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Misreading caste
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New backward classes commission perpetuates an older truncation—aof
exclusion and discrimination as merely deprivation and disadvantage.

As the proverbial aam aadmi knows only too well, a
government proposal for setting up a new official body can
mean many different things — or nothing at all. In normal
times, therefore, the Union cabinet’s recent decision to replace
the existing National Commission for Backward Classes
(NCBC) with a new body, tentatively named the National
Commission for the Socially and Educationally Backward
Classes (NCSEBC), would only have merited a “wait and see”
response. But we do not live in normal times.This is the time
of Donald Trump’s post-truth and Narendra Modi’s money
bills, a time when it is very likely that the NCSEBC will
actually be set up, and set up swiftly. However, this still leaves
open the question of what this government hopes to achieve
with the NCSEBC that it could not with the NCBC.The answer to this question depends on the precise
differences that will distinguish the proposed body from the existing one. While there is (as yet) no
authoritative statement on this issue, reports in the print media suggest that the NCSEBC will be a
constitutional body (like the commissions for the Scheduled Castes and Tribes) rather than a statutory body
(like the NCBC). This legal distinction is not very consequential in terms of the practical functioning of the
proposed commission, but it could have important political implications. The possible impact of the change will
depend on whether the Modi regime’s future agenda on this issue is modest or ambitious.

A modest agenda will limit itself to placing the NCSEBC on par with the National Commission for the
Scheduled Castes (NCSC) and the National Commission for the Scheduled Tribes (NCST). Legally, this would
require amendments to the Constitution, introducing additional Articles comparable to the existing Articles
338 and 338A (which establish the NCSC and NCST respectively), and 341 and 342 (which lay down the
procedure for initially notifying and subsequently amending the list of castes, tribes or social groups identified
in specific states and Union territories as belonging to the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes
respectively).Politically, this effects two major changes: First, it shifts responsibility for amending the list of
Other Backward Classes (OBCs) from the government to Parliament; second, it effectively takes away the
power that the states currently have to determine their own OBC lists.Most reports suggest that this is what the
government intends to do. The obvious political benefit of this move is that it denies opponents a free ride on
the aspirational demands of electorally significant castes like the Jats, Marathas, Patidars or Kapus. Since it is
Parliament that would have to decide whether to grant OBC status, it would no longer be possible for
opposition parties to stoke agitations without bearing responsibility for the consequences. Moreover, the
burden of handling the inevitable conflicts arising from a zero sum situation — where the entry of new castes
necessarily implies a decline in the share of castes already included — could also be shifted from the ruling
party to Parliament.

This is a modest agenda because it does not alter the basic rules of the game, namely the definition of the
category “socially and educationally backward classes”, and the existing limit of 50 per cent on the total share
of various reservation quotas imposed by the Supreme Court. In fact, this agenda could arguably be considered
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a positive step, especially if it includes much-needed provisions for sub-dividing quotas to ensure more
equitable sharing across the sub-groups of recognised categories.The danger, of course, is in the possibility of a
much more ambitious agenda. At least one press report has indicated that the government also intends to
amend Article 366 of the Constitution (which contains basic definitions of important terms) by inserting a
definition of “backward classes”. Currently, Clauses 24 and 25 of this Article provide a conservative definition
of the SCs and STs as simply the entities included in the Schedules created by the constitutional method
specified in Articles 341 and 342. While constitutional experts would have the final say, is it premature to
speculate on the possibility of a substantive change in the definition of OBCs that goes beyond its current
confinement to social and educational criteria?

