July survey has worsened appreciably,
with 63.8% of respondents expecting discretionary
spending to stay at the same level or shrink one year
ahead. The comparable reading in June 2018 was 37.3%.

That the government is cognisant of the gravity of the
situation is evident from its recent slew of policy pro-
nouncements including tweaks to investment norms to
draw more Foreign Direct Investment, moves to relieve
the debilitating sales slump in the auto sector and a
sweeping consolidation of public banks. Any beneficial
impact from these measures will, however, take time to
feed into the economy and time is a luxury that the fal-
tering economy can ill afford, especially given the glo-
bal headwinds. With the farm sector still stuck in a low
income trap and this year’s mercurial monsoon rains,
leaving some parts flooded and others still facing defi-
cits and engendering a shortfall in kharif sowing, rural
demand is unlikely to return any time soon. Also, with
the RBI’s four interest rate reductions since the start of
2019 having, so far, failed to incentivise credit-fuelled
consumer spending and business investment to any sig-
nificant degree and with limited fiscal headroom to try
and prime the pump with increased expenditure, big,
bold structural reforms may be the only way out. The
government must lose no time in consulting with the
widest possible spectrum, including the Opposition,
and then implement the agreed-on reforms prescrip-
tions to reinvigorate demand and investment.

NEERA CHANDHOKE

here was a time, not so long
Tago, when substantive dis-
agreements marked debates
on democracy. Minimalist theo-
rists held that democracy is valua-
ble; it enables the peaceful transf-
er of power through free and fair
elections, and grants legitimacy to
the new government. Those who
lose out do not ‘reach for the gun’,
they impatiently wait their turn.
Maximalist theorists argued that
democratic governments are
obliged to provide the basic pre-
conditions for a life lived with dig-
nity, from civil liberties to politi-
cal, social and economic rights.
Democracy ensures justice. This is
what human beings are owed.
These disputes intensified
when democracy expanded dra-
matically in the aftermath of the
Cold War. For international lend-
ing agencies insisted that democ-
racy was an essential precondition
for financial aid. By the second de-
cade of the 2Ist century, demo-
crats were in for a rude shock.
Even as they were busy debating
its finer points, right-wing populist
governments, across the world
hollowed out democracy. Interest-
ingly, they retained the language.
Democracy is after all a ‘hurrah’
word. And the crucial question —
what the impact of populism on
democracy is — was propelled on-
to the agenda.

Whither institutions?

The answer is clear by now. Popu-
lists appeal to an indeterminate
entity called ‘the people’ on two
planks, a corrupt elite and an inef-
ficient and useless institutional
structure. They have succeeded.

The consequences are momen-
tous. Democratic theory holds that
power should be vested in institu-
tions and exercised according to
procedures. But the populist em-
bodies in his corporeal body the
people and the country, the nation
and the government. Not surpris-
ingly, such leaders interpret criti-
cism of their policies as anti-na-
tional. They respond much as
Shakespeare’s Richard III respond-
ed to Lord Hastings who dared
question him. “Talk’st thou to me
of ‘ifs’? Thou art a traitor. Off with
his head.”

Populists do not tolerate criti-
cism either from individuals, or
from forums of deliberation, such
as Parliaments. Parliaments are
not only law-making bodies. They
are forums that enable delibera-
tion, encourage mediation, facili-
tate criticism of government poli-
cies, and make possible the
hammering out of compromises
and the offering of alternatives.
Today, powerful populists hold re-
presentative institutions hostage
to their own projects of power.

Republican blockade

Take the United States. A Republi-
can-controlled Senate has suc-
ceeded in blocking progressive le-
gislation debated and adopted by
the House of Representatives.
Members of the Democratic party,
which controls the House since
the 2018 elections, have initiated
and passed a number of pro-de-
mocracy bills. These range from
anti-corruption and pro-democra-
cy reform measures, to net neu-
trality, to equal pay, to health care,
to infrastructure, to re-establish-
ing the role of the U.S., in Climate
Change negotiations. Once these
bills reach the Senate they are
blocked by the Republicans. The
majority leader in the Senate from
Kentucky, Mitch McConnell, refers
to himself as the ‘grim reaper’ of
legislation promoted by the Demo-
crats. The ‘grim reaper’, recollect,
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personifies death. It is represented
by a skeleton clothed in a hooded
cape that carries a scythe.

