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I
t was a judgment that has rankled for years.
The arti�cial distinction that the Supreme
Court of India made over 25 years ago bet-

ween ‘bribe-givers’ and ‘bribe-takers’ in the infa-
mous JMM bribery case left many aghast that
those who paid crores of rupees to MPs for voting
in favour of the P.V. Narasimha Rao government
in a no-con�dence motion were to be prosecuted
for corruption, but those who took the money
were immune from prosecution. The reason was
that those who had voted for money enjoyed the
constitutional privilege of not being subject to
any legal consequence for “anything said or any
vote given in Parliament”. There was one excep-
tion among the alleged bribe-takers: Ajit Singh,
who was accused of taking a payo�, was to be
prosecuted because he was absent during the
voting, and was thus stripped of the protection
enjoyed by those who actually voted in terms of
the bribery agreement. The Court has corrected
this anomaly in the law related to parliamentary
privileges by holding that there can be no im-
munity for a Member of Parliament or a State le-
gislature against a bribery charge in connection
with a vote or speech in the legislature. In over-
ruling the majority verdict in P.V. Narasimha Rao
vs State (CBI/SPE) (1998), a seven-member Consti-
tution Bench has foregrounded probity as the
main aspect of parliamentary functioning. 

The Court has made it clear that parliamen-
tary privilege, enshrined in Article 105 (for MPs)
and Article 194 (for State legislators) is aimed at
protecting the freedom of speech and indepen-
dence of the legislators in their functioning in the
House and cannot extend to bribery, as it is not
essential to the casting of the vote or in deciding
how to cast it. A key rationale that weighed with
the Constitution Bench in 1998 was that parlia-
mentary privilege was essential to protecting
members from persecution for anything said or
any vote in the House. The majority feared that
limiting this privilege might have serious conse-
quences and felt that public indignation over the
conduct of some MPs accepting a bribe should
not lead to the court construing the Constitution
so narrowly that it removes the guarantee for ef-
fective parliamentary participation and debate.
However, the seven-member Bench has conclud-
ed that the potential for such misuse is neither
enhanced nor diminished by recognising the
court’s jurisdiction to prosecute a member for
bribery. The Bench has also held that voting in a
Rajya Sabha election, being part of a legislator’s
function, is protected under Article 194 of the
Constitution as a privilege. It requires utmost
protection for a member to vote freely and with-
out fear of legal persecution. Overall, the verdict
meets public expectation that the members they
elect do not act under monetary inducement. 

Deprivileging bribe 
Voters should know that MPs do not act

under monetary inducement 

O
ne of the cardinal principles of a func-
tioning and modern democracy is that
only the state, led by a government that

is elected by the people, has a legitimate right to
use or to authorise the use of physical force.
When civilian groups resort to violence against
state actors without repercussions, one has to
call into question the maintenance of law and or-
der in the State of Manipur. In late February,
cadres of the Meitei chauvinist group, the Aram-
bai Tenggol, allegedly abducted a police o�cer,
assaulted him and vandalised his home. Police of-
�cers protested the attack, lamenting their inabil-
ity to take action against the group. It is another
matter that the group has managed to source its
weapons from the looting of police stations in the
valley following the ethnic con�agration last May.
Many of the weapons are yet to be seized or re-
turned despite the government’s appeals. The
police in the valley are heavily ethnicised with
barely any representation from the Kuki-Zo mi-
nority. Yet, the impunity with which the Arambai
Tenggol has acted against a police o�cial, and
even assaulted a leader of the opposition in the
recent past besides administering oath to legisla-
tors from the valley to pledge for its majoritarian
cause, suggest that such actions have either the
nod of the leadership of the State government or
have been deliberately ignored. The severe ethni-
cisation in the valley and the hills has also grant-
ed a degree of popularity to groups such as the
Arambai Tenggol and counterparts in the hills,
making law enforcement di�cult to achieve. 

It is now incumbent upon the Union govern-
ment and the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
to take into account the severity of the ethnic po-
larisation and the dangers posed to law and or-
der. Humanitarian concerns related to the dis-
placement of people apart, the predominance of
extra-legal forces in public life in the valley and
the hills points to the delegitimisation of the idea
of the state alone having a monopoly over the use
of physical force in establishing law and order.
The rampant radicalisation provides an oppor-
tunity for the muzzled civic voices in Manipur,
and in the valley in particular, to raise their con-
cerns about the impunity enjoyed by such forces.
Unless the Chief Minister, N. Biren Singh, cracks
the whip on the Arambai Tenggol, the radicalisa-
tion of Manipuri society will continue, making a
return to a much-needed civic state of a�airs all
the more di�cult. But with Mr. Singh acting less
as a Chief Minister and more as a leader promot-
ing majoritarian politics, it is incumbent upon
the BJP leadership to yet again rethink its strategy
to let the status quo continue in the State.

Law and disorder 
The continued radicalisation of

Manipuri society is a cause of concern 

T
he run-up to the general election this
year is a propitious moment to
interrogate the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) coalition’s

self-presentation of its rule to the electorate, in
whose name it governs.

As the ruling coalition seeks a third
consecutive mandate at the Centre, one can trace
a tangible shift in the coalition’s campaign pitch
to voters. At the surface, one �nds a perceptible
repositioning in the campaign’s mainline
narrative: economic progress and ‘softer’ cultural
rejuvenation have morphed into welfare
guarantees and blunter Hindu majoritarianism.
At a deeper level, the de�ning characteristic of
the sought mandate has turned away from
promises of socio-economic transformation and
moved closer towards a referendum on a
hegemonic political order.

The latter shift can be gauged from the
disproportionate political capital expended
towards demonstrating the ineptitude or venality
of the opposition parties. The government
appears on less sure ground on its billboard ‘Modi
ki guarantee’ theme: a motley of stated
government achievements (identi�ed in a
personalistic manner with the Prime Minister,
Narendra Modi) across social, economic and
cultural fronts.

The rationale for the government’s apparent
hesitancy in clearly foregrounding a
pro-incumbency campaign — similar to the NDA’s
‘India Shining’ campaign in 2004 — is not
particularly hard to fathom. While the term
‘guarantee’ signi�es an expectation of certainty,
the claims encoded within the ‘guarantees’
appear to carry, on the whole, a much more
limited popular credibility.

‘Guarantees’ versus survey
To illustrate the point, let us juxtapose the
claimed guarantees being pro�ered in the Prime
Minister’s name, with the corresponding set of
survey evidence (taken from last month’s
bi-annual India Today ‘Mood of the Nation’
(MOTN) survey).

The guarantee of ‘A Promising Ecosystem for
the Amrit Peedhi’ portrays a rapid pace of job
creation — “reducing the unemployment rate
from 5.8% in 2018-19 to 3.2% in 2022-23”. In
contrast, the voter survey exhibits a marked
dissatisfaction on job creation, with only about a
third of respondents crediting success to the
government on this front. The ‘welfare guarantee’
also appears to be on a shaky foundation as 62%
express di�culty in managing daily expenses.
What about the ‘empowering annadata (farmers)
guarantee’ or the ‘middle class emerges a winner’
guarantees? The survey shows a plurality (45%)
blaming government policies for widening the
gap between rich and poor. What about the
‘Indian Economy: A Story that Inspires’
guarantee? A quarter believe their household
income will improve in future, while

three-quarters believe it will either remain
stagnant or worsen. In fact, more respondents
expect a reduction in future income (30%) than
those who expect an improvement (25%).

The most damning indictment is expressed on
the question probing which sections are seen to
have bene�ted most from government policies —
52% say big businesses, compared to 9% for
farmers, 8% for salaried classes and 6% for daily
wage labourers.

The basis of a hegemonic strategy
In spite of this awkward dissonance between
incumbent claims and popular perceptions, the
headline �gure of the India Today survey depicts
the NDA heading for a comfortable majority,
skirting the scale of the 2019 mandate. The
government itself projects the ringing �gure of
400-plus. The inevitability and incontrovertibility
of a third term is itself presented as the
overarching guarantee of the campaign narrative.

This is what we mean when we say that the
NDA seeks a mandate characteristic of an aspiring
political hegemon. A political regime can draw
sustenance through such a self-perpetuating
hegemonic e�ect even in the absence of
widespread popular approval of its political
project. The critical condition hinges on the
political project’s credibility as representing the
‘only game in town’.

What are the mechanisms through which such
a hegemonic e�ect is maintained? One can glean
three complementary legs of the NDA’s
hegemonic tripod: the �rst is tactical
incorporation of rival political elites through a
mix of coercive measures and power-sharing
incentives. The second is delegitimising the
political Opposition as corrupt or pernicious,
focusing attention on their ‘normless’ self-seeking
opportunism. The third is undermining the
possibilities for emergence of a broad
programmatic coalition, while inundating the
media spaces, with depictions of the fragmented
or listless state of rival political formations,
heralding the much-trumpeted certainty of
coming electoral triumph.

However, even this overarching guarantee of
electoral triumph remains blighted with de�cits
in credibility. On the question of whether the
INDIA bloc can defeat the NDA, 31% of the
‘MOTN’ survey respondents say yes and 55% say
no. Nevertheless, as the magazine adds: “the
drop in voter con�dence has not been as sharp
even as the alliance has lost key partners”.

The NDA’s own political manoeuvres also
betray the stubborn openness of the political
contest. The portrayal of opposition alliances as
woefully lacking in popular acceptability seems to
be rebu�ed by the regime’s high-pro�le attempts
at breaking away these very rival formations,
including in the core heartland states of Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar.

In the book, Neoliberal Hegemony and the Pink
Tide in Latin America: Breaking Up with TINA,

political scientist Tom Chodor examines the
conditions undergirding hegemonic sustenance
and breakdown. In the Latin America of the
1980s and 1990s, right-wing regimes took power
by instituting neoliberal economic policies which
were consistently blamed for increasing
socio-economic inequality and even intensifying
absolute poverty.

As Chodor explains, while their economic
policies remained widely resented by the broad
populace, these ‘Ceasarist’ regimes survived by
assembling a coalition of dominant social classes:
industrial bourgeoisie, rural oligarchy and upper
middle classes. A steady mix of coercion and
incorporation of elite challengers, bu�eted by an
equal emphasis on the opposition’s ‘un�tness to
govern’, helped institute a ‘common sense’
understanding in Latin America that there was no
alternative to their respective regimes of
unconstrained neoliberalism.

The pink tide of social democratic forces
taking power across the continent from the early
2000s (notably in Brazil, Argentina and
Venezuela), according to Chodor, succeeded
through a forging together of an evolving
counter-hegemonic bloc. This convergence
entailed fusing the old leftist ‘working class
consciousness’ with newly politicised
‘marginalized and excluded subjectivities’: an
‘anti-elite’ coalition built on an enlarged political
bloc including women, indigenous communities
and growing sectors of informal labourers.

Chodor argued that this coalition strategy
followed “Gramsci’s insistence that the
construction of a radical collective will is ‘an
active and reciprocal’ educative
relationship…illuminating the intersecting
dimensions of class, race, and gender
exploitation”.

A similar coalition of backward castes,
labouring classes, and marginalised minorities
and women was formulated more than
half-a-century ago by Rammanohar Lohia.
Interestingly, the choice of the newly
incorporated parties in the NDA (the Janata Dal
(United) and Rashtriya Lok Dal) suggests the BJP’s
discomfort at the possibility of an INDIA coalition
which can fuse together the constituencies of
caste-based social justice and agrarian discontent
within its ideological umbrella.

