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How to Get on With the Job

India can meet the unemployment challenge only if it adapts to the new reality of a
digital economy

Hema Ramakrishnan

Jobs — or, rather, joblessness — is this election season’s hot potato. So far, the debate has focused largely
on aggregate numbers, rather than change in sectoral figures or the influence of information technology
(IT) on the changing profile of jobs in the country. This is surprising, especially when you consider the
findings of a March 2018 study that shows a steady drop in manual jobs and growth in cognitive jobs
over the last two-and-a-half decades in India.

The Indian Council for Research on International Economic Relations (ICRIER) working paper, ‘Changing
Task Contents of Jobs in India: Implications and Way Forward’ by Pankaj Vashisht and Jay Dev Dubey
(goo.gl/FQwfK1), attributes the ongoing digital revolution to the advancement of ‘non-routine cognitive’
(analytical) tasks. India cannot be oblivious to the global debate on the impact of automation and
artificial intelligence (AI) on job growth. Nor can it brush aside the importance of upgrading skills in tune
with the demands of the market.

Digital interventions could mean the need to redeploy or re-skill an estimated 40-45 million workers, and
an opportunity to create about 20 million new tech-enabled jobs. India can succeed only if it adapts to the
new reality of riding the tiger of the digital economy, focusing on quality education and imparting better
levels of skills.

Without doubt, Indian IT has progressed steadily over the last three decades or so, starting with a rise in
exports, fuelling job growth. If the 1980s saw the country take baby steps, the 1990s witnessed new
confidence in India’s computer and software prowess. Large scale IT adoption in the banking sector was a
visible sign of the readiness to impact a critical sector of the economy to digitisation.

Even as the hardware industry missed the bus, there was no looking back for the Indian software
industry. Aided by de-licensing and a host of incentives, the country emerged as a leader in outsourcing.
First-generation entrepreneurs forayed into the software sector that drew a huge talent pool. Supply was
plenty, given that many in the middleclasses were attracted to the industry. The cost-arbitrage helped
entrepreneurs tap global opportunities to grow their business and create wealth. Private Private
engineering colleges mushroomed to meet the sector’s demand. Industry adapted as well to absorb
graduates from all disciplines.

Looking for an Opening

Jobs grew as the industry grew. And that was steady for nearly two decades. But technological changes,
new automation and protectionism have led to the slowing down of the growth of jobs, with nominal
additions over the last few years, compared to the boom days. Thankfully, the IT industry has managed to
ward off threats of large-scale layoffs by inducting a young workforce that can handle new technologies
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and restore growth rates of about 8-12% — even as this is a fall from the 20-40% growth during the peak
years. Yet, net job addition in the sector has dropped over the last five years — to an estimated 1.05 lakh
in 2017-18 from 3.01 lakh in 2013-14. Layers of middle management have been rendered redundant.
This is forcing Indian IT companies to change their business models.

Digital transformation, enabled by cloud computing, data analytics, the Internet of Things (IoT) and more,
offers a gold mine. A recent government report, ‘India’s Trillion-Dollar Digital Opportunity’
(goo.gl/uP3Bcx) projects an opportunity for a $1 trillion digital economy by 2025 (from the current $200
billion), and along with it, 65 million jobs. It also favours a ‘demand-pull’ model of skilling, in which
aspirants seek out the skills in demand and get trained. Surely, Indian IT companies wil get a whole lot of
new work in a tech-driven future. That calls for new skills and new ways of doing things.

The long-term interests of industry hinge on the quality of talent produced in the country. Reforming
education should begin with schools that must teach children to learn. Radical steps must be taken to
improve the quality of our universities across disciplines to make them employable.

Every sector will be affected by the power of digital transformation, and must be prepared. When banks
adopted IT in the 1990s, it led to the emergence of banking correspondents. Agricultural correspondents
may emerge to support farmers for advisories on soil health, sowing and choice of crops, leveraging IT.
Increasingly, healthcare services will also be delivered through digital devices for diagnostics at remote
places and advisories by doctors through telemedicine, supported by Al So, Gol's focus must be to
improve digital infrastructure and design policy that will make use of spectrum in an efficient way.

Update, Upgrade, Upscale

Startups are emerging as the bright spot and proving to be the new avenue for the growth of the economy
and jobs in general, and for the IT and IT-enabled sectors, in particular. Next only to the US and China in
attracting investment, India seems to be in a pole position. Startups have also given a push to the ‘gig
economy’, with people taking up contractual, part-time and online jobs.