The Speaker of the House of Re-
presentatives, Nancy Pelosi, re-
ferred to the federal chamber as a
grave of progressive legislation.
Repeated stand-offs between the
two Houses has led to legislative
paralysis. Both parties have as-
sented to a few Bills; for example,
the decision to reopen the govern-
ment after the shutdown initiated
by U.S. President Donald Trump.
He had shut it down after his re-
quest for funds to build a wall on
the Mexico border was rejected.

Journalists and organisations al-
lege that the Federal chamber con-
centrates on confirming Mr.
Trump’s nominees to the judici-
ary. According to Lambda Legal
Defense and Education Fund, or
Lambda Legal, an American na-
tional civil rights organisation that
supports the rights of lesbians,
gays, bisexuals, transgenders, and
people living with HIV/AIDs, the
President has packed the courts
with the appointment of biased
judges. The appointments are for
life. Reportedly, the President has
appointed 144 judges. Regrettably
the Senate tradition that members
of the minority party will have a
voice in decisions affecting their
home state has been replaced by
rushed confirmations, without
proper procedures of enquiry.

In July 2019, despite warnings
from former Special Counsel, Rob-

ert Mueller, about the danger of fo-
reign powers interfering in the
2020 election, the Republicans
blocked an election security bill in
the Senate once again. The Bill had
been passed by the House of Re-
presentatives. A day earlier the Re-
publicans blocked three related
Bills. The autonomy of the Con-
gress has been eroded despite the
Separation of Powers doctrine.

Crisis of representation

On August 28, 2019, British Prime
Minister Boris Johnson made a de-
termined bid to curtail the debat-
ing powers of the British Parlia-
ment. He announced that
Parliament will shut down for five
weeks, from September 9 to Oc-
tober 14 of this year. Committed to
a no-deal exit from the European
Union (EU) on October 31, 2019,
Mr. Johnson intended to pre-empt
debate on the issue in the House of
Commons. Law makers would
hardly have time to debate on a
fresh proposal, or on the desirabil-
ity of abandoning the idea of a no-
deal Brexit, or on the need to
abandon Brexit altogether. Econo-
mists have warned the govern-
ment that the country will des-
cend into economic chaos if it
leaves the EU without a deal. But
Mr. Johnson persevered. However,
he misjudged the political mo-
ment.

Last Saturday, thousands of pe-
ople in the U.K. protested against
the prorogation of Parliament.
Conservative party members ex-
pressed outrage at this constitu-
tional impropriety. Opposition
parties moved quickly to thwart
suspension of Parliament. On Sep-
tember 3, even as Mr Johnson was
reporting to the House of Com-
mons on the G-7 meet, one of his
colleagues in the Conservative Par-
ty, the former Justice Minister,
Phillip Lee, crossed the floor and
joined the Liberal Democratic Par-
ty. Mr Johnson now runs a minori-
ty government.

Putting the skids under border trade

The India-Pakistan face-off is having more repercussions than intended, with border economies the worst hit
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the Pulwama attack, India de-

cided to withdraw the Most Fa-
voured Nation (MFN) status to Pa-
kistan; subsequently, it imposed
200% customs duty on all Pakista-
ni goods coming into India. After
the Balakot airstrikes, again in Fe-
bruary, India and Pakistan closed
their airspace,with Pakistan keep-
ing the ban in place for nearly five
months. In April, India suspended
trade across the Line of Control in
Jammu and Kashmir citing misuse
of the trade route by Pakistan-
based elements. And more recent-
ly, post the Jammu and Kashmir
Reorganisation Bill, Pakistan cut
off diplomatic and economic ties
with India — expelling the Indian
envoy, partially shutting airspace
and suspending bilateral trade.

In February 2019, in the wake of

Plunging trade
Escalating tensions between the
two neighbours naturally led to
the announcement of retaliatory
unilateral decisions, one after the
other. Like in the past, the impact
has trickled down to trade rela-
tions between both the countries;
this time it is much more severe.
In 2018-19, bilateral trade bet-

ween India and Pakistan was va-
lued at $2.5 billion — India’s ex-
ports to Pakistan accounted for
$2.06 billion and India’s imports
from Pakistan were at $495 mil-
lion. India’s decision vis-a-vis with-
drawal of MFN status and imposi-
tion of 200% duty has hurt
Pakistan’s exports to India, falling
from an average of $45 million per
month in 2018 to $2.5 million per
month in the last four months.