Notwithstanding the heady hegemonic
rhetoric, the NDA remains acutely cognisant of its
previous losses: from the 2015 defeat in Bihar to a
social justice platform of a grand Mandal alliance
to the recent electoral losses in Karnataka and
Telangana. 

The Hindutva coalition has indeed wilted away
on quite a few occasions in the recent past, faced
with a backlash emanating from the backward
castes and rural sectors. The only guarantee
inherent in the political process is of a �uid space
where alternative imaginations and possibilities
can be temporarily suppressed but never
foreclosed.

Heady electoral rhetoric with a hegemonic ring to it 
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T
he transition to low-carbon development
has the potential to add about 35 million
green jobs in India by 2047. The

International Labour Organization de�nes green
jobs as “decent jobs that contribute to
preservation or restoration of the environment”.
Many of these span across sectors, such as
manufacturing, construction, renewable energy,
energy e�ciency and automobiles, which
traditionally saw a lower representation of
women.

Globally, men are likely to transition to green
jobs faster than women. Even as India increased
its renewable energy capacity by 250% between
2015 to 2021, women comprised merely 11% of
workers in the solar rooftop sector. The Annual
Survey of Industries 2019-20 shows that women
workers are mostly concentrated in industries
such as apparel, textile, leather, food, and
tobacco. In contrast, a Confederation of Indian
Industry (CII) 2019 report shows that men
comprise 85% of the work force in sectors such as
infrastructure, transport, construction, and
manufacturing.

A study in 2023 by the Skill Council for Green
Jobs indicated that 85% of the training for green
skills was imparted to men while over 90% of
women believed that social norms limited their
participation in training for green jobs. These
restrictive social norms include factors such as
the belief that women are unsuitable for certain
technical roles, safety concerns, lower
representation in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) subjects,
and familial constraints.

As India embraces a green transition,
empowering women and advancing gender
equity in climate actions will be one of the keys to
unlock the co-bene�ts of a low-carbon and
environmentally sustainable economy. Increasing
women’s representation in green jobs has several
bene�ts. 

In the short run, it can address the gender
biases in the Indian labour market and improve
women’s labour force participation rates. In the

long run, this can contribute to improving
women’s agency and their empowerment by
creating economic, technical, and social
opportunities.

Address the gaps in data
There is limited data to understand the landscape
of women’s work for green jobs in India. Mapping
emerging areas for green growth and collecting
sex-disaggregated data on green jobs could be the
starting point to improve women’s participation.
There is need to build evidence on the present
and future impact of low-carbon transitions on
women workers and entrepreneurs while
considering the hidden and invisible roles played
by women across di�erent sectors and
geographies. This could be done by conducting
gender analysis, collecting gender statistics on
green jobs through periodic labour force surveys
and mobilising additional resources to emphasise
and encourage women’s role in the green
transition.

Globally, women are being left behind in the
worldwide race to achieve climate targets and
sustainability goals. This is particularly evident in
the transition to a low-carbon economy, where
new opportunities are created alongside job
displacement and transformation. Recently in a
critical stride towards justice and inclusivity in
transition planning, COP 28’s high-level dialogue
launched ‘Gender-Responsive Just Transitions
and Climate Action Partnership’ with a focus on
improved data, targeted �nance, and skill
development.

Given the unequal landscape of women’s work
and participation in green jobs, we need to
ensure that women can access emerging
opportunities from low-carbon transitions. There
is a strong need to review the status quo, map the
current roles of women, address structural
barriers that hinder women’s employment
choices, and also create a conducive ecosystem to
foster their participation in green jobs.

In India, despite 42.7% of the total number of
STEM graduates being women, they represent

only 30.8% in engineering, manufacturing and
construction programmes which are the key
sectors for green transition. To bridge this gap
early hands-on learning, mentorship,
scholarships, �nancial assistance, and awareness
generation are crucial to empower women in
green jobs-related �elds.

Supporting women entrepreneurs
Gender-focused �nancial policies and products
catering to the requirements of women
entrepreneurs can spur their ability to enter the
green transition market. Collateral-free lending,
�nancial literacy training and building supportive
networks are crucial steps to unlock their
potential. Suitable tools must be developed to
assess creditworthiness, disburse loans, and
reduce operational costs for women-owned
businesses. 

Finally, bringing in more women into
leadership positions to incorporate
gender-speci�c needs in low-carbon development
strategies can promote women’s integration in
green jobs.

A gender-just transition demands a
multi-pronged strategy that focuses on
employment, social protection, reduces the
burden of care work, and enables skill
development. Partnerships across government,
private sector and other stakeholders are
necessary to leverage the bene�ts of innovation,
technology and �nance for women entrepreneurs
and workers.

Businesses must recognise the centrality of
gender justice and ensure equity throughout the
process of green transition by mitigating barriers
that exist due to stereotyping or gender bias and
fostering equitable job opportunities for a just
transition that bene�ts everyone. This is the time
to build the capacity and support women in
meeting the demands of the new world of work
and co-design a future pathway that is socially
equitable and inclusive for all.

The views expressed are personal
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Poll bonds, bank plea

That the nation’s premier
bank which prides itself on
its digital initiatives is
seeking more time to
collate data on poll bonds,
is shocking and surprising
(Inside pages, March 5). It is
amply evident that the

the girl child is usually not
given any surname. After
marriage, some add the
husband’s name. Perhaps it
is best to have the full name
of the father in the child’s
name and just stick to it!

V. Lakshmanan,
Tirupur, Tamil Nadu

States, the practice of
adding the father’s name
when a baby is born or
admitted in school is not
followed. The name has just
the initial(s). Well-informed
parents add a surname so
that the name is uniform in
government records. But

families. My name has the
initial ‘A’, for ‘Allath’, the
family name of my mother.
Bravo Ms. Divya Modi
Tongya (Editorial, March 5).
A. Balagangadharan,
Pollachi, Tamil Nadu

In most of the southern

political parties.
J. Anantha Padmanabhan,

Tiruchi, Tamil Nadu

Name, name change

Long before women fought
for equal rights, in Kerala,
women and men used the
surnames of their mothers’

bank’s nine-page
application in the top court
of the land is aimed at
delaying the whole process
beyond the general
election, by which time any
kind of disclosure will not
a�ect the fortunes of the
biggest gainer among the

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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London, March 5: The Labour Party leader, Mr.
Harold Wilson, returned to power as Britain’s
Prime Minister last night. 

Mr. Wilson, 58, accepted Queen Elizabeth’s
commission to form a new Government soon
after Mr. Heath turned in his resignation at
Buckingham Palace. 

With 301 of the 635 seats in the House of
Commons, the new Labour Government will be
a minority administration, the �rst since 1929. 

Mr. Wilson’s moment came when the 14 MPs
of the Liberal Party - the party playing its biggest
role in British politics for half a century - opted
out of any action to keep Mr. Heath’s
Conservatives in power. 

The Liberal MPs expressed themselves
unanimously in favour of a national government
made up of members of all the three main
parties. 

Mr. Heath’s resignation came four days after
the general election in which his Conservative
Party lost its majority in Parliament and
emerged �ve seats behind the Labour Party. 

He publicly said last night that he would
support the new Labour Government on every
policy that he considered realistic and in the
national interest. 

Mr. Wilson named a cabinet of familiar faces
with one surprise - left-winger Michael Foot in
the key job of Employment Secretary,
empowered to try and settle the coal miners’
strike. 

Otherwise key cabinet posts went to most of
the same men who served in Mr. Wilson’s last
Labour Government defeated in 1970, although
not always in the same posts.

FIFTY YEARS AGO MARCH 6, 1974

Wilson returns to power in
U.K. 

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

London, March 4: Scottish jute cloth
manufacturers have received orders beyond
their brightest hopes. Contracts for many
million yards of Hessian cloth have been
booked, delivery being as far ahead as the end of
this year. Prices have risen sharply. The
explanation is that consumers are purchasing
heavily in view of the great demand for �oor
cloth which will follow the Government’s
housing schemes. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MARCH 6, 1924

Jute boom in Scotland 

T
he eagerly awaited fact
sheet of the Household
Consumption
Expenditure Survey

(HCES) 2022-23 was released
recently by the National Sample
Survey O�ce (NSSO) of the
Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation. The
results of the survey are signi�cant
as the last results on household
consumption expenditure were
released in 2011-12.

What the survey does
The HCES o�ers a close look at
how households across India incur
expenditures on consumable
items in a given period. It captures
auxiliary information on
household characteristics and
demographic details. The
information gleaned from the
HCES is instrumental in
constructing a weighing diagram
for Consumer Price Indices, an
index that tracks retail in�ation.
The weights obtained from the
HCES represent the relative
signi�cance of goods and services,
determined by their respective
shares in the overall consumption
patterns of households.

The HCES has played a pivotal
role in India’s growth story since
its inception in 1950-51. Beyond
merely detailing spending habits,
this survey has been a crucial
factor in estimating the head
count ratio, which is the
percentage of the population
living below the national poverty
line. Moreover, the HCES has been
an invaluable resource for
research in diverse �elds,
including economics and
sociology, contributing to our
understanding of the nation’s
socio-economic landscape.

The HCES was initially
scheduled to be conducted in
2020-21 but this could not happen
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
The survey �nally commenced in
August 2022 and went on until July
2023, symbolising resilience and
adaptability in the face of
adversity. Another phase of HCES,
ongoing in 2023-24, started after
the completion of the �rst phase.

The two-phase approach not only
underscores the perseverance
displayed in navigating the
challenges in the �rst phase but
also emphasises the commitment
to capturing a comprehensive and
evolving snapshot of India’s
household consumption patterns.

A signi�cant stride in HCES
2022-23 was the positive shift to
the modern and e�cient
computer-assisted personal
interview method from the
traditional paper-aided personal
interview method. Data this time
were entered using tablets. This
shift expedited data collection and
processing, introducing a more
streamlined scrutiny mechanism
across divisions of the NSSO.

Engaging a signi�cant sample
size of 2,61,746 households,
strategically selected through
statistically sound sampling
design, the survey was designed to
align with the consumption
patterns of ‘New India’. The
questionnaire was enriched with
contemporary items (such as
paneer, LED bulbs, headphones,
and details on online purchases)
and the removal of obsolete items.
To ensure a more e�cient and
accurate data collection process,
the survey employed a strategic
approach. The questionnaire was
divided into three parts, and
households were surveyed in
three separate monthly visits
within a quarter. This not only
expedited the canvassing process
but also resulted in an
improvement in response quality,
ensuring comprehensive coverage
of the consumption expenditure
on all 407 items.

This holistic approach to data
collection, combining both
conventional and contemporary
practices, highlights the
commitment of the HCES to
accurately capture the diverse
consumption patterns of
households. The robust sampling
design, coupled with the
incorporation of new items and
innovative survey techniques,
re�ects a dedication to staying
attuned to the dynamics of a
rapidly changing o�cial statistics

domain. The fact sheet provides
key estimates within six months of
the end of the survey, with low
relative standard errors for
monthly per capita expenditure at
both national and State levels.

While embracing modernity,
the survey also retained certain
traditional practices. The age-old
method of imputing the value of
home-grown or produced stock,
gifts, loans, and exchanges
persisted. Additionally, the NSSO
took a pioneering step by
imputing the value of items
received free of cost through
various social welfare programmes
for the �rst time.