What is needed in the jobs debate/discussion is to slice and dice data — sector-wise — to assess which
sector’s performance has not been matched by growth in employment, and why. India should also go in

for dynamic and nuanced updates to get jobs and skills data frequently across sectors. And reveal these
figures to future voters.
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Secrets are not sacred

Laws like Official Secrets Act conflate the interests of particular parties, government
with the greater good . They must be contested.

Sanjay Srivastava, [ The writer is a sociologist.]

The greatest failing of Indian public life over the past 70 years is the manner in which the state and forms
of government have become identified with the life of the people. We have come to believe that state and
society are the same thing and that pronouncements about the public good that emanate from organs of
the state summarise ideal citizenship. This is not actually nationalism or patriotism. It is statism and it
has had (and continues to have) very significant consequences for public welfare and our inability to
differentiate between the interests of a few from that of the many.

Public welfare is best served through the ability of the citizenry to constantly redefine the meaning of the
term and to rescue it from the dead reason of legal and civic bureaucracies. Economic welfare, social
reform, public justice and individual liberty are topics that are far too important to be left to statist
thinking whose raison d’etre is the consolidation of power with those who already have it. The kinds of
laws we have — and the manner in which they are used — provide a good indication of the simplistic
conflation between the interests of the state and those of public welfare.

The Official Secrets Act of 1923 (OSA), even though its powers have been curtailed by past court
judgments, must be one of the most egregious instances of a law that infantilises common citizens
through the notion that they should not question the idea of the “secret” itself. The secret is put forward
as a sacred idea that protects us from evil, and the state is the unquestionably best judge of what is good
and evil. Secrets as a method of governance exist in societies marked by unquestioning faith. The OSA, a
left-over from the despotism of the colonial era, was intended to protect the empire from its enemies but
is now a key tool for silencing a questioning citizenry. This law has remained on the book irrespective of
the political party in power, reinforcing the parent-child relationship between the state and its subjects.

Why should we not ask what is good for us and why the state should not be open to informed scrutiny?
Are politicians the only group equipped to understand what is good for the nation? And, is national life so
incredibly fragile as to be splintered into shards of uncertainty by debates over how “threats to national
interests” come to be defined?

A close cousin of the OSA — in terms of the inability to distinguish colonial strategies from those required
for a free society — is the provision of Indian Penal Code (IPC) that covers “sedition”. Section 124-A of the
IPC notes that “Whoever, by words, either spoken or written, or by signs, or by visible representation, or
otherwise, brings or attempts to bring into hatred or contempt, or excites or attempts to excite
disaffection towards the Government established by law in India” is liable to be punished with life
imprisonment. A wide variety of acts may fall foul of this law, including sloganeering by students, not
supporting the Indian cricket team in an India-Pakistan match and questioning political strategies that
are built on religious divisiveness. In effect, it is a law open to both individual idiosyncrasy as well as
party-political vengefulness.

In its 2018 report on sedition, the Law Commission of India suggested that a “healthy debate” on the
topic may open it up to more nuanced thinking on its meaning in contemporary India. What might be
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needed, in addition, is a vigorous debate on the nature of contemporary Indian nationalism, the
propagation of unquestioning faith in the state and the spread of these ideas through the most powerful
of all methods of dissemination: Popular culture. The sacredness of secrets and the normalisation of
“sedition”, though enshrined through archaic legal provisions, have their most powerful impact through
everyday repetitions in a variety of media, including advertising. An attention to laws needs to be
supplemented by attention to the everyday grounds of belief and behaviour upon which laws stand.

The broader discussion we need to have concerns the nature of public perceptions regarding nationalism,
patriotism and our relationship with the state. This is irrespective of the party in power. Support for a
change in laws comes from a change in the public mood. The debates we need to have are of the following
kind. First, if we allow unlimited scope for the idea that national welfare requires the absolute
quarantining of certain forms of state activity from public scrutiny — and that the state is the final arbiter
of national welfare — then, is it even possible to recognise that the state is itself formed out of specific
actors with short-term goals that may have little to do with collective benefit? Political parties form the
state. The idea of the state needs to be differentiated from the goals of those who run it.