Western border trade
The quantum of loss that has been
incurred by traders in both India
and Pakistan has varied according
to the nature of trade and the
trade route. For example, through
the Wagah-Attari land route, bilat-
eral trade was heavily in favour of
Pakistan; in the last two years, In-
dia’s imports from Pakistan ac-
counted for 82% of the total trade
through the land route. After Fe-
bruary, most of this business has
been badly affected with only a
handful of items including rock
salt, continuing to be imported.
Unlike national economies, bor-
der economies owe their existence
to cross-border economic oppor-
tunities. These economies gener-
ally experience a sudden boom-
bust cycle on account of political
changes, trade bans, price and ex-
change rate and tax fluctuations.
As seen elsewhere in South Asia
such as via the inception of India-
Bangladesh border haats, the
costs and benefits are mutual to
the border economies on both
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sides; much more in cases such as
Amritsar where major economic
activity is largely dependent on
border trade with Pakistan.

Amritsar is land-locked, is not a
metropolis and traditionally has
no significant industry. Hence, any
decision on India-Pakistan trade
has a direct impact on the local
economy and the people of Amrit-
sar. Since February, according to
estimates on ground, 5,000 fami-
lies have been directly affected in
Amritsar because of breadwinner
dependence on bilateral trade.
Traders and their staff members,
customs house agents (CHAs),
freight forwarders, labour force,
truck operators, dhaba owners,
fuel stations, and other service
providers are closing shop and go-
ing out of business. Of the nearly
325-30 crore that was being added
to the local economy of Amritsar
every month, the estimate now is
that three-quarters has been lost
in the last six months.

Many a time, upsetting the
trade apple cart can have more re-
percussions than intended. For ex-
ample, gypsum, imported from

Pakistan, was being used in India
as well as in Nepal for the cement
plants there. To avoid empty back-
hauling on the return journey,
trucks carrying these consign-
ments brought back specific pro-
ducts such as yarn from mills in
Uttar Pradesh to Punjab. In the ab-
sence of gypsum trade, the freight
rate of trucks from Uttar Pradesh
to Punjab, as per the ground re-
ports, has increased from 33 to 7
per kg, with a single trip absorbing
the cost of the entire journey. Ear-
lier, prices of tradeable goods
which were kept under check ow-
ing to the balancing out mechan-
isms of international trade, are ex-
periencing fluctuations now
because of the trade disruptions.

Pakistan takes a hit too

There is gloom on the Pakistani
side too. With Pakistan deciding to
completely suspend bilateral
trade, exports of cotton from India
to Pakistan are expected to be af-
fected the most, eventually hurt-
ing Pakistan’s textiles; the lawn in-
dustry which will now have to
source pricier cotton from alterna-
tive markets in the United States,
Australia, Egypt or Central Asia; or
there is a high possibility that In-
dian cotton, along with other pro-
ducts, will be routed through third
countries such as the United Arab
Emirates and Singapore, thereby
increasing the share of indirect
trade which is estimated to be
more than double the direct trade
between India and Pakistan.

Another constitutional outrage
was committed by the Bharatiya
Janata Party-led government on
August 5, 2019 in India. On that
day the Home Minister asked the
Rajya Sabha to approve of a fait ac-
compli, the dismemberment of
Jammu and Kashmir which is a
constituent State of the Indian fed-
eration. No one seems to remem-
ber that J&K existed several de-
cades before India became
independent and proceeded to in-
tegrate over 500 princely states in-
to its territory. Every protocol that
the territorial boundaries of an ex-
isting State in the federation can-
not be altered without the assent
of the representatives of the peo-
ple has been infringed. Parlia-
ment, which in its majesty repre-
sents the Indian people, has been
reduced to a handmaiden of the
ruling party. When a democratic
and representative institution like
Parliament loses power and mis-
places its capacity to challenge
power, it ceases to represent the
interests, the needs and the aspira-
tions of citizens. We are deprived
of the right to be represented. The
right to participate is neutralised
in the process.

Populist leaders have esta-
blished their sway over large parts
of the world. They speak the lan-
guage of democracy but their solu-
tions to the problems of the peo-
ple are rankly authoritarian. Once
upon a time, democracy was a
subversive term. Anti-feudal and
anti-colonial movements deployed
the vocabulary in their fight for
their freedom. Democratic institu-
tions replaced colonial and feudal
bureaucracies. The wheel has
turned full circle. We are back to
the days of personalised power
and suppression of democratic in-
stitutions. The person of the exec-
utive replaces representative
government.