Insights into changes, trends
The fact sheet provides intriguing
and precise insights into India’s
economic landscape. The average
MPCE stands at ₹3,773 in rural
India and ₹6,459 in urban India.
Notably, when considering
imputed values of free items,
these �gures increase to ₹3,860
and ₹6,521, respectively. The fact
sheet covers various aspects,
including the consumption share
of item groups, average MPCE by
household type, and �gures at
both the all-India level and across
States and Union Territories.

It provides trends as well.
Analysing the trend from
1999-2000 to 2022-23 reveals a
signi�cant transformation in
MPCE composition in rural and
urban areas. There is a noticeable
decline in the percentage share of
expenditure on food items
(especially cereals), accompanied
by an increase in the share of
spending on fresh fruits and
processed foods. There is a surge
in non-food expenditures’ share,
particularly on durable goods,
indicating an improved standard
of living and a growing preference
for lifestyle enhancements.

HCES, through the collective
endeavor of the Indian Statistical
Service o�cers, the Subordinate
Statistical Service o�cers and the
entire sta�, stands as a beacon of
reliability, a valuable tool for
shaping the trajectory of New
India’s economic policies.

The dynamics of household consumption 
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T
he rival political coali-
tions in Kerala — the
Left Democratic Front

(LDF) and the United Demo-
cratic Front (UDF) — have
nearly hammered out the dif-
ferences within their alliances
to reach a consensus on seat
allocation for the 20 Lok Sab-
ha seats in the State.

Known for its adept han-
dling of allies, the Communist
Party of India (Marxist), which
leads the LDF, has seen grea-
ter success in seat distribution
compared to the Congress,
which leads the UDF and
which has encountered chal-
lenges due to its dominant
partner, the Indian Union
Muslim League (IUML), de-
manding an additional seat to
contest the elections. Report-
edly, both the main parties en-
gaged in negotiations with
their constituents and o�ered
them a Rajya Sabha seat in the
near future. Kerala elects nine
members to the Rajya Sabha
for a six-year term.

The Rajya Sabha terms of
CPI(M) member Elamaram Ka-
reem, CPI State secretary Bi-
noy Viswom, and Kerala Con-
gress (Mani) chairman Jose K.
Mani will end on July 1. These
three vacancies are likely to be
a bone of contention within
these coalitions soon after the
Lok Sabha polls and could po-
tentially trigger a realignment
of forces in the complex polit-
ical landscape of Kerala.

Currently, all these seats
are held by the LDF. But the
LDF will lose a seat to the UDF
based on the strength of legis-
lators from both fronts in the
Assembly. The CPI(M), which
has three more members in
the Rajya Sabha, i.e., in addi-
tion to Mr. Kareem, will have

to persuade the CPI, which is
contesting four Lok Sabha
seats, to o�er the second win-
nable Rajya Sabha seat to the
KC(M).

With the KC(M) announcing
its candidate, Thomas Chazhi-
kadan, for the lone allocated
seat in Kottayam, Mr. Mani at
present holds no o�cial posi-
tion in the LDF. The KC(M) en-
joys support in Central Tra-
vancore, while the CPI has
built a presence in all the dis-
tricts over the years, though
its in�uence is waning now. Af-
ter the KC(M) switched loyal-
ties from the UDF to the LDF,
the Left parties supported Mr.
Mani for the continuation of
his tenure in the Rajya Sabha.

Dilemma of the Congress
Meanwhile, the Congress par-
ty is coping with the dilemma
of accommodating the IUML’s
demand for a Rajya Sabha seat
without having one of its own
members elected to the Upper
House. Incidentally, the Con-
gress had to forgo the Rajya
Sabha seat that it could have
easily won in 2018, as the par-
ty handed it over to the KC(M)
to facilitate its return to the
UDF. In 2016, the KC(M)
walked out of the UDF, ending
a three decade-long associa-
tion, saying the Congress had
not supported K.M. Mani in
the alleged bar bribery scam.

At that time, the Congress’
Central leaders criticised its
Kerala leaders for o�ering the
Rajya Sabha seat to its junior
partner. Six years later, the

prospect of the Rajya Sabha
poll is again looming over the
Congress ahead of the Lok
Sabha elections.

The IUML’s demand for a
third Lok Sabha seat or anoth-
er Rajya Sabha seat resonates
with the rank and �le. The
party seeks better representa-
tion for Muslims in elected bo-
dies, commensurate with the
community’s population
share (28%) in Kerala. The
UDF already has two Rajya
Sabha members — P.V. Abdul
Wahab of the IUML and Jebi
Mather Hisham of the Con-
gress; both belong to the Mus-
lim community.

Post-delimitation, when
Malappuram district gained
four seats and Kannur, Kozhi-
kode, and Palakkad districts in
Malabar each gained one seat,
the IUML expanded its base.
This contrasts with the south-
ern districts, with Alappuzha
and Pathanamthitta losing
two seats each and Kollam
and Kottayam losing one each.
Interestingly, the LDF secured
39% of the Muslim votes in the
2021 Assembly polls, accord-
ing to the Lokniti-CSD post-
poll survey.

Electoral-wise, the Con-
gress needs the IUML, but
IUML does not need the Con-
gress, to win Lok Sabha seats
in Malabar. The Congress high
command is expected to make
the �nal decision on the
IUML’s demand for the Rajya
Sabha seat. However, if it
hands over the Rajya Sabha
seat to the IUML, it could spell
serious trouble for the party
and the UDF. Already facing
accusations of appeasement,
the Congress has to tread cau-
tiously. It needs to balance
electoral pragmatism and ide-
ological integrity, while re-
maining mindful of the IUML’s
option of aligning with the CPI
(M), which has been aggres-
sively wooing the party for
some time.

The question of Rajya Sabha seats 
The Congress has to tread cautiously with the IUML 

Biju Govind
biju.govind@thehindu.co.in
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I
n the last two years, every one
in two �yers in India had ex-
perienced damaged baggage

at least once, as per a survey by Lo-
calCircles. In the same period, ev-
ery two in �ve �yers in India had
their baggage delayed or lost by an
airline at least once. Moreover, one
in four �yers whose baggage was
lost/delayed/damaged by an air-
line said that when they reached
out to complain, customer service
and the responsiveness of the air-
line was poor or pathetic.

The survey, conducted through
the LocalCircles platform in 2024,
garnered responses from more
than 41,000 airline passengers
across 303 districts in India. Of
them, 67% were male and 33% fe-
male. The geographical distribu-
tion of the participants included
41% from tier-1 areas, 30% from
tier-2 areas, and 29% from tier-3,
tier-4, and rural areas. To take part
in the survey, participants were re-
quired to be veri�ed citizens regis-
tered with LocalCircles. 

Recently, after incessant com-
plaints from passengers, the Bu-
reau of Civil Aviation Security,
which oversees regulations, issued
instructions to seven leading In-
dian airlines to increase their sta�.
This directive aimed at optimising
and improving the process of bag-
gage handling at airports before
the deadline of February 26. It
warned that failure to comply may
lead to more regulatory measures.

Chart 1 shows the times in the
last two years (2022-2024) when
travellers experienced delayed or
lost baggage. Among respondents,
18% said that they had expe-
rienced this more than once, while
24% said that they had expe-
rienced it once. Together, 42% had
experienced this at least once. On-
ly 56% said that they had always
got their baggage on time. 

The same question was asked in
a survey conducted by the plat-

form in 2022, for the years 2020 to
2022. Chart 2 shows the compari-
son. In 2022, only 11% had said that
they had experienced lost/delayed
baggage more than once, while on-
ly 14% said that they had done so
once; 75% of them always got it on
time. So, the share of passengers
whose luggage was lost or delayed
by airlines has sharply increased.
However, it is to be noted that the
2022 survey was conducted during
the COVID-19 pandemic when air-
lines were not in operation for a
while. 

Chart 3 shows the times in the
last two years (2022-2024) when
travellers experienced damaged
baggage. Among respondents,
26% said that they had expe-
rienced damaged baggage more
than once, while 24% said that
they had done so once. Together,
50% had experienced this at least
once. Only 48% said that their lug-
gage had never been damaged. 

The same question was asked in
a survey conducted by the plat-
form in 2022. Chart 4 shows the
comparison. In 2022, only 35%
said that they had experienced
damaged baggage at least once,
while 65% said that their baggage
had never been damaged. So, the
share of passengers whose luggage
was damaged by airlines has
sharply increased.

Chart 5 shows the share of
�yers among those whose baggage
was delayed, lost or damaged who
rated the responsiveness of the air-
lines as excellent, good, average,
poor and pathetic in 2024. Only
10% rated it excellent; 27% rated it
good, 31% average, 12% poor, and a
similar share said it was pathetic. 

The same question was asked in
a survey conducted in 2022. Chart
6 shows the comparison. In 2022,
50% had rated the customer ser-
vice as poor or pathetic. So, cus-
tomer service has improved signif-
icantly in the last two years. 

So, while there is a rise in the
share of travellers whose luggage
was lost or damaged or delayed by
the airlines, the response to the
crisis has improved over the years.

Airlines damaged luggage of one in every two �yers: survey
While the number of lost and damaged luggage has increased over time, customer handling has become better

The Hindu Data Team
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A
fter a brief hiatus, Google has reinstated Indian apps on its Play Store,
followingtheir removal lastweek.This reportedlyrequiredgovernment
intervention, after which Google decided to relist all the Indian apps.
The heart of the dispute centres on compliance with Google’s Play

Store policies, in terms of payment and the sale/download of these apps from
outside Google Play. This is a global issue affecting not only Google Play but also
Apple iStore. It has sparked high-profile litigation in the US, and the European
Unionhasalso investigated thepoliciesof these twogiants.The twocontrol close
to 99 per cent of the mobile ecosystem between them, with Google servicing
Android andApple servicing iOS.

Google charges service fees and takes a cut onpayments for paid apps listed
in thestore, andAppledoes thesame.Moreover,bothcompanieshaveattempted
todeployrestrictivetermsofservicethatmakeithardforappdevelopers (including
large companies) to sell apps by sideloading (from outside Google Play or Apple
store).ThismaybecharacterisedasmonopolistbehaviourandtheSupremeCourt
in IndiaandtheEuropeanCommissionhavequestioned thesepractices. In2023,
the National Company Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT) upheld a penalty of
~1,337crore imposedbytheCompetitionCommissionof India (CCI) foranti-com-
petitive practices on Google, though it set aside several of the non-monetary
penalties imposedby theCCI.

Therationale forGoogleandApple tocharge fees isclearenough.Anapplisted
in the respective store receives a guarantee of being highly visible, as well as going
throughavettingprocesswhereusersmaybe reasonably certain that theapp isnot
harmful. In principle, this is analogous to a physical supermarket chain taking a
margin on the sale of products displayedwithin the store.However, developers say
that the percentages charged are very high (around 30 per cent) and the policy is
restrictive in that developers cannot easily offer the same apps in other outlets.
Moreover, Android manufacturers have said Google Play should not be allowed to
insist Play is displayed on the opening screen, since several of them (Samsung, for
instance)offer theirowndedicatedstoresaswell.

