
A
year ago, you could exchange a euro to get ~85; now you will get only
about ~67. It’s a similar story with the British pound; a year ago it was
worth ~101; now it is worth ~93. The rupee has also gained over the past
year against the yen (which was worth 60 paise then, and now fetch-

es only 52 paise). The only major currencies that have gained against the rupee
over the past 12 months are the Chinese yuan (by about one per cent) and the US
dollar (by slightly more than two per cent). Against these minor drops in rupee
value, India’s currency has gained against the euro by about 20 per cent, against
the pound by about eight per cent, and against the yen by about 13 per cent.

The stronger rupee is great news for those who want to travel to Australia
to watch India’s semi-final match in the cricket world cup. You have to pay only
~48 to buy an Aussie dollar; a year ago it would have cost you ~55. In other words,
the Australian dollar has dropped by about 13 per cent against the rupee. But
what about travelers wanting to come to India? This country has become a more
expensive destination for them — which puts a dampener on the tourism
industry. Exporters have been put at disadvantage too, because the strength of
the rupee has made India more expensive as a production base for exports, while
imported competition has become cheaper. The country’s current account
deficit (ie on trade in both goods and services) is still running at about $30 bil-
lion and more each year, despite cheaper oil. What is more, the export of goods
is falling instead of rising.

The foreign exchange required to meet this deficit is met through imports
of capital — as equity or borrowings. Indeed, Indian companies have been bor-
rowing abroad more and more because international interest rates are much low-
er than in India, even after you pay the premium to insure against currency risk.
Overall foreign currency debt has risen much more than the increase in foreign
exchange reserves; so our external vulnerability has increased.

Figuring out these basics requires no great knowledge of economics or the cur-
rency market. What is a mystery though is what the Reserve Bank thinks it is doing
in the midst of these trends. It has opened the window steadily wider for compa-
nies to borrow more overseas; the resulting inflow of dollars has added to the
upward pressure on the rupee. Nor has RBI thought it fit to drop its interest rates
in line with falling inflation. Consumer price inflation has dropped over the past
year from 8.3 per cent to 5.4 per cent. Wholesale price inflation has dropped from
five per cent a year ago to (-) two per cent — yes, we now have negative inflation.
The drop in consumer price inflation is three percentage points, and in wholesale
price inflation seven percentage points. Through this period, however, the Reserve
Bank has dropped its main policy rate by just half of one percentage point.

So we have a currency policy that makes it difficult to close the trade gap. We
have a commercial borrowing policy that encourages more foreign borrowings.
And we have an interest rate policy that is way behind the curve, and therefore
encourages companies to borrow abroad rather than borrow in India. At the same
time, India’s banks say that they don’t get enough lending proposals!

Now, RBI has smart economists who know more about these things than
most people. But sometimes you have to apply the simple tests. As Surjit Bhalla
likes to say, if it looks like a duck, quacks like a duck and walks like a duck, then
it is likely to be a duck. Similarly, if a policy looks, sounds and smells wrong, then
you need to check your premise and give the thing a fresh look.
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What’s RBI smoking?
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Here is a cautionary tale
for towns and cities
across India. 

Most middle-class people in
them will vociferously protest
the way hawkers are spreading
across pavements and parts of
the road. In Kolkata this hawker
“menace” has reached epidemic
proportions. But it is the same
middle class which provides cus-
tom to the hawkers, making
them belligerently fight for the
right to ply their trade wherever
they can.

The inexorable logic of this
contradiction led to a unique
bandh in Kolkata a few weeks
ago. Shop owners in the city’s
iconic New Market, once the

poshest shopping area in town,
and several shopping com-
plexes nearby in what is the
heart of town, downed shutters
for three days to protest against
the way hawkers were taking
over the area. 

After having a free run of the
pavements, they have now occu-
pied virtually the entire car-
riageway of most roads around
the area so that cars have to
move slowly in single file.
Parking a car even in a designat-
ed area is virtually impossible,
thanks to hawkers spreading
their wares there. Over time the
established shop owners have
seen their business decline.

Bargain hunters and those
less well off throng the area, mak-
ing it almost inaccessible to oth-
ers, and giving the area a slowly
more and more downmarket
feel. The shop owners went on
strike as they saw an imminent
threat to their business and liveli-
hood. The irony is that such a
strike has taken place not while
the Left Front, the keepers of the
poor like hawkers, were in power
but when the Trinamool
Congress was. 

