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_RAJDEEP SARDESAI

Strong leaders,
bold moves

There are a number of parallels between
Indira Gandhi’s bank nationalisation and
Narendra Modi's demonetisation

astmonthinaninterview Iasked Congress presi-

dent Sonia Gandhi if she would concede that

Prime Minister Narendra Modi had a similar per-

sonality toIndira Gandhi, tough and authoritar-

ian. “No, no, absolutely not,” she responded

emphatically. Amonthlater, Jam tempted to pose
the question again. More specifically, would it beright to sug-
gest that the politics behind Modi’s demonetisation pro-
grammeissimilar toIndira Gandhi’s 1969 bank nationalisa-
tiondrive?

Rewind the clock to 1969. The decision tonationalise banks
was taken as part of an ongoing power struggle within the
Congress. Despite having been prime minister for almost
three years, Indira Gandhi was struggling to assert her
authority overthe Congressold guardled by Morarji Desai
who could never accept Nehru's daughter as their leader.
Bank nationalisation along with the abolition of privy purses
becamethe turning pointin Indira Gandhi’s ascent, allowing
her to shed the tag of “goongi gudiya” once and for all and
leading to an eventual splitin the Congress.

Modifacesnosimilar challenge tohishegemony overhis
partyin2016. Heis at the moment India’s netanumber one by
somedistance. Yet, half way through histenure, he has, like
Indira, perhaps sensed the need to shake upthe system, con-
solidate hisimage as a strong leader and snatch away the
political discourse from his opponents. Indira’s bank nation-
alisation was specifically aimed at creatinganew constitu-
ency for herself among the country’s poor, bypassing the
existing patron-client relations within the old Congress
structure. Modi’s bank demonetisation is similarly targeted
atmoving away from his “suit-boot ki sarkar” image, and
reachingouttothe “gareeb” voter evenattherisk ofalienat-
ingthemore traditional BJP support base amongthe middle
classand traders.

Makenomistake, the “suit-boot” taunt by Rahul Gandhi
did hurtthe Modi persona. The prime minister wearingan

expensive, name-embossed suit during US President Barack
Obama’s visit last year was bad optics. After all, Modi had
cometopower flauntinghis credentials as the quintessential
political outsider, the son of a chaiwallah who had never for-
saken his roots. The attempt to rush through the new land
acquisition Act didn't help either: It was seen to be anti-
farmer. A course correction was needed which started with
Budget 2016 where the government appeared to rediscover
thekisan and the poor.

Moreover, after electoral defeatsin Delhiand Bihar, the
prime minister’s sharp political antennae suggested thathe
needed todosomething dramaticand disruptive toenhance
hispolitical stature.Ideaslike smart cities, Stand up India,
StartupIndia, Swachh Bharat, may have gothimthe appre-
ciationoftheneomiddle class, butthe prime minister needed
tocreateanagendathat wentbeyond the applause ofhistra-
ditional cheerleaders. Foreign policy doesn’'t win elections
so his high-profile international visits would have limited
impactontheelectorate. His Pakistan diplomaticadventur-
ismhad alsofloundered in theicy chill of the Valley.

Entertheideaofasurgical strike against “blackmoney™”.
Afterall, it was the prime minister whoin an election rally
ahead of the 2014 general elections had promised the country
thathe would put¥15lakhineveryJan Dhan Yojanaaccount.
That may wellhave been, as BJP president Amit Shah con-
fessed,achunavi“jumla”, butagain like the suit-boot jibe, it
gave Modi's opposition achancetoquestion his credibility
onthecorruptionissue. Gettingback black money stacked
in Swiss banks was always going to be along drawn out proc-
ess—inany casetheamountsinforeign banksmay well be
exaggerated —soamore urgent step was needed.

Let’salso be clear: Demonetisation maybea questionable
idea, poorly planned and haphazardly executed causing
more pain than anticipated, but the announcementitselfon
November 8required political boldness. It could only be done
by a majority government headed by someone brimming
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with self confidence, bordering on arrogance. In the context
0f 1969, Indira’s move too was considered bold and risky,
driven by anintense desire toachieve political supremacy.
Modi too, has taken ahugerisk but arguably a calculated one.

Firminthebeliefthattherichand urban middle class will
not desert him for now, especially given the visible lack of
options, he has consciously sought to cultivate the poor by
seekingtocreate almosta Robin Hood-like image for himself.
Whichis whyheispushingtheidea thatenhanced taxreve-
nues earned from unaccounted cash entering the formal
banking system will be used for his garib kalyan scheme and
social infrastructure projects. Don’t be surprised ifnexthe
promises to put15,000in every Jan Dhan account below a
certainincomelevel.

Inasense, Modiisattemptingtosend outamessagetothe
less affluentthat demonetisationis a greatequaliser, thatit
will create a level playing field between the rich and poor.
The truth may well be that it is the poor who will hurt the
mostbecause of job cuts and an economic slowdown while
thelives of the crorepatis remain untouched, butin a post-
truth society, the power of effective messaging often precedes
the eventual results.

Interestingly, Indira Gandhi called a general electionin
December 1970 a year ahead of schedule in the aftermath of
banknationalisation and won big. The question is: Ifthe BJP
wins Uttar Pradesh and Gujaratin 2017, will Modi also gam-
bleona2018 general election?

Postscript: Thereare political observers whoare puzzled
astowhymore people arenotangry with the cash crunchand
longbank queues. The answer may well liein whata senior
Maharashtra politician told me, “doosron ke dukh mein
sukhmiltahai” (inthe misfortune of others, we find happi-
ness).
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