ThisparticularinstanceapparentlyinvolvedGoogleremovingmanyapps(includ-
ing apps from several startups) that did not comply with the terms of service. The
levelofcommissionschargedwouldordinarilybeamatterforcommercialnegotiation.
However,giventhemonopolistdominanceofthedigitalgiants,appdevelopersmay
not have the leverage to negotiate better rates without judicial intervention. The
otherrestrictivetermsofservicemayalsoarguablybemonopolistic.Thegovernment’s
intervention is welcome but it would be temporary until and unless it is backed up
by legal rulings that clearly outline what is acceptable practice. The basic problem
here is the dominance of large players with market power to decide the terms of
service, where most users have little choice. In such monopolistic situations, usual
checks ofmarketmechanismsdon’t tend towork. It is thus oftennecessary tohave
regulatory intervention. In the present context, India needs to evolve a policy that
allows free competition in this important ecosystem, benefiting both Indian app
developersandmobileusers.

Abig leap
Investment in semiconductors is justbeginning

A
fter US chip-making giant Micron laid the foundation for constructing
its first semiconductor plant in India in Gujarat last year, the country
hasincreaseditssemiconductorambitions.Recently, theUnionCabinet
approved threemore semiconductorunitswith investmentworth ~1.26

trillion, including what will be India’s first semiconductor fabrication plant. Tata
Electronics Pvt Ltdwill set up a semiconductor fab in partnershipwith Powerchip
Semiconductor Manufacturing Corp of Taiwan in Dholera, Gujarat. Besides, two
semiconductorATMP(assembly, testing,marking,andpackaging)unitswillbeset
up in Morigaon, Assam, and Sanand, Gujarat, respectively. This is a big leap for
India’ssemiconductorprospects,giventhatthecountrymissedtheopportunityfor
severaldecadesdespitegovernments’ efforts to incentiviseglobal companies to set
up facilitieshere.

Theannouncementcomesaftertheworldwitnessedanacuteshortageofchips.
Moreover, as geopolitical tensionsheighten, domestic electronicsmanufacturing is
seen as a potential driver of economic growth.Also, it is not very difficult to foresee
how hostilities between mainland China and Taiwan can severely impact the pro-
ductionofsemiconductorchips.Vulnerabilitiesinglobalsupplychainsmakeitmore
vitalforIndiatoensureasteadysupplyofelectroniccomponentsrequiredbydifferent
sectors, though it isworthnoting that capacity in Indiawill not beonaparwith the
cutting-edgeinthesegment.Further,thegovernmentisoptimisticabouttheemploy-
mentpotentialofIndia’semergingsemiconductorecosystem.Theseunitsareexpected
togenerateabout20,000advanced-technology jobsandabout60,000 indirect jobs.
While Indiahas just embarkedona journey to becomea significant semiconductor
manufacturingnation,italreadyenjoysthepositionofbeingaleadingsemiconductor
designnation,havingnearly 20per centof theworld’s semiconductordesign talent
pool.Thiscouldbecriticalasmanufacturers improvequality.

Investment infabfacilitieswillboostcomponentandancillarymanufacturing,
alongwithprovidingmoreemploymentopportunitiesforskilledworkers.Itmustbe
noted, however, that skilled labour that can work on factory floors of a fab facility
couldbehardtofindintheimmediatefuture.Inthisregard,theAllIndiaCouncil for
Technical Education has introduced courses on the manufacturing and design of
integratedcircuitsandsemiconductorchipsacrossengineeringcollegesinthecountry.
It ishopedthatskillingandpropertrainingcanhelpresolvethetalentshortageprob-
lem. Notably, several other countries are also working to bring chip production to
their shores, including other developing nations like Malaysia and Vietnam. Many
liketheUSandtheEuropeanUnionhaverolledoutmorelucrativeincentiveschemes
thanNewDelhi. India thuswill have towait before it startsmanufacturing chips of
veryhighsophistication.

Tomoveforwardinthisdirection, it isalso important to focusoninfrastructure
bottlenecks, including the lackof reliablepower supply,water resources, and trans-
portationnetworks.Producingchipsisahighlypreciseandexpensiveprocess,involv-
ing multiple complex steps. Even minute disruption in power supply can render
huge losses. Nonetheless, India has done well to make a beginning, and both gov-
ernmentprotection andprivate-sector investmentwill be needed for this sector to
succeed.Thegovernmenthasa~76,000crorechip incentiveschemeinplaceandis
providing large capital subsidies. It remains to be seen if this would be enough to
attain reasonable success indeveloping the requiredecosystem.
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The world is entering a dystopian era where
nothing that we took for granted even a few
decades ago seems to work. Democracy

appears to be in trouble everywhere, and its defini-
tion is not based on commonsense but is decided
byanelite consensus. The state is supposed tohave
a monopoly on power and violence, but non-state
actors, single-issue campaigners, and special inter-
ests seem to be exercising power out of proportion
to their actual share in the population. The rule of
law, supposed to be sacrosanct, is violated in spirit
in many countries. It is now about “show me the
man and I will show you the rule”. Free speech is
no longer about freedom to express your thoughts
andopinions fearlessly.TheAyatollahsof academia
and narrow interest groups use cancel culture to
decide who will be allowed to speak
and who will not.

Evidence supporting the above
statements isavailable inplenty,both
in India and abroad. A small section
of farmers forced the Indian govern-
ment to repeal laws to reform agri-
culture. In another instance, a reli-
gious community prevented the
government from implementing a
lawto fast-forwardcitizenship toper-
secuted minorities in three neigh-
bouring countries. Denmark, once
the bastion of free speech, has just
legislated an anti-blasphemy law
under pressure from Islamists. The military-indus-
trial complex, aided by compromised academics,
has pushed theUS into supporting twowars, one in
Ukraine and another in West Asia, wars that now
involve more countries indirectly than at any time
since World War II. It only needs a political miscal-
culation tobringonWorldWar III. Theworld’s fore-
most superpower is no longer in control of its bor-
ders, with thousands of illegal migrants rushing in.
The term “illegal immigrant” itself is going out of
fashion, and illegals are called “newcomers”.

Whyisall thishappening?Therearemanyfactors
contributing to this situationwhere there isnocon-

sensus on almost any issue, but here’smy take: The
Westernparadigmofbinary logic and the zero-sum
game is forcingpeople to takeblack-and-whiteposi-
tions on matters that exist in the grey zone. The
Abrahamicbinary,where therecanbeonlyone true
god, and the rest are false, where it ismyway or the
highway, andyouare either for us or against us, has
outlived its utility. This binary was created to sim-
plify choices for ordinary people, but it is pushing
the limits of commonsense. The world is too com-
plex anddiverse to be easily comprehended in sim-
plistic Right Vs Wrong, or Us vs Them terms.

Consider where such binaries have led us. We
are now being bombarded with either/or choices,
where if you have doubts about an extreme focus
on green energy, you can be labelled a climate

changedenier.Smallgroupsdecide
on theprioritieswemustall accept
using acronyms like ESG and DEI,
andanyonewhodemurs is consid-
ered a bigot or a threat to equity
and social justice. ESG, which
stands forenvironment, social and
governance,andDEI,whichstands
for diversity, equity and inclusion,
arenowbeingpushedbyunelected
corporate and academic bureau-
cracies in the US and Europe,
where they will not let anyone
question their relevance. Nobody
in their right mind can deny the

importance of caring for the environment or advo-
cating for social inclusivity, but should we care so
much about environment and diversity where the
net result is a denial of energy for growth in poorer
regions, and where inclusion means exclusion of
thosewhodisagreewith the elite consensus?When
cultural Marxists — also known as wokes — can
forciblypigeon-holeevery individual, grouporcom-
munity into one of two categories, oppressor or
oppressed, we know we have reached the absurd
limits of binary logic.

State power has become problematic, as it has
both strengthened and weakened. Today, the state

can be disrupted by any organised interest group,
but, equally, it canexerciseunlimitedpower inalign-
mentwith thesamegroups.TheUSstate ispowerful
because it is underpinned by a “liberal” academia
andBigTech,bothofwhichhave theirownagendas.
The Chinese state is powerful because it is sub-
servient to theCommunistparty.ThePakistani state
is propped up by its Army. In India, state power is
supportedbypowerful caste, regional and religious
groups, both majority and minority. State power is
not a neutral referee anywhere.

So how do we move out of this dystopian world?
One answer is to let each country decide what the
bestsystemis for it.Another is toembracetheIndian
ideaofplurality.Therecanbeonetruth,butcomplex
truths are difficult to nail down. It can be perceived
differentlybydifferentpeople,asreflectedinthesay-
ing:Ekamsat, viprahbahudavadanti (Truth is one,
thewisecall itbymanynames).Weneedtoacknowl-
edgeacomplexworld,andstopthinkingthatanyone
solution or vision will work for everybody. We need
several approaches to solving a problem, and time
will tell us which one works better. In a world where
artificial intelligenceandpowerful interestscancon-
trol opinion and power indirectly, we should be
devolving power to the lowest possible arm of gov-
ernment,whichmeanslocalelectedbodiesandcom-
munities. If people are not in a position to decide
what is right for them and what works, the right to
vote alonedoesnot addup todemocracy.

We need to give up the idea that states must
have a monopoly on power, for monopolies are self-
servingandpronetocorruption.Thismeansthepower
of the state must be counterbalanced by community
groups, which can also exercise legitimate power in
some areas of law-making and enforcement. In the
Western paradigm of empowering individuals at the
cost of older forms of community, individuals could
ultimatelybecomeanti-social, as there isnocommu-
nitytomoderatetheirbehaviourorguidetheirenergies
in positive directions. If we leave everything to the
state,wewillgetstatetyranny,andultimatelypowerful
groups will subvert the law by infiltrating the state.
Statepowermustbesharedwithdifferentgroupslegit-
imatelyinordertopreventhumanalienationandanti-
social behaviour. The issue is not state power per se,
butatwhich level thispower shouldbeexercisedand
bywhom.

Complexity, the sharing of state power among
many players, and the acceptance of a multiplicity
of social objectivesare thenewrealitiesofourworld
today. Universalism does not imply subscription to
one ideaofprogress,but recognisingdifferent forms
ofprogressatdifferent speeds. Itneedswisdomfrom
the East, which is non-binary in nature, to move us
forward. The US struggles to understand why we
support Russia while still seeking partnership with
it. We instinctively understand this. It is only the
Indian approach of holding on to multiple realities
andcontradictory ideas simultaneously that is likely
to deliver peace and progress. Binary logic is out of
sync with reality.

Thewriter is editorialdirector,Swarajyamagazine

Thethemeof InternationalWomen’sDay2024,
to be celebrated later this week — Invest in
Women,Accelerate Progress— is a reminder

that the world needs to change to achieve anything
close to gender equality. There’s nobetter time than
anelectionforarealitycheck. In theyearofelections
(with about 50 of them spread across 2024), when
political leadersmake their pitch andvoters decide,
how are women positioned and how central are the
issues related to them?

Sheikh Hasina recently won a
fourth successive term as Prime
MinisterofBangladesh.Whileshemay
betheworld’s longest-servingwoman
leader,only5percentof the1,895can-
didatesfightingfor300parliamentary
seats in the country were women,
highlightingastarkgenderdivide.This
stands incontrast to theprogress that
women have made in education and
socio-economic indicators.

During the February elections in
Pakistan, according tomedia reports,
more women than ever before con-
tested in the National Assembly and
provincial assemblies.Womencutacrossurbanand
rural areas campaigned tirelessly, articulating their
vision for a better Pakistan, as reported by Forbes.