The final irony is that, on
the last day of the shop own-

ers’ strike, Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee called hawk-
ers to a public meeting, prom-
ised them registration and, to
top it up, a range of modest
social security benefits like
pension and medical insur-
ance. The registration docu-
ments will be distributed by the
Bengali new year in April 2016.
Shortly thereafter, the state will
go to the polls on completing
five years of Trinamool rule.
The chief minister also told the
hawkers: don’t hawk in front of
shops, don’t encroach on car-
riageways and leave a part of
pavements for pedestrians. 

Her senior Cabinet col-
league, Subrata Mukherjee, who
has earlier been arguably the
most successful mayor of the
city in living memory, who was
with the chief minister, told the
hawkers they would not be
evicted from roads and pave-
ments. The hawkers, who had
come for the meeting with trep-
idation, went away dancing. 

Middle-class people saw this
as one more nail in the coffin of
the city. If the don’ts the chief min-
ister has enumerated are enforced
by the administration, there
should be no problem — but cred-

ibility in this regard is zero. 
If you think all hawkers’ lead-

ers are irresponsible you are mis-
taken. Shaktiman Ghosh, veter-
an hawkers’ leader and general
secretary of the Hawker
Sangram Committee, was
remarkably balanced and
cogent. “It is a question of liveli-
hood for the hawkers. We have to
reach a middle ground. Those
who hawk at important street
crossings or on roads are not
friends of hawkers. I see noth-
ing wrong with the New Market
traders’ strike.” 

He then pointedly asked:
where is the town vending com-
mittee? After a long period in
hibernation, Parliament had last
year finally passed a law both
legalising and regulating street
vendors so that they are not
harassed by police and touts and
simultaneously do not become a
law unto themselves, creating
unbearable urban chaos. 

The legislation, now on the
statue books, calls for states and
urban local bodies to create town
vending committees, with hawk-
ers’ representatives on them,
which will register hawkers.
Plus, and this is critical, there
will be a street vending plan, to

be revised every five years,
which will demarcate public
places into three categories:
vending freely allowed, restrict-
ed and not allowed. Equally
important, the law says vendors
do not have permanent rights
and can be relocated. 

At the heart of this urban
chaos is the classical “soft state”
which is the hallmark of under-
developed societies ruled by
either dictators or populist mav-
erick politicians who neither
know nor are willing to learn how
to run a proper administration.
Ms Banerjee left the imprint of
her administrative abilities or the
lack of them on the railways,
which were set on the road to
financial crisis every time she or
her nominated partymen held
the portfolio at the centre.

For Kolkata’s nearly 300,000
hawkers, their stalls are a way
to keep destitution at bay for
them and the 1.5 million people
who are part of their families.
But if there is no control on
hawkers they will eventually
clog not just pavements but
roads too. Then nobody will be
able to get to the hawkers by
either public or private trans-
port and the city will return to
the pre-industrial age when
people moved by only foot.

subirkroy@gmail.com

Hawker-nama, Kolkata style

T he cricket World Cup
(WC) has thrown up
quite a few surprises.

The proliferation of Twenty20
(T20) matches has obviously
influenced strategy. The mon-
etary domination of the BCCI
may also have translated into a
couple of rule and format
changes that emphasise India’s
strengths. The drop-in pitches
have proved to be more bats-
man-friendly than pitches in
Australia and New Zealand
often are. 

The T20 influence is most

obvious in the way teams have
planned their batting. Almost
every team has tried to keep
wickets in hand till the last 20
overs. It has become routine
to target knocking off 90-100
runs in the last 10 overs.
Looking to double the score
in the last third (overs 33-50)
of the innings has also
become normal.

This is a reversal of earlier
strategies, which aimed to
blast 100-plus runs off the first
15 overs. That was done to per-
fection by the Kiwis in 1992
and the Sri Lankans in 1996,
when Mark Greatbatch,
Sanath Jayasuriya and
Romesh Kaluwitharane
slaughtered opening bowlers.
Going for broke from the
beginning became the pre-
ferred method. 

T20 taught cricketers sev-
eral things. One was that it is
entirely possible to score at
10/over or more for 15-20
overs, given wickets in hand
and fielding restrictions.
Middle-order bats and

tailenders as well have learnt
how to keep this particular
pot boiling. 