Neera Chandhoke is a former Professor of
Political Science at Delhi University

Hence, while the overall econo-
mies of the two countries may ve-
ry well manage to stay afloat des-
pite the suspension of economic
ties, it is the local economies that
will suffer the most and are alrea-
dy perishing. In this connection,
there has been a loss in business,
rise in prices, lack of alternative
sources of livelihood, as well as an
expected increase in bank de-
faults. There are also individual
cases, for example a CHA in Amrit-
sar, who has no means to pay the
equated monthly instalment for
his home loan, highlighting the
hardship of locals dependent on
border economies.

In the spirit of nationalism, the
trade fraternity on both sides, by
and large, has stood by their res-
pective governments. But locals in
border economies on both sides
have mouths to feed, which calls
for a solution. What are the alter-
native sources of livelihood that
can be generated to keep border
economies afloat? Is there a sword
hanging over the future of other
bilateral arrangements such as the
transit of goods from Afghanistan
through Pakistan into India?

While it’s about damage con-
tainment for now, one can only
hope that the appetite for trade
engagement still remains.

Afaq Hussain is Director and Nikita Singla
is Associate Director, respectively, at the
Bureau of Research on Industry and
Economic Fundamentals (BRIEF), New
Delhi. The views expressed are personal
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Emeritus professors

It is beyond belief that
Jawaharlal Nehru University
(JNU) has chosen to
question the academic
credentials of the
distinguished historian,
Professor Romila Thapar
(Inside pages, “JNU
reviewing position of
emeritus professors”,
September 2).

[ write as the Principal of
Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford
University. As a college, we
are proud to have Prof.
Thapar as an honorary
fellow. As a university, we
are privileged that she
accepted an honorary
doctorate in
acknowledgement of her
outstanding work and
achievements.

All her many books and
accolades seem of no
account to whichever

official at JNU who recently
wrote to Prof. Thapar
asking for her CV so that a
committee could evaluate
her work and decide
whether she should
continue as a professor
emerita.

It is not clear what JNU is
hoping to achieve by this
process of evaluating a
professorship which was
conferred for life in
recognition of her past
work. Is it really imaginable
that JNU would strip her of
this honour? Such an action
would bring JNU into
disrepute among academics
the world over.

ALAN RUSBRIDGER,

PRINCIPAL, LADY MARGARET

HALL,
University of Oxford

= JNU’s move to review the
position of all its emeritus

professors who are above 75
is strange. They still have
what it takes to be an
emeritus professor: the
indefatigable intellectual
energy to carry out research
of a high order and
producing great theoretical
insights in their respective
fields.

Therefore, the move “asking
them to submit their
curriculum vitae to a
university-appointed
committee which will then
review their position” when
these were originally lifetime
appointments is not only
preposterous but also
suspicious.

The professors are scholars
of international stature and
are reputed public
intellectuals — an
endangered species in India.
JNU needs to appreciate that
the professors neither hold

sinecure positions nor are
they careerists or social
climbers. Hence, the move to
ask them to what would
amount to stepping down
has all the signs of petty
political and ideological
considerations. One hopes
that those who matter in JNU
drop the move if the great
institution is to retain its
standing as a promoter of
scientific and academic
inquiry.

M. JAMEEL AHMED,

Mysuru

Aadhaar for NRIs
Rather than wait for Indians
living abroad to visit India to
get an Aadhaar card, the
UIDAI could instead
authorise all Indian
embassies across the world
to issue Aadhaar cards to
Indians working in those
countries. Family members

can be given appointments
on a day to day basis and the
process completed in a short
time.

The government should
remember that most Non
Resident Indians do not visit
the country every year for
various reasons (“Aadhaar
system for NRIs in 3
months”, September 2).

N. MAHADEVAN,
Chennai

NRC and final list

The final list of the National
Register of Citizens ,
whereby nearly 19 lakh
people have been excluded,
has created more confusion
than clarity and precision.
(Page 1, “Over 19 lakh
excluded from final NRC”,
September 1). It is very
unfortunate that an
expensive exercise, and one
monitored by the judiciary, is

facing severe criticism for
poor processes and
implementation (Editorial,
“Citizenship, figured”,
September 2). It was
perplexing how within
families, some have become
foreigners all of a sudden.
The statement by the
government that the persons
excluded from the final list
will not become stateless and
will continue to enjoy equal
rights like all Indians adds
more confusion and gives an
impression that the whole
exercise has been a futile one
(Page 1, ““NRC-excluded not
stateless’, ” September 2).
Instead of making a hasty
decision, it would be
prudent to re-examine the
whole issue.

D. SETHURAMAN,
Chennai
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