Mexico,which is headed for an election in June,
may have its first woman president. In a recent
pieceAlJazeera columnist BelenFernandezhailed
the prospect of a woman leader as a positive mile-
stone, but questionedwhether itwouldhelp resolve
the existential challenges faced by women in
Mexico. Thewriter cited a 137 per cent rise in femi-
cides in Mexico between 2015 and 2020, adding
that, on average, 10 women and girls are killed
every day in the country, and a large number of
femicides go unprosecuted.

When Lai Ching-te was elected Taiwan’s presi-
dent recently, his running mate, Hsiao Bi-khim,

becamethesecondwomantohold theofficeofvice-
president in the country.Despite this achievement,
gender issueswerehardlyapartof theelectioncam-
paigndiscourse, evenas significant genderdispari-
ties persist in salary and social milieu.

In poll-bound UK, women voters are a talking
point. Recently, ProfessorRosieCampbell, director
of the Global Institute for Women’s Leadership,
emphasised that women voters will be critical to

the outcome of the next election.
At a time when concerns about
household finances and public
services, such as the National
Health Service (NHS), loom large,
political parties are watching out
for what women want.

In the US, surveys using Pew
Research Center’s American
Trends Panel throw light on why
there are fewer women than men
in high political offices. For
instance, some 54 per cent of
those surveyed believe women
have to do more to prove them-
selves than men, 47 per cent see

gender discrimination as a reason, another 47 per
cent thinkwomenget less support fromparty lead-
ers, and 44 per cent pin it down to family respon-
sibilities of women.

Back home, competing with one another ahead
ofWomen’sDayand theupcomingLokSabhaelec-
tions, political partieshavebegunannouncing sops
to benefit women. Notably, the ruling party at the
Centre, the Bharatiya Janata Party, has rolled out
advertisements highlighting its flagship schemes
that “empower” women. These ads showcase the
public’s gratitude towardsPrimeMinisterNarendra
Modi for transforming the lives ofwomen, through
tap water, toilets and subsidised LPG connections
— the three key welfare instruments.

The dashboards of Jal Jeevan Mission, Swachh

Bharat andPradhanMantriUjjwalaYojana (PMUY)
present a case for each of these flagship schemes
that promise to benefit the poor, mainly in rural
India. The pre-poll ads link these schemes with
women empowerment.

Under Jal JeevanMission (JJM), theCentral gov-
ernment, inpartnershipwith states, aims toconnect
every rural household with tap water supply by
2024. Har Ghar Jal, another nomenclature for the
scheme, is seen as more popular among women.
An estimated 74 per cent of the rural households
are connected to tapwaternow,up from17per cent
in 2019 when JJM was launched.

In the case of the Swachh Bharat Mission,
launched in 2014 as the world’s largest sanitation
initiative, it led to the construction of 100 million
household toilets, according to government fig-
ures. The initiative claims to have increased the
sanitation coverage from 39 per cent in 2014 to
100 per cent in 2019, in the process empowering
women, apart from the economic, environment
and health benefits of the move. Critics, however,
have pointed out execution gaps in the scheme,
such as a lack of piped water supply and substan-
dard construction of toilet substructures, making
it appear less appealing than projected. The third
scheme, PMUY or Ujjwala, which is aimed at pro-
viding subsidised LPG connections to women
from below poverty line households, has become
a symbol for clean cooking fuel. The total LPG
connections released under the scheme as of
February 29 surpassed 100 million.

In India, the newly enrolled female electors, at
around 14million, will surpass theirmale counter-
parts, who number around 12 million during the
2024elections.But the total numberofmale voters,
at 497 million, remains more than a notch higher
than the 471 million women voters.

Beyond these numbers, the sops and the
schemes,what is it thatwomenwant changed?This
is their chance to speak up.

Time to speakup,women

Thedominanceofapp stores calls for regulation

Competitive ecosystem

Banaras standsat thecrossroads
of lifeanddeath.Thequaint city
of salvationandredemptive

waters—where faithand literature,
textilesand tourismco-exist—has
stood the testof time.Radhika Iyenger,
inherdebutbookFireontheGanges
resurrects theancientcityof lightas
seen throughtheeyesof thesidelined
Dalit communityofDoms—the
corpse-burnersor “death-care
workers”asoldas thecity.

AtChandGhat,where thebook is
anchored, an invisible line separates
theDomsfromtheYadavs.

Irrespectiveofeconomicmeans,one
couldbe (andoften is) aspooras the
nextperson, the“monolithof caste” is
heavy.Forpassers-byandtouristson
boat rides, thecriesof “Ramnamsatya
hai”maybeaccompaniedby the loud
soundofbells andchants.To them, the
city’s enigma lies in itsyellowedwalls
that speakof its eternityandthe
unevenstairs that rise fromtheriver
andconnectoneghat toanother.
Meanwhile, thequestionof “purity”
hides inplainsight; “casteismwas
everywhere,”asMs Iyengerwrites.

AtManikarnikaGhat, revered for
last rites inHinduism,wherepyres
burnceaselessly, andoccasionallyat
theadjacentHarishchandraGhat,
where theelectric crematorium
stands,oftenempty, theDomsownthe
businessofdeath.They facilitate the
transactionbetween lifeanddeathas
theyhave forcenturies.Althoughthey
reassure themselves that this is anoble
dutyassigned to thembygod, the

award-winningwriter-journalist
clearly states theunspoken truth: “It is
thecaste system,however, that
continues toensure thatonly theDoms
handle thedead.”

Burdenedby this tradition, almost
allDommenare reduced todrug
addictionoralcoholismtocauterise
the revoltingsmell ofmelting fleshand
tomake thisghoulish jobbearable.
Changing times—suchas the
unforeseeableCovid-19 lockdowns,or
theconstructionandremodelingof the
KashiVishwanathCorridorbetween
2019and2021—donotalter their
realityon theground.Death
remainsa relentlessbusiness for
theDoms.

TheDom’sBanaras is full of
metaphors:They live inacitywhere
the reveredriverGanges flows
northward insteadof itsusual south, as
if swimmingback to its source,much
like thesoulsof thedeparted;where
shrouds (kafans)wrappedaroundthe

deadarepickedupbychildrenand
broughtback to theshopkeepers tobe
washedandresold; andwhere the
leftoverwood frompyres finds itsway
back toDomhomes, tobeused for
cookingmeals, literally sustaining
their livelihoods.

This cyclecontinues, generation
aftergeneration.
Educationseems to
be theonly“golden
ticket”out; although
adifficult choice for
childrenwhoare
pulledoutof school
andput toworkat
theghats, for every
earninghand isof
use to these
deprived families.
For thosewhodo
findawayout— suchasBhola,who
was the first in thebasti togo toa
privatecollege,orLakshayawho
successfullyearnedhiswayout—doso
bysheddingall visible tracesof their
identities.This isnotbecause they
wereembarrassedby their rootsbut
becauseof the fear that shadowed it, of

humiliationandpublic retaliation.
Despite their efforts, theghettosoften
pulled themback.Theemotional
dissociation that theappearanceand
maintenanceofnormalitymayrequire
is another story;unimaginable for
mostofus.

Seamlesslyawareofherprivilege,
Ms Iyengerwritesa
humanstory,of a
community shoved
to thebackand its
people,bearing the
bruntofbeing
below,beneathand
behind, in society.
At thecentreare the
communities’
women, silenced
andwith littleorno
agency.Thereality

of theirplight isnot lostonMsIyenger.
Dolly,widowedat30with fivechildren
to feed, isonesuchwoman.She
triumphsover thestiflingpatriarchyof
herneighbourhoodandherown
naivety, andemergesa strong,
independentwoman—the first inher
basti toownandrunashop.Aworking

womanisananomaly inacommunity
wherewomenarekepthidden, their
primary functionbeing toproduceand
raisechildren.Theyare required tobe
coveredundera chaddaronthe rare
occasions theysteppedoutwith their
husband’s “permission”.

Researchedandwrittenbetween
2015and2023,FireontheGanges is
testimonyto the“unidimensional
identity”assigned to (somewouldsay
imposedon) thecorpseburnersof
Banaras. In the landof thedead, caste
remains immortal; placedabove, and
oftenat thecostof,humanity.The
reality is littledifferent in the restof
thecountry,withvariouspocketsof
Dalit communities livingwithan
“enduringsenseof inferiority”.PhD
studentscommit suicide, school
childrenarebeaten todeath for
pollutingwellsmeant fordrinking
water, allunder thecharadeofa
refutable superiority. Itwill continue
until Indians stopusingcasteasa
markerof identity.
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being constrained by the whims of corporate 
shareholders.

Today, the monopoly over violence stands 
dispersed across private networks in ways 
that elude the state’s ability to constrain. If 
we are looking to reinstate Weber’s philoso-
phy of political control in the modern age, 
we will need to re-imagine our existing gov-
ernance structures to adequately take into 
account new realities of the digital world.

One way to give effect to this might be for 
governments to establish the protocols by 
which all digital services are to be delivered 
within their sovereign territory. This will 
allow them to retain control over essential 
elements of state power while still allowing 
private enterprise to build out additional 
services on top of these protocols, extending 
them as required in response to market 
demand.

This will allow the state to retain enough 
control over digital activities for it to be able 
to enforce domestic legal obligations, while 
still letting society benefit from the innova-
tion that only private enterprise can deliver. 
To give effect to this approach, the state will 
need to engage more fully with technology 
and realize that it takes much more than a 
monopoly over violence to influence the 
digital sphere.

ment of new marketplaces, and the rise of 
new loci of political power. Given how sig-
nificantly things have changed, it is probably 
worth evaluating whether or not Weber’s 
theory still holds true.

Today, our activities in the digital sphere 
are intermediated by technology plat-
forms—social media applications, e-com-
merce sites and digital media services—all of 
which are owned by Big Tech companies. To 
access these platforms, we must give our 
consent to their terms of service.

These agreements are the modern social 
contract—the new rules of the digital road 
that determine exactly what we can or can-
not do online.The private players we enter 
into a social contract with have the power to 
constrain our interactions in new ways that 
represent a significant variation to the clas-
sic Weberian social contract.

As much as the modern digital world has 
given rise to various benefits, it has also 
unleashed new forms of violence that can be 
perpetrated on people in ways that were 
simply not possible in 1919. Today, citizens 
need protection against a whole host of new 
crimes—cyberbullying, cyberstalking, dox-
xing, fake news and the like. To safeguard 
them, the state needs to deploy new forms of 
violence that are relevant to the digital age. 

I
n 1919, Max Weber delivered a lecture 
titled “Politics as a Vocation,” in which he 
argued for the first time that the state has 

a monopoly over the use of physical force. 
He was looking for a way to justify the state’s 
use of force and chose to do so by elevating 
it to the level of a crucial feature of the social 
contract.

In those days, authority was manifest 
through tangible expressions of control—
institutions like the police and military, and 
coercive constructs like laws and regula-
tions. The state’s ability to wield this power 
came to be seen as essential to the mainte-
nance of public order and necessary for the 
protection of its people.

Over a century has passed since Weber 
first presented this thesis in 1919. In that 
time, our world has so dramatically de-mate-
rialized that almost all our interactions today 
take place within the digital realm. Not only 
has this fundamentally changed the way 
individuals interact with each other, it has 
given rise to new behaviours, the establish-

normally used by equity MFs, which 
largely invest in stocks. An NFO is a 
term that usually refers to the launch of 
a new scheme by a mutual fund.

In the recent past, insurance compa-
nies have launched Ulips named as  
‘small cap fund’, promising to invest in 
small-cap stocks—stocks ranked 251st 
and beyond in terms of market capitali-
zation. Now, there are a few things that 
stand out in ads of such and other simi-
lar Ulips planning to invest in stocks.