There will always be scor-
ing areas when few fielders
can be placed outside the cir-
cle. Innovative shots can be
conjured up to exploit gaps in
a 360-degree arc. It may take
the talent of a Tillekaratne
Dilshan or an A B De Villiers to
pull off a crazy shot the first
time. But others can learn how
to do it once they see it done. 

High-intensity T20 has
helped batsmen hone the nec-
essary placement skills.
Monstrously heavy bats and
gym regimes designed to build
muscles have added sheer pow-
er. The average cricketer of this
era routinely hits harder than
the legendary big hitters of pre-
vious eras. 

Given the above, therefore,
deliberate caution in the early
stages of a 50-over game is
sensible. Why take risks
against fresh bowlers and two
new balls which may be mov-
ing around? By delaying the

slog until the back end, the
batting side can get set and
gauge the pitch. 

Now, consider two key rule
and format changes. One is
the additional field restric-
tions — this ensures maybe
20-25 extra runs per game.
Another is the use of two new
balls throughout the innings.
Both balls stay harder and
cleaner, making them easier
to see and to thump.

Both these changes favour
batsmen in a game that was
already bat-oriented. Ergo,
both of these changes are
designed to favour sides which
are more batsman-oriented.
As it happens, India is one of
those sides. In fact, India is
traditionally the most bats-
man-oriented side among the
big guns. Is it a coincidence
that the BCCI is also by far, the
richest and most influential of
the boards? 

The pitches have also been
more bat-friendly than
expected. There have been
many more 300-plus scores

in this WC. In addition to
pitches with even bounce
across all venues, New
Zealand in particular has
been blessed with unusually
fine weather, which has not
been conducive to swing and
seam. This may have caught
several sides by surprise.

While batting-friendly
pitches and weather has not
crippled sides built around
fast bowling, it has made their
task more difficult — and
therefore brought spinners
into action. It has certainly not
hurt India. That brings us to
the biggest surprise: India has
played reasonably well so far. 

I have consistently sup-
ported every team India
played against in the past two
years. This was my patriotic
duty as I saw it. I hoped a
string of humiliating defeats
would force India to review its
selections and strategy and
thus, ensure a credible
defence of the WC. The 
humiliating defeats have 
certainly occurred. Perhaps
those have served their pur-
pose. Jai BCCI! 

Twitter: @devangshudatta

How the BCCI won the World Cup
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Recently the Pope declared
that we are already in the
midst of a “piecemeal World

War III”. Given that the United
States remained the sole superpow-
er after the implosion of the Soviet
imperium in 1991, how has this
come to pass? 

The two former Communist
imperial behemoths – China and
Russia – are again challenging
Western hegemony, including its val-
ues. The Middle East continues to
be in turmoil, with the jihadi ISIS
threatening to repeat the feats of the Prophet
Mohammed and his successors in creating a new
order in the region through a lightning military cam-
paign  — eventually conquering Mesopotamia, and
establishing a medieval Salafi Caliphate enforcing
Sharia law. Iran is seeking to establish its own Shia
hegemony from Tehran to Beirut, and the Af-Pak
badlands continue to be in turmoil.

The origins of this increasing disorder lie in part
in the Great Recession of 2008 in the US, which has
tarnished the purportedly free market-based capi-
talism of the West. An alternative authoritarian cap-
italism promoted by China and Russia is being
claimed as more likely to deliver faster growth, as wit-
nessed by the rising share of these countries in glob-
al gross domestic product (GDP) since the econom-
ic crisis of the West. In previous columns, I have
discussed the validity of these claims and found
them wanting.

It is the serious mistakes in maintaining the US’s
role as the sole superpower under both the younger
Mr Bush and Mr Obama which are largely to blame
for the growing world disorder.

In both Iraq and Afghanistan, the initial military
campaigns were resoundingly successful, and
showed how with the revolution in military affairs

the US is an unmatched military pow-
er. But serious mistakes were made
in maintaining and securing the
peace. The resultant insurgencies
required further expenditure of men
and matériel to quell them. This has
drastically reduced domestic support
in the US for muscular military action. 