Such a recklessly adventurist agenda could include the extension of reservation to not only dominant castes like
Jats, Marathas or Patidars, but also “economically backward” upper castes. This would entail introducing
legislation to lift the ceiling on quotas beyond the 50 per cent level, and formalising economic criteria, both of
which have been strongly resisted by the judiciary. The electoral gains are clearly substantial, apart from the
long-term benefit for the ruling party of retaining its upper and dominant caste constituencies without
alienating the new adherents it may have acquired within the backward castes. This course of action is so
unwise that optimists would be forced to believe that it is unlikely. But given that the Pradhan Sevak’s charisma
seems to rely on the application of an Obama-like slogan — “Yes we can!” — to a Trump-like agenda, we cannot
confidently rule it out.In sum, the modest agenda would protect reservations as a tiny and increasingly
irrelevant island in the neoliberal ocean of jobless growth, while the ambitious agenda would reduce
reservations to absurdity in ways that will inevitably impact the SCs and STs. But both courses of action are
framed by the larger contradiction in the Indian state’s attitude towards caste — the wilful misrecognition and
truncation of exclusion and discrimination as merely deprivation and disadvantage.By treating reservation as a
welfare programme and covering up social divisions with the language of backwardness, we have deceived
ourselves so thoroughly that we are no longer capable of naming things for what they are. When it comes to
social discrimination and inequality, it would be dishonest to blame the current regime alone. For example, a
rational and objective application of the current social and educational criteria would show that Muslims
(specially urban Muslims) are unquestionably a group deserving state support today. And yet, our past and
present governments have conspired to produce a present where it is not only unthinkable that Muslims will
get reservation, but quite conceivable that gau rakshaks may get it.

The writer teaches at Delhi University. Views expressed are personal
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Pivot to the Indo-Pacific

Date: 12-04-17

Cooperation with like-minded countries gives India more space to emerge
as a key regional interlocutor

At a time when India finds itself consumed once again by its obsession with Pakistan in light of the death
sentence pronounced on Kulbhushan Jadhav by a Pakistani military court, two recent visits to India by foreign
dignitaries underscore the gradually evolving foreign policy priorities of Indian diplomacy. The visits of
Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull to India this week
exemplify not only the country’s rising global profile but also its growing stakes in the larger Indo-Pacific.
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Positive trajectory

There are now new demands being made on India. And New Delhi
seems ready to play ball. Its role as a security provider is visible in the
Delhi-Dhaka joint statement which has stressed the need for greater
military-to-military training and exchanges, and complimented the
armed forces for their professional conduct during joint search and
rescue operations in the Bay of Bengal leading to the rescue of a large
number of fishermen from both sides. The defence relationship was the
highlight of Ms. Hasina’s visit to Delhi this time as it included a
memorandum of understanding on a defence framework, and a $500
million line of credit (LoC) for defence procurement by the Bangladesh
military forces, the largest such LoC India has extended to any country
so far. What makes this line of credit more significant is that Bangladesh
will not be bound to use it to source its supplies only from Indian companies. This is India’s way to reposing
confidence in the Hasina government that it will not challenge New Delhi’s vital interests.

India is also ready to demonstrate it keenness to share its economic growth with its regional partners. It is also
extending a $4.5 billion line of credit to Bangladesh, over and above the existing $2.8 billion line, to fund
around 17 infrastructure projects which includes port upgradation work at the Mongla, Chittagong and Payra
ports. Given the critical need for enhancing connectivity in South Asia, India is pushing for early
implementation of the Bangladesh-Bhutan-India-Nepal (BBIN) Motor Vehicles Agreement, aimed at
facilitating seamless transport of goods over land customs stations. Bus and train services between Kolkata and
Khulna have been started, and there are plans to revive inland waterway channels.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Ms. Hasina have both been instrumental in shaping the positive trajectory
of this important bilateral relationship. Mr. Modi used his political capital to push through the land boundary
agreement (LBA), to swap enclaves India and Bangladesh held in each other’s territory, in 2015 and is working
towards mitigating differences on the critical Teesta water sharing pact. Ms. Hasina has been equally
responsive to Indian concerns. Bangladesh is taking serious steps to deal a decisive blow to separatist Indian
insurgent organisations such as ULFA and the National Democratic Front of Bodoland. There is now greater
convergence between India and Bangladesh on dealing with fundamentalist forces such as the Harkat-ul-Jihad
al-Islami, the Jama’atul Mujahideen Bangladesh and Harkat-ul-Ansar.

For her commitment to strong Delhi-Dhaka ties, Ms. Hasina has faced a lot of opposition at home. Soon after
New Delhi and Dhaka signed 22 pacts in key sectors, Bangladesh’s Opposition leader, Khaleda Zia, accused Ms.
Hasina of “selling out” the country to India to translate into reality her “dream of staying in power for life”.
Given the size and scale of India, it inevitably becomes part of the domestic political milieu in its neighbouring
states. So it will always have to trudge cautiously in South Asia where suspicions about New Delhi’s intentions
run high. But the more India is seen to be reciprocating its neighbours grievances, the better chances it will
have of mitigating these tensions.