First, nowhere do they mention that 
the product being sold is a unit-linked 
plan, unless one chooses to dig deep 
into the fine-print. Why is this impor-
tant? As mentioned earlier, a Ulip is an 
investment plan with a dash of insur-
ance. Given this, a major part of the pre-
mium is invested depending on the 
mandate. If the mandate is to invest in 
small-cap stocks, that is where the 
investment is made. If the mandate is to 
invest in debt securities, that is where 
the investment is made. In that sense, a 
major part of a Ulip is almost akin to an 
MF. But it’s not an MF simply because a 
part of the premium paid necessarily 
has to be allocated for insurance (sum 
assured) of a certain amount. Hence, it’s 
important for this to be highlighted 
upfront in all communication and not 
be relegated to the fine print, given that 
most retail investors are not really 
financially savvy.

Second, such advertisements tend to 
highlight the recent fantastic perform-
ance of the stock market. A newly-
launched Ulip held up the superlative 
performance of small-cap stocks over 
the last few years. Nonetheless, small-
cap stocks on the whole were a loss 
making proposition from 2008 to 2017. 
And that’s the risk of investing in stocks. 
Of course, if these things are clearly 
highlighted in advertisements, selling a 
Ulip becomes more difficult. Given this, 
over-simplified communication that 
alludes to a Ulip acting like an MF 
makes it easier to sell the product.

So, what’s the way out? In an ideal 
world, MFs should be selling schemes 

that invest in stocks and other invest-
ment assets, and life insurance compa-
nies should be selling term insurance. A 
term insurance policy is a policy that 
leads to a payout to the nominee(s) in 
case the policyholder dies during the 
term of the policy; and if the policy-
holder outlives the term of the policy, 
then no payments are made.

But then, that’s really not going to 
happen, given that the current system 
of life insurance companies selling 
investment-oriented insurance plans—
not just Ulips but traditional plans like 
endowment and money-back as well—
is too well entrenched. From the central 
government to life insurers and from 
banks that own such firms to individual 
agents trying to make a living by selling 
investment-oriented insurance, most of 
those involved have an incentive to 
keep the system going. Also, any such 
change will be highly disruptive before 
any benefits start to accrue, and hence 
cannot be initiated. Nonetheless, there 
are a few things that can be done.

First, all advertisements selling Ulips 
should clearly say so. So, an insurance 
company should mandatorily say that it 
is selling a small-cap Ulip and not a 
small-cap fund. Second, like MFs, every 
Ulip advertisement should state clearly 
that “Ulip investments are subject to 
market risk,” and not hide this in the 
small print. Of course, when the going is 
good, most people will not pay attention 
to such disclaimers. Nonetheless, life 
insurance firms, or any other invest-
ment firm for that matter, should not be 
seen encouraging risky behaviour when 
it comes to investing.

Third, term insurance needs to be 
promoted at an aggregate industry level 
and people should be made to realize its 
importance. It is time that insurers seek 
inspiration from the MF industry and 
run a “term insurance sahi hai (is right)” 
kind of campaign. At the end of the day, 
life insurance companies should make 
an effort to sell genuine life insurance 
and not just insurance packages that 
masquerade as mutual funds.

U
nit-linked insurance plans (Ulips) 
are a very important product for 
life insurance companies. As of 

March 2023, for every ₹100 of assets 
under management of these companies, 
a little over ₹11 came from Ulips. As of 
March 2022, this figure was close to ₹12. 
Ulips are basically investment plans that 
come with a dash of life insurance.

Now, the problem with broader aver-
ages is that they might reveal what is 
important but they conceal what is vital. 
So, if we leave out the primarily govern-
ment-owned Life Insurance Corpora-
tion of India—the country’s largest life 
insurance company—and look at the 
figures of only private life-insurers, as of 
March 2023, for every ₹100 of assets 
under management of these firms, a lit-
tle over ₹41 came from Ulips. This figure 
was close to ₹45 as of March 2022.

So, Ulips, while being an important 
part of the overall life-insurance busi-
ness, are the heart and soul of the busi-
ness of private life insurance firms. 
Given this, these firms go out of their 
way to push this financial product. In 
fact, over the years, quite a few private 
life insurers—especially when the stock 
market is doing well—have tried to pass 
off Ulips as mutual funds (MFs), a trend 
that has made a comeback of late.

The private life insurers do this by 
using terms like ‘new fund offer’ (NFO), 
‘small-cap fund,’ ‘mid-cap fund,’ ‘diver-
sified equity fund,’ etc. These terms are 

Such misselling must end to protect consumers and life insurance should be promoted for what it is

VIVEK KAUL 
is the author of ‘Bad Money’. 

The state needs new ways to assert its authority online
RAHUL MATTHAN

I
t was common once for the word ‘conglom-
erate’ to be prefixed by ‘unwieldy’ and 
‘unfocused’ by reflex. If that sounds strange 
today, then the Tata Group could claim 
some credit for it. Sure, survival amid com-
petition demands an edge sharpened in 

focal fields of specialization, and Tata did with-
draw from some markets in the 1990s (soaps 
and suds, for example), but its operations still 
span a spectrum from salt to software. Critically, 
the group has proven that a clutch of diverse 
companies can keep business risks in control 
well enough to enable long-horizon plans with 
minimal short-term pressure from investors at 
large. Although a recent bout of instability at 
the top—the Cyrus Mistry interlude—had 
briefly put that advantage at threat, India’s fore-
most conglomerate appears back in form as a 
strategic planner. True, the glitter of Tata’s 
crown jewel TCS may have dimmed a bit lately, 
tackling which must be top priority for group 
chief N. Chandrasekaran, but its proposed 
demerger of Tata Motors reveals an approach 
with its sights set on emerging paths to success.

It’s not a simple split-up of the group’s auto 
business into two. Since 2021, on-a-revival Tata 
Motors has been operating as three distinct 
units under separate chief executives: one for 
Tata trucks and buses, another for its cars, both 
combustion and electric, and the third being 
Jaguar Land Rover (JLR), acquired in 2008. As 
approved by Tata Motors’ board, the proposal is 
to place truck-making under one listed firm and 
merge Tata’s cars unit with JLR to create a sec-
ond, with shareholders to get equal shares in 
both. This is subject to approvals, of course, but 
the rationale is clear: It is likely to unlock value. 
As the company has stated, the motive is to fur-
ther “empower” businesses to pursue their own 

strategies, with “considerable synergies” to be 
exploited across JLR’s platforms and Tata’s pas-
senger cars, be they fuel-burners or battery run. 
As investors cheering the move have inter-
preted it, the basic idea is to bifurcate the path 
ahead into slow and fast lanes. So, while heavy- 
vehicle sales move in classic cyclical patterns, 
serving a profitable core-sectorish business, the 
separated part—about four-fifths of revenues, 
JLR being their bulk—can take a speedier lane 
by blending skills, extracting efficiencies and 
betting on a big tech shift underway. After all, a 
switch to electric vehicles (EVs) may turn out to 
be an inflexion point that resets the auto race, 
though it’s unclear what makes for a competi-
tive edge globally. The success of Chinese EVs 
would suggest that the performance of power-
packs is key. Tata Motors’ domestic EV success 
so far is a sign that it may have a low-cost winner 
under its EV hood, but only an export thrust 
would reveal how well its models can compete 
across the world. Can JLR’s premium aura and 
market reach be leveraged for bulk shipments 
of value-for-money Tata EVs? Investors can 
only wonder. What’s clear is that vehicles are 
pivoting full-torque digital and Tata will have to 
draw upon a wide range of expertise, including 
software, to blaze a trail along this tech-led 
path. Indeed, Tata Motors’ ambitions will test 
the group’s ability to deploy talent.

Critics of conglomerates, awed by the com-
plexity challenge or not, failed to consider the 
value of shock absorbers. They also overlooked 
how its alleged weaknesses could be overcome 
via a structure designed to devolve authority 
aptly. As for the complacency that group safety 
is said to instil, it’s evidently escapable. It takes 
leadership. Just as Tata Motors’ return to the 
automotive arena for a buzzy new race took.

Tata Motors’ demerger 
is backed by a strategy

It’ll unlock value by letting trucks take the slow lane while cars bet on fast-lane leadership 

at a key inflexion point of technology. It also proves conglomerate-sceptics wrong again
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no retirement benefits,” Sebi
said.

Sebi estimated that even if
10% of the 36 million tax-payers
in the country invest an average
of `50,000 in such retirement
plans, it would result in an annu-
al inflow of `18,000 crore into
mutual funds.

Sebi has proposed that the
government allow a tax benefit of
`50,000 for investments in such
plans, over and above the exist-
ing `1 lakh limit on investments
eligible for tax benefits.

Such new products will be so
designed that anyone between
18 and 55 years of age can invest
in them, according to Sebi,
which envisages two types of
mutual fund-linked retirement
plans: those that own securities
directly, and those that serve as a
fund of funds and invest in exist-
ing diversified schemes of  mutu-
al funds.

Sebi has proposed that invest-
ments in such plans have a mini-
mum lock-in period.

New tax incentives
Sebi also wants to make mu-

tual funds attractive to inves-
tors from the tax perspective.

It wants all long-term mutual
fund products to be given the

TURN TO PAGE 2®

ing schemes to bear the cost of
distribution across locations be-
yond the top 15 cities in the
country.

That doesn’t seem to have
helped. According to data from
industry lobby group Association
of Mutual Funds of India, or
Amfi, the top 15 cities accounted
for 87% of the assets under man-
agement as on 31 December.

New retirement plans
In an effort to attract long term

savings into mutual funds, one of
Sebi’s proposals is to introduce
the so-called mutual fund-linked
retirement plan, which will be
akin to insurance-oriented re-
tirement benefit plans.

The note said that such plans,
similar to the popular 401K plan
in the US, can be introduced
with tax incentives in India too.
The 401K plan in the US allows
employees to have their retire-
ment funds managed by manag-
ers of their choice. It allows the
employee to choose an invest-
ment product of his or her
choice through the employer’s
401K plans.

“There is a huge scope for
growth in India’s retirement
benefits market owing to low ex-
isting coverage... and a large
workforce in the unorganized
sector, vast majority of which has

BY ANIRUDH LASKAR

anirudh.l@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

The Securities and Exchange
Board of India (Sebi) wants

tax incentives for investments in
mutual funds and new classes of
such funds to expand the indus-
try from `8 trillion now to `20
trillion in five years.

The industry has stagnated
over the past four years after Sebi
instituted a ban on so-called en-
try loads, or sales charges paid to
distributors of mutual funds.

The plan was conceptualized
last month by Sebi’s mutual fund
advisory committee.

“..With a long term policy in
hand, huge growth may be tar-
geted in assets under manage-
ment from (the) present
`8,00,000 crore to `20,00,000
crore in a period of five years,”
Sebi said in a board note re-
viewed by Mint.

The note added that this
growth would see an increase in
the number of investors and dis-
tributors, and more investments
from so-called B-class towns.

Over the past two years, Sebi
has taken a number of measures
to re-energize the 44-company
industry. In September 2012,
Sebi allowed mutual funds to
levy additional charges on exist-
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Stress from bad loans is
nothing new for Indian

banks. With economic
downturns, the number of
bad loans goes up. After
repeated rounds of capital
infusion into troubled
banks, the government has
admitted that this is a
partial solution. But
instead of finding a robust
solution, it wants the
banks to explore other
sources of raising capital,
for example pension funds.