In Iraq, after the counter-insur-
gency was quelled, much against the
dire predictions of the time, relative-
ly free elections have been held, and
after a hiatus a multiethnic govern-
ment was formed. But with Mr

Obama’s haste in withdrawing all US troops, without
an agreement (as planned by the Bush administra-
tion) to leave a residual force which could have act-
ed as guarantor of a multiethnic state, Iraq has again
descended into a civil war. This. with the ongoing one
in Syria, threatens to create a Shia-versus-Sunni war
across the Middle East, foretelling another battle of
Karbala. Meanwhile, taking advantage of the Syrian
civil war and the military vacuum left in Iraq, the
jihadist ISIS has secured vast swathes of territory in
northern Syria and large parts of Sunni Iraq to create
its Islamic State.

In Afghanistan, after the surge in US troops in 2010,
the Taliban had lost almost all its principal havens in
southern Afghanistan; its ability to acquire, transport
and use improvised explosive devices had been dis-
rupted; and the ISAF was receiving the support of
local populations in the fight against the Taliban. In
2011, “the momentum of the insurgency in the south
has unquestionably been arrested and probably
reversed” wrote Frederick W Kagan and Kimberly
Kagan (Defining Success in Afghanistan, American
Enterprise Institute). But Mr Obama made the most
heinous mistake in dithering about the Afghan war in
his West Point speech, authorising a troop surge, but
stating all the troops would be out by 2012.

Though he has since backtracked, the lesson US
adversaries have learnt was articulated by Hamid
Gul, the notorious former head of Pakistan’s ISI, who
said this “makes clear that the Taliban are
Afghanistan’s future, and the Americans are its past”
(www.memri.og, Special Dispatch 2895). It is this per-
ception which has given heart to the Pakistan army
in its Af-Pak strategy of asymmetric warfare against
India, and clandestinely against the Afghan govern-
ment. With Mr Obama’s commitment to withdraw
most US troops by 2016, Mr Gul’s prediction is about
to come true.

For, despite the seemingly difficult hand dealt
him by the financial crisis, Mr Obama has com-
pounded its seeming weakness in dealing with its
superpower role through various missteps which
have led to the impression of the US as a declining
superpower. Mr Obama seems to have blinked so
often in his time in office that it has worried friends
and bolstered US rivals. (See James Mann, The
Obamians,  and  Vali Nasr, The Dispensable Nation).

Why has this happened? A perceptive essay by
James Traub (‘When did Obama give up?’ foreign-
policy.com/2015/02/26) provides some answers. Mr
Obama has a rare gift of speech which, as he notes
in his Dreams From My Father, he discovered when
as an undergraduate he was asked to give a two-
minute speech against the South African apartheid
regime at Occidental College in Los Angeles, and all
the people playing Frisbee on the lawn stopped to
listen. “I noticed,” he writes “that people had begun
to listen to my opinions. It was a discovery that
made me hungry for words. Not words to hide
behind but words that could carry a message, sup-
port an idea.” (p 105)

In his first term, Mr Obama gave many foreign
policy speeches, based on idealism, to “choose”, as he
said, “to work for the world as it should be”. He and
his advisors believed that “the great issues con-
fronting the United States were not traditional state-
to-state questions, but new ones that sought to
advance global goods and required global coopera-
tion”, and he saw himself, as he explained to Mr
Traub, with “a grandmother living in a hut on Lake
Victoria and a sister who’s half-Indonesian, married
to a Chinese-Canadian”, as destined to provide the
leadership “needed to enlist the support of citizens
as well as leaders”. 

He offered a new American narrative to audi-
ences around the world in 2009 — including in
Moscow, where Vladimir Putin must have laughed up
his sleeve when he heard Mr Obama say “The pursuit
of power is no longer a zero-sum game”. But “to this
day,” Mr Traub says, “his world view is assessed on
the single question of when and where he is pre-
pared to use force”. 

Increasingly in his second term, this idealist
president has been mugged by reality. He is now,
says Mr Traub, “becalmed before a listless and
surly public, an openly hostile and increasingly
isolationist Congress, and a disintegrating order in
the Middle East”. The bright young man, whose
face has become sallow, and hair turned to grey,
who offered hope and change increasingly appears
to be broken. “Obama’s trajectory is that of a gift-
ed orator who learned over time that he had put too
much store in speech itself.” But, the world is left
with the disorder that his reliance on rhetoric,
rather than the robust action expected of a super-
power has provoked. 