Second, what is frequently defined as sedition is frequently a way of rethinking the meaning of
nationalism. The colonial antecedents of penal provisions for seditious activity derive precisely from the
fright and horror occasioned by this imagination. So-called seditious acts are valuable attempts to
unfasten the straight-jacket into which the idea of nationalism has been confined. Why should we not
practice the nationalism of anti-casteism, religious diversity and human rights? A nation is not much of a
community if it has no capacity for introspection. It then becomes a spectre.

To think of the nation in these ways, however, requires that we do not subsume national life — that is,
the life of the people — into that of the state, not imagine the goals of political parties to be the same as
those of the state and not allow ourselves to be forever treated as helpless infants who are unable to
think for themselves. The overweening state is the real danger to national welfare and requires
recalcitrance as civic duty.
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To serve the governed

The Official Secrets Act has no place in a democracy, as the Goswami Commission had
suggested in the late 1970s

Fali S. Nariman is an eminent jurist

The constitutional freedom to use and publicise information is directly affected by the provisions of the
Official Secrets Act, 1923, which as with most of British India enactments followed the Official Secrets Act,
1920, passed by the British Parliament. It was strict enough then but after Independence in ‘free India’
we amended it and made it stricter in 1967, widening the scope of Section 5 (“Wrongful communication.
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etc., of information”) and enlarging the scope of Section 8 (“Duty of giving information as to commission
of offences”).

Often misused

Whenever I think about the Official Secrets Act, 1923, I recall a scene from the son et lumiére (sound and
light show) at the Red Fort enacted almost every evening where 100 years of Indian history is brilliantly
encapsulated in a one-hour show: in it the Emperor Aurangzeb (who reigned for 60 years) asks his
courtiers, “What is this noise, that is troubling us from outside?” And the courtiers reply: “Your Majesty, it
is music.” And Aurangzeb’s majestic response is: “Then bury it deep into the bowels of the earth.”

[ always thought — un-majestically, but seriously — that this should have been the fate of the Official
Secrets Act, 1923, which has been so frequently misused, that it ought to have been repealed when India
got independence. In fact when the Janata government which came to power at the end of the Internal
Emergency, and set up what was then known (and is now forgotten) as the Second Press Commission, it
was chaired by a great and good judge, Justice Goswami of the Supreme Court of India, whose common
sense approach to all subjects greatly attracted me to him.

L.K. Advani, then Minister for Information and Broadcasting, requested me to be a member of the
Commission, and I agreed. The Commission proceeded in great earnestness for months, and ultimately,
when its report was ready in December 1979, a report that implored the government of the day to
immediately repeal the Official Secrets Act, 1923, it never saw the light of day. Indira Gandhi, who came
back to power in January 1980, wrote to the members a polite letter of thanks for our deliberations and
promptly dissolved and disbanded the Justice Goswami Commission. It was replaced by the now officially
known Second Press Commission presided over by Justice K.K. Mathew. The Goswami Commission and
all its deliberations had been obliterated by a stroke of the pen. If Mrs. Gandhi had returned to power a
few months later and our report had been accepted by the previous government, concerns in the context
of The Hindu’s exposé on the Rafale deal would probably not have arisen over what the Attorney General
of India ought to have said or done or ought not to have said or done. The Official Second Press
Commission (the Mathew Commission) did not recommend the repeal of the Official Secrets Act of 1923.

The press as champion

Since I still regard the press (and no longer the electronic media) as the champion of Article 19(1)(a)
freedoms, I would like to say that the press must serve the governed, not those who govern. In his famous
Gettysburg Address, Abraham Lincoln described good governance as “of the people, by the people and for
the people”. Centuries later we do understand the “of’, and are willing to tolerate the “by” but
unfortunately we keep forgetting the “for”. If government is indeed for the people, it has a solemn
obligation to keep the people well informed.

Fortunately, the modern trend in today’s world is towards less secrecy and more information. The
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), adopted by the General Assembly of the
United Nations way back in 1966, specifically includes the right to freedom of expression, defined as “the
freedom to seek, receive and impart the information and ideas of all kinds”.

The Janata government signed and ratified this Covenant in 1979, but none of the later Governments has
lived up to its ideals. We have enacted Article 19(1)(a) in our 1950 Constitution with extremely limited
restrictions — in Article 19(2) — but again only paid lip service to freedom of speech and expression.
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[ am proud that The Hindu has not just preached but stuck its neck out in support of this cardinal
freedom of ours. Bravo.