What Indian banks need
are robust systems of risk
assessment. That option
has not been explored
carefully.

The happenings at
United Bank of India—
which reported a loss of
`1,238 crore for the
quarter ended 31
December against a net
profit of `42 crore a year
ago—illustrate this. The
bank gave a huge loan
from one of its branches
without verifying the
collateral. The link
between issuing a loan and
risks assessment had
broken down in this case.

Re-capitalizing a bank
should be the last option.
Systemic safety requires
something else.

QUICK EDIT

A different
solution

16TH LOK SABHA

Polls in 9 phases from 7 April

BY ANUJA & L IZ MATHEW

·························
NEW DELHI

The Election Commission
of India (ECI) has set the
stage for kicking off the

world’s largest democratic exer-
cise—the country’s general elec-
tion.

Starting on 7 April, over nine
days spread across a little over a
month till 12 May, 814 million
voters will be eligible to cast their
votes to elect the 16th Lok Sabha.

The election, which will likely
see the election of the first prime
minister born in independent
India, is a battle between the two
main political groupings with
conflicting ideologies and vi-
sions for the country’s future,
spiced up by a third grouping
and a disruptive new political

force that are both threatening to
play spoilers, at least in part.

The counting for the 543 par-
liamentary constituencies along
with the three assemblies of
Andhra Pradesh, Odisha and
Sikkim which go to polls simulta-
neously, will be on 16 May, well
within the deadline of 1 June by
which a new Lok Sabha has to be
in place.

Announcing the schedule at a
press conference in New Delhi,
chief election commissioner V. S.
Sampath said: “Credible elec-
tions, conducted at regular pre-
scribed intervals, are the very
soul of any democratic system…
Elections to the world’s largest
democracy pose immense chal-
lenges with respect to logistics
and man and material manage-
ment.”

The model code of conduct,
which defines what the central
and state governments can and
can’t do ahead of the polls,
came into effect immediately.

The choice before the elector-

TURN TO PAGE 4®

Andhra Pradesh,
Sikkim, Odisha will vote
in assembly elections
simultaneously;
counting on 16 May

EXPORT REVIVAL

Balance of payments
pressure eases in Q3
BY REMYA NAIR

remya.n@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

In a signal that pressure on
the external sector is easing,

India’s current account deficit
narrowed to a four-year low in
the fiscal third quarter, aided
by a decline in gold imports
and revival of exports.

The deficit was at 0.9% of
gross domestic product (GDP)
in the three months ended 31
December, data released on
Wednesday by the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) showed.

The current account, an im-
portant measure of economic
health, is the sum of the bal-
ance of trade (goods and serv-
ices exports less imports), net
income from abroad and net
current transfers.

Narrowing of the deficit was
helped by curbs placed on gold
imports by the government,
which raised taxes on purchas-
es of the metal overseas, and
by a revival of exports after a
prolonged slowdown. It has re-
duced pressure on the rupee,
which has recovered to around
61-62 per dollar level after fall-
ing to an all-time low of 68.85
in August.

The current account deficit

narrowed from 1.2% of GDP in
the preceding quarter ended
September.

The deficit at the end of the
third quarter in the previous
year was equivalent to 6.5% of
GDP.

In the three months ended
December it was at $4.2 bil-
lion, down from $31.9 billion a
year ago, according to the bal-
ance of payments (BoP) data
released by RBI.

India aims to restrict its cur-
rent account deficit to $45 bil-
lion in the current fiscal year,
finance minister P.
Chidambaram said in his in-
terim budget speech last
month.

The government will review
the curbs on gold imports after
a clearer picture emerges on
the current account deficit for
the full year, Chidambaram
said on Wednesday at a press
briefing.

In the first nine months of
the fiscal year, the current ac-
count deficit was $31.1 billion,
or 2.3% of GDP, against $69.8
billion, or 5.2% of GDP, in the
year-ago period.

Economists said imports are
likely to rise in the next fiscal

TURN TO PAGE 2®

THE EQUATIONS
The election, which will likely see the anointment of the first prime minister born in independent India, is a battle between the two 
main political groupings with conflicting ideologies and visions for the country’s future, spiced up by a third grouping and a disruptive 
new political force that are both threatening to play spoilers, at least in part. 

NARENDRA MODI
PM candidate of the BJP

Development
Employment
Control price rise
Enhance investment 
in domestic sector 
to strengthen 
economy

RAHUL GANDHI
Congress vice president

Decentralization of 
power
Rights-based rule
Jobs for women and 
youth
Reforms in the 
education sector

ARVIND KEJRIWAL
Chief of Aam Aadmi Party

Fight against 
corruption
Transparency in 
governance and 
election funding
Ensure access to 
water and power to 
all sections

Polling date
No. of parliamentary 

constituencies

million

Total voters

814.5

million

In age group of 18-19 years

23.16

VOTER METRICS

7APRILPHASE-1 6

9APRILPHASE-2 7

12APRILPHASE-4 5

24APRILPHASE-6 117

7MAYPHASE-8 64

10APRILPHASE-3 92

17APRILPHASE-5 122

30APRILPHASE-7 89

12MAYPHASE-9 41
Source: Election Commission

Counting of votes 
16 May
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a theocratic state, it could be enforced in 
slightly different ways in each of these differ-
ent types of states.

This, however, is not easy to do in the digi-
tal context. Technology companies take 
pains to ensure that their users agree to the 
same terms of service no matter where they 

access these services from. 
As a result, regardless of 
which country a user may 
reside in, there is no differ-
ence in the terms of the 
contract she signs. This 
means that so long as the 
activities of the individual 
do not offend the plat-
form’s terms of service, it 
could resist orders issued 
by the state that call upon 
its management to inflict 
digital violence on the user 
in order to uphold the 
political values of the state.

Unlike the state, which is accountable to 
its citizens through a democratic process, 
private companies are only answerable to 
their shareholders, who end up imposing 
their own values on its actions. As a result, 
governments find that their ability to influ-
ence actions in the digital sphere ends up 

For instance, one of the more effective ways 
in which the spread of fake news can be 
curbed is by deploying algorithmic de-am-
plification—a process that aims to dampen 
the virality of an online post by adjusting the 
priority with which it surfaces in the plat-
form’s feed. Other (blunter) interventions 
include outright censor-
ship and the de-platform-
ing of repeat offenders.

The state depends on 
private enterprises to 
deploy these new forms of 
digital violence in tackling 
those who violate their 
social contract. These 
businesses, today, are our 
last line of defence against 
the new harms of the digi-
tal world.

All of which gives rise to 
an additional complica-
tion.

As long the state retained an exclusive 
monopoly over violence, it was possible for 
countries to exercise their monopoly over 
violence in slightly different ways—based on 
the political reality of each nation-state. 
Given that the social contract in a liberal 
democratic country differs from that in, say, 

Its influence 

over the digital 

sphere is reliant 

on execution 

by private firms 

but this isn’t an 

ideal scenario

It is time Ulips are stopped from 
masquerading as mutual funds
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I
ndia’s local governments are weak despite the 
73rd and 74th Constitutional amendments. 
They effectively serve as extended implemen-
tation arms of state governments, rather than 
as an independent tier of government. If India 
has to deliver on its promise of Viksit Bharat by 

2047, we must radically change how we view our 
local governments. Most economies that have 
graduated to developed status, including a totali-
tarian China that is fast moving towards it, have 
done so through the economic growth generated 
in and by cities, catalysed in turn by strong local 
governments. A paltry 4% of the divisible pool is 
allocated to local governments by Finance Com-
missions (FCs), with cities getting a minuscule 
1.4%. India’s investment in cities averaged 0.6% 
of GDP during 2011-2018 as against 2.8% of GDP 
for China during 2000-2014 (World Bank, 2022).
If India has to develop rapidly, we need to 
empower cities and transfer resources commensu-
rate with 18 constitutionally identified functions to 
realize the vision of the 74th Amendment of the 
Constitution.

One of the first challenges is defining a city. We 
have 88 municipal acts across 28 states and seven 
Union territories, and five different criteria to 
define a city—comprising population, density, 
employment, revenue generation and those from 
guidelines under Article 243Q of the 74th Amend-
ment. These do not cover modern criteria, such as 
data on mobility and labour markets, density and 
built-up forms, and night-time data. Census 2011, 
already outdated in a rapidly urbanizing India, had 
identified 3,892 “census towns” governed as vil-
lage panchayats but actually urban in character 
based on three criteria: Population of over 5,000, 
density of at least 400 persons per sq km and an 
outdated, gendered one of at least 70% of the male 
main working population being in non-farm jobs. 
There were 4,041 statutory towns governed as 
municipal areas. Census 2011 also identified 53 
urban agglomerations (UAs). These UAs are not 
just large cities as defined by their municipal 
boundaries, but form a larger metropolitan area, 
including smaller urban local bodies (ULBs) and 
panchayati raj institutions (PRIs). However, PRIs 
falling within UAs were still treated as rural. We 
need a far more coherent way of thinking about 
urbanization and the central government must 
provide thought-leadership on it. The Odisha gov-
ernment has published a rural-urban transition 
policy for a more systematic approach to preparing 
urbanizing panchayats for urban governance that 
could serve as a reference point.

We make five recommendations to ensure that 
urban allocations do not undercount urban popu-
lations and serve as a catalyst for higher economic 
growth and human development. 

First, the 16th FC should consider identifying 
cities using advanced geospatial tools and alternate 
data as an additional dimension, instead of relying 
only on the 2011 census for resource allocations. 
Solely relying on 13-year-old data to identify cities 
would be sub-optimal, given a pace of urbanization 
that makes it one of the world’s most significant 
demographic transitions. With geospatial tools 
accessible now, the FC may explore the use of 
advanced mapping capabilities and alternative data 
to identify cities. For example, population projec-
tions of the Union ministry of health and family wel-
fare, night-time luminosity and consumption 
expenditure, apart from vehicle and property regis-
trations. The FC has an opportunity to break new 
ground.

Second, allocations for metropolitan areas must 
continue to be treated differently, with outcome-
based funding for ambitious goals linked to eco-
nomic growth and jobs, environment sustainabil-
ity and equity considerations. This should cover 
the entire metropolitan area, essentially the UA as 
per census 2011 data but further informed by geo-
spatial analysis. Census towns in metropolitan 

areas too need to be treated as urban rather than 
rural for resource allocation purposes. The UK’s 
model of ‘city deals’ may be appropriate to learn 
from and adapt to our context.

Third, the 16th FC needs to support the progres-
sive trend of differentiating between the needs and 
capabilities of different types of cities and suitably 
tailoring resource allocations. Our larger metro-
politan areas have the economic might and scale to 
raise their own resources to finance development. 
However, mid-sized cities with a population range 
of 100,000 to 1 million may need support for some 
more time to create capabilities that will help them 
grow economically. The long tail of 4,200-plus 
smaller cities would need more long-term uncon-
ditional support to evolve as robust institutions. A 
one-size-fits-all approach will not work.

Fourth, the 16th FC should carefully evaluate 
the role and relevance of the district as a unit of 
resource allocation, particularly from the stand-
point of Indian cities’ spatial contiguity. Districts 
continue to be the best understood and capaci-
tated level of administrative governance in India 
and are best placed to rise above the rural-urban 
binary and plan for integrated and coordinated 
economic and ecological development. The FC 
needs to evolve this concept further and consider 
spatial contiguity arising out of India’s unique 
pattern of urbanization for better resource optimi-
zation and efficiency.