Reality mugs rhetoric
The world is left with the disorder that Mr Obama’s reliance on rhetoric
rather than the robust action expected of a superpower has provoked
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The second season of Looking, a
drama about gay San
Franciscans, opened in January

this year. In the first episode Patrick,
one of the three gay men around
whom the show revolves, tells Dom:
“Happiness, not in another place but
this place...not for another hour, but
this hour.” They are in the woods, in a
cabin that belongs to Lynn, whom
Dom knows from work and is consid-
ering a relationship with. The Walt
Whitman quote captures the show,
and the gay weltanschauung, pretty
aptly. After all, what else is there but
the present moment?

We met the three friends – Patrick,
Dom and Agustin – first when the show
premiered last year. Patrick is properly
the protagonist and it is through his
eyes that the show refracts gay life in
21st-century San Francisco. This is the
heyday of gay liberation, a time when
the debate is moving steadily from the
battle for equality to the specifics of gay
life. It is great that even mainstream TV
(Looking is an HBO prod-
uct) is now capturing this
change. The show is as
devoid of political bag-
gage as it is mindful of
the craters still strewn
across gay identity.

In the first episode of
the current season, the
friends run away from
the city to spend a bliss-
ful weekend but the
shadows of the past are
present everywhere.
Patrick whose affair with
Richie ended with the
close of Season 1 is yet to
tell Dom and Agustin that he has start-
ed sleeping with Kevin, his boss. Dom,
meanwhile, is raring to give Lynn a
chance. It is from Agustin, the first sea-
son’s enfant terrible, that we anticipate
a degree of sanity this time. When he
meets a socially conscious bear (gay
slang for a chubby, hairy middle-aged
man), we cross our fingers.

But really, the show works because,
through its albeit limited two-season
span, it has covered a whole lot of
ground. Its first season tried to make a
statement by showing the middle fin-
ger to breeder norms. (Breeder is a term
of mild disparagement that gay people
use for straight people.) In Season 1,
being gay meant the men on the show
had to attest to certain categories. They
were promiscuous, confused, com-
plaisant. It was difficult to know what

they stood for, except for a steady
refusal to stand for anything. 

Of course, I love the show, even its
earlier season. I love the way it
empathises with its characters with-
out judgment, and represents a slice of
gay life that is both modern and aspi-
rational. But also, I didn’t entirely get
Season 1. Any gay show must walk the
fine line between being too mawkish
(HIV, death and so on) and too hedo-
nistic (meth, sex and so on). It is not
easy to walk this line and the best of
queer shows – Queer As Folk comes to
mind – have started on one theme only
to shift to the next. 

Perhaps this need is a function of
where the viewer himself is on the gay
life cycle. If I were younger and still
located myself in the bylanes of rapid,
hot sex, I might have been happy with
Looking. But by the end of Season 1, I
wanted the show to speak to me at lev-
els that were more profound than the
categories it was restricting itself to.

So, it was a welcome relief that the
makers of the show, led by Andrew
Haigh, the director of the wonderful
2011 film, Weekend, moved on by the
time Season 2 arrived. The shock of the

utilitarian sex which was a
theme connecting the
first season has morphed
into something more del-
icate – a desire on the part
of the protagonists to find
love – in this season.

We find Agustin bat-
tle his attraction for an
HIV-positive man, and
the act of sex itself
reflects those anxieties.
Even though Eddie’s
HIV is undetectable, his
sero-positive status is a
bridge that Agustin is yet
to cross. Patrick is with

Kevin but the viewer wants him to
be with Richie, and hopes for a
Season 3 so that those two can get
back together. Dom is trying to find
his feet after his friend Doris has
begun a romantic relationship. 

For each of the protagonists the very
real problems of finding love and sus-
tenance as gay men is now a life proj-
ect, not something that can be brushed
under the rubric of sex. The show still
has the understated beauty that comes
from shaping a life in the mould one
deems fit, a remarkable gift given every
gay man. At no point does it give in, a
worry that gets the most tranquil of
gays up in arms. But by enlarging the
scope of what gayness means and how
gay men can define it, Looking has
made that search more diverse and on
that count, much more attractive. 

Looking in
California
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The show works
because, through its
albeit limited 
two-season span, it
has covered a whole
lot of ground. Its first
season tried to make a
statement by showing
the middle finger to
breeder norms.
(Breeder is a term of
mild disparagement
that gay people use for
straight people.)
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