For a larger Indian role

The other way out for India is to enhance its engagements in the larger Indo-Pacific, thereby getting out of the
straitjacket of being a “mere” South Asian power. New Delhi’s success in engaging countries such as Japan,
Australia, Vietnam, Malaysia and Indonesia in recent years is testament to the growing demand in the region
for a larger Indian role and presence. Mr. Turnbull’s visit to Delhi this week once again showed that India is
now widely perceived to be a strong and credible regional force. The two countries pledged to enhance
maritime cooperation as they underlined “the importance of freedom of navigation and overflight, unimpeded
lawful commerce, as well as resolving maritime disputes by peaceful means, in accordance with international
law, including UNCLOS (United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea)”.
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Defence cooperation once again is at the centre of this relationship with the decision to hold a bilateral
maritime exercise named AUSINDEX in 2018. A bilateral exercise of the Special Forces will be held later this
year, while the first bilateral army-to-army exercise will also take place in 2018. The two countries should now
prioritise the conclusion of the Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA) at the earliest to give
economic heft to their growing security interactions.

Despite the hype about the possibility of India emerging as the guarantor of the liberal economic and security
order in Asia, there are now new possibilities for reimagining New Delhi’s regional and global role. Greater
cooperation with like-minded countries in the region and beyond will give it greater space to emerge as a
credible regional interlocutor at a time when Washington’s policies remain far from clear and Beijing is
challenging the foundations of the extant order.

Harsh V. Pant is a Distinguished Fellow at Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi
and Professor of International Relations at King’s College London
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More robots, fewer jobs?

Lately we have been inept at creating new employment-generating
sectors

Our burgeoning young population is clearly struggling for

\ T-_ = - =~ jobs, despite being in the world’s fastest growing economy.
I 4 ‘P More than 30% of Indians aged 15-29 are neither in
i 1_\-....., Bt ) r - ' & ,/" employment nor in any training or education, according to a

recent survey by the OECD. This added to the gloomy state of
employment, for only in March the All India Council for
Technical Education had said that more than 60% of the eight
lakh engineers graduating from technical institutions across
the country every year remain unemployed.
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Bridging this employment gap could become an
insurmountable challenge thanks to the growing integration
of machine learning and artificial intelligence (AI)-based
technologies and robotics in all our core industrial sectors.

Currently, various automation technologies are in the process of overhauling the mass employment-generating
but low-skilled blue-collar labour markets. They could also threaten skilled white-collar workers. For instance,
JP Morgan Chase and Co. recently developed a programme called COIN, a learning machine that interprets
legal agreements in just a few seconds, a task that consumed 3,60,000 work hours for lawyers and loan officers
annually. Similarly, an American medical school tested IBM’s Al technology Watson to analyse 1,000 cancer
diagnoses. In 99% of the cases, Watson was able to recommend treatment plans that matched the suggestions
of well-renowned oncologists. Suddenly, the World Economic Forum’s estimate that automation threatens
almost 69% of the existing jobs in India seems like a conservative number.Throughout history, we have always
feared that machines will cause mass unemployment. “In every kind of endeavour, in office work as well as
industry, in skilled labour as well as common tasks, machines are replacing men, and men are looking for
work,” John F. Kennedy had said in 1960. However, this never happened as once old jobs became obsolete,
new ones evolved. Machines decreased costs and prices, boosted demand, and created more employment
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opportunities. In India, for instance, as jobs started dwindling in farms, more productive sectors like
manufacturing and services emerged.

Creating employment opportunities

However, lately we have been inept in creating new employment-generating sectors while machines are
systematically cutting down the workforce requirements in the principal labour-generating triumvirate of
agricultural, manufacturing and services sectors. This will be one of our foremost challenges. Even if we rise up
to it, a majority of the jobs absorbing our labour requirements will be ones that do not currently exist. If most
of our future jobs are expected to come from the services sector, it is also imperative to impart social and
communication skills along with the requisite domain expertise to ensure the creation of a market-ready
workforce. The success of the Modi government’s Skill India mission will turn out to be vital in the prevention
of social inequalities that are bound to arise because of our current unemployment trajectory.

Anil K. Antony is the Executive Director of an Indo-American think tank in
cybersecurity, intelligence and surveillance technology. Tweets @anilkantony
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