Fifth, and most importantly, while the 15th FC 
ascertained a state’s share of local-government 
grants on the basis of total state population and 
then worked its way to individual ULB shares 
through a complicated process, we would recom-
mend a simpler local-government-centric (rather 
than state-centric) approach to ascertain individual 
ULB shares across India. It should be done directly 
on the basis of their individual share in total ULB 
population (excluding metropolitan areas as men-
tioned in the second recommendation).

The 16th FC has an opportunity to redefine and 
reimagine urban allocations, albeit grounded in 
sound logic and spatial data. Allocations using new 
and improved underlying principles could help 
usher in Viksit Bharat ahead of time, particularly 
for the 4,200-plus cities in the under-100,000 
population category, by placing them on the path 
of planned urbanization.

Updated urban definitions could 
optimize our resource allocation
The 16th Finance Commission should redefine cities and rework the formula used for determining urban fund devolutions
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A
nother day, another multibillion-
dollar regulatory fine from Europe 
that will barely dent the balance 

sheet of a technology giant. Only this time, 
the European Commission’s $2 billion pen-
alty against Apple marks the end of an old 
clunky era, and the start of a new one where 
trust-busters can be quicker and more effi-
cient in policing Silicon Valley’s biggest 
companies. Their secret weapon: a new law 
called the Digital Markets Act (DMA). It 
finally comes into force on 6 March, when 
six companies designated as “gatekeepers” 
will have to comply with its 22 rules.

Apple’s case is a prime example of how 
things will change after this week. Its pen-
alty comes after an old complaint from 
Spotify over the alleged stranglehold of 
Apple’s App Store. The fine is barely a 
scratch for Apple, which made $120 billion 
in first-quarter sales, but it symbolizes a 
new approach for Europe’s antitrust regu-
lators, who already take more action 
against tech firms than their US counter-
parts. Now they can do more with less to 
challenge the growing dominance of tech 
firms worth more than $10 trillion. 

The first reason is the DMA law itself. 
Until now, the European Commission has 
had to spend years gathering evidence and 
proving the anticompetitive effects of tech 
firm’s behaviour in their cases. Spotify’s 
complaint against Apple was made five 
years ago. Another recent investigation by 
the EU into Google took seven years. Euro-
pean law says you can only prohibit con-
duct if you can prove, with empirical evi-
dence, that it has hurt consumer welfare. 
The result: Cases take years and are pain-
fully expensive.

The DMA offers a new legal loophole. It 
doesn’t require a detailed analysis of how a 
large company has caused consumer harm. 
So as long as it can prove that a firm broke 
one of the law’s 22 rules, the harm is pre-
sumed. That saves years of potential work.

There are rules against things like self-
preferencing to stop a company like Goo-
gle from making its products look better 
than its competitors in search results, or 
reusing people’s data across different plat-
forms, such as between Meta’s Facebook 
and WhatsApp. Rule-breakers will be hit 
with fines worth as much as 10% of their 
turnover. Worse, they could be banned 
from making acquisitions.

One of the directives echoes the EU’s 
complaint against Apple: that it blocked 
other companies like Spotify from telling 
users about lower-priced subscriptions 
available outside of their iPhone apps.

So why did the EU pursue an expensive 

five-year-long case when it could have 
used its shiny new enforcement tool, the 
DMA, in two days’ time? One reason might 
simply be the sunk-cost fallacy on a case 
started a long time ago. Another might be 
to send a message that it will continue 
using traditional antitrust enforcement 
laws even though it has the DMA’s rapid, 
cheap and blunt approach.

“I have my doubts it will,” says Anne 
Witt, an antitrust scholar with EDHEC 
Business School. “Why would you spend so 
much more money when you have this 
other tool?” The DMA, in other words, is 
the future. 

The Apple case and the new law also 
spotlight an increasingly popular regula-
tory philosophy in Europe around fairness. 
For years, antitrust regulators in the US 
and Europe followed the doctrine of the 
Chicago School, which aims to support 
consumer welfare through market-driven 
outcomes. Under that philosophy, many of 
the mergers and business practices that 
seem monopolistic are also considered 
beneficial to consumers because they lead 
to supposedly lower prices and increased 
innovation. If Facebook is free and innova-
tive, in other words, there’s no harm done.

European regulators have caught on to 
how irrelevant that approach is in today’s 
digital markets. 

The European Commission said that a 
big chunk of the harm Apple caused to con-
sumers was a “non-monetary harm in the 
form of a degraded user experience.” The 
reason? The company’s behaviour had 
amounted to “unfair trading conditions.”

Call this a light entrée to the new era of 
the DMA, which has the fairness issue 
baked into its rules, offering a more up-to-
date and thoughtful approach to the eco-
nomic pitfalls of digital dominance.

Many officials in Brussels will no doubt 
say “good riddance” to lengthy court bat-
tles and embrace the DMA’s clear struc-
ture. But risks remain. The rules might 
inadvertently ban some innovative or com-
petitive corporate activities or miss bad 
conduct that’s not on its list of mandates.

Still: “[It’s] as clear as any law can ever 
be,” says Witt. Anything that makes regula-
tion more transparent, effective and 
quicker to catch up with technology as it 
whizzes ahead, is clearly a step in the right 
direction. ©BLOOMBERG

Apple’s $2 billion fine marks a 
new dawn for antitrust rules

The EU has taken a welcome lead in taking on digital dominance

Spotify’s row with Apple over its App Store 

led to the EU’s decision AP
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needs to be activated at the earliest with 
explicit provisions targeting FDI.

Most importantly, we must recognize that 
state governments play a significant role in 
attracting and retaining FDI. In most coun-
tries, especially China, regional govern-
ments compete vigorously to attract FDI 
with incentives over and above those offered 
by the central government. In China in the 
1990s, regional governments were offering 
incentives worth as much as $1,000 (a 
princely sum there) per job to foreign firms. 
In India, barring a few exceptions, most 
states are indifferent towards foreign invest-
ment. These also tend to be the states that 
need it the most. The Centre could encour-
age competition among states by linking its 
fiscal support to them with their perform-
ance on attracting FDI. 

In sum, there is no escaping the economic 
reality of FDI in driving investment in an 
emerging economy that is savings deficient. 
Addled by the warm embrace of hot portfolio 
flows, we have ignored this reality for many 
years. Unless we make a vigorous attempt to 
attract FDI and use it to convert our current 
economic momentum into a long-term 
trend, we might find ourselves staring help-
lessly at Horace’s ominous warning to those 
who were once in honour.

higher than other forms of spending, capex 
is critical for India to convert the economy’s 
upward momentum into a structural trend. 
The government, cognizant of this, has been 
spending furiously on capex in the hope of 
crowding in the private sector, which has so 
far been circumspect.

Historically, investment has been the fuel 
that has boosted developing economies to 
attain the escape velocity required to leave 
poverty behind and join the middle-income 
orbit. Unfortunately, India has seen its net 
household savings rate fall to multi-year 
lows. This begs the question: Where will 
low-cost capital to fund India’s massive 
investment needs come from?

Poor economies with similarly low capital 
stock have typically solved this problem by 
accessing sticky foreign direct investment 
(FDI). Sadly, India has been a laggard on this 
count. Net FDI as a percentage of GDP now 
stands at about 1.2%, its lowest since 2005. In 
comparison, Vietnam has absorbed net FDI 
inflows at an average rate of above 5% of 
GDP since 2007. Similarly, while it was 
industrializing, China absorbed net FDI at 
an average rate of above 4% of GDP from 
1993 till 2011. Even America’s industrializa-
tion from 1800 to 1870 was driven by copi-
ous British capital. The only exceptions to 

Many shall be restored that now are fallen 
and many shall fall that now are in honour— 
Horace

A
fter having fallen during covid, the 
Indian economy now finds itself 
among the most honoured globally. 

Most high-frequency indicators are firing 
vigorously and recent headline GDP num-
bers have been buoyant beyond expecta-
tions. A fiscally restrained budget in an elec-
tion year and sensible policy interventions 
have ensured that confidence in the econ-
omy and the government’s ability to manage 
it is high, and the stock market is undergoing 
one of its periodic bouts of exuberance. 

But behind the clinking of champagne 
glasses on Dalal Street and self-congratula-
tory chatter on social media lies a structural 
story of India’s economy that’s relatively 
sombre. Gross capital formation has been 
stagnant below its past peak for a decade and 
private capex is still anaemic. With an eco-
nomic multiplier that is orders of magnitude 
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technology, or manufacturing intensive. 
India’s substantial underperformance in 

attracting FDI remains a large structural 
chink its economic armour, requiring quick 
redressal. India has many strengths that 
make it an attractive destination for FDI, 
including a large domestic market and depth 

of human capital, but factor 
market frictions and 
bureaucracy remain a sig-
nificant dampener of FDI 
flows. While factor market 
reforms will take major 
political will, there are sev-
eral easy policy levers that 
the government can use to 
crank up FDI flows.

Primarily, India first 
needs a national frame-
work to identify and target 
industries where FDI is 
likely to have the largest 
impact in terms of job crea-

tion, productivity, technology and exports. 
Next, the government should roll out a com-
prehensive set of national tax incentives/
holidays on FDI investments in those areas. 
Simultaneously, the DESH bill or an 
amended version of the SEZ Act, which 
seems stuck in bureaucratic wrangling, 

FDI-driven growth have been Japan and 
South Korea. But in lieu of FDI, both were 
funded by massive reconstruction aid from 
America, free access to US technology and 
easy access to American markets, which 
allowed them to run export surpluses that 
fulfilled their investment needs.

Neo-classical purists 
might argue that India 
receives foreign portfolio 
investment (FPI), which is 
equivalent to FDI, but 
practically speaking, they 
are as different as chalk 
and cheese. One, FDI flows 
are sticky and thus provide 
patient capital required for 
industrialization. Second, 
academics have long 
proven that FDI is highly 
correlated with increases 
in total factor productivity, 
as foreign capital brings 
with it global skills and expertise. Third, FDI 
has massive spillover effects for local firms as 
foreign technology slowly gets absorbed and 
disseminated across the wider economy. In 
the 1990s, China had a lower tax on FDI pro-
jects than on local firms, especially if these 
investments were in areas that were export, 

An emerging 
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of FDI as a 
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to prosperity 
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ULB coverage
Urban local bodies could be the focus of a new formula for resource allocation.

The population cuts across state boundaries if the 60-km radius of a ULB also flows into a neighbouring state. 
Analysis excludes Jammu and Kashmir and cantonment boards.

Source: Janaagraha's Annual Survey of India's City-Systems (2023); Analysis based on Census 2011

City population 
category

Urban local bodies in 
the category

ULBs + census towns 
in 60-km radius

Total urban population 
in 60-km radius

Share (%) in India's 
total urban population

City population 
category

Number of urban 
local bodies

Population Share of population of urban 
local bodies (%)

>4 mn

>1 mn

>0.5 mn

>0.1 mn

>4 mn

1-4 mn

0.5-1 mn

0.1-0.5 mn

<0.1 mn

Total

8

38

42

388

3,565

4,041

57.8

57.8

28.9

75.1

98.7

318.5

18.2

18.2

9.1

23.6

31

100

8

45

86

470

971

2,242

3,331

6,310

110.4

188.4

237.3

348.2

29

50

63

92
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