
A
s Holmes might have said, it is a curious fact that Narendra Modi
smiles rarely at home, but when abroad the camera usually catches him
beaming, laughing, smiling. At home, the prime minister invariably
looks grim or impassive, the body language conveying gravitas, author-

ity and serious purpose. He may manage a smile when greeting a senior col-
league, but much of the time not even that. When he walks through a public space,
or into an assembled gathering, no lines break on his face, or wrinkle around the
eyes. If he catches someone’s eye, it is with a gimlet stare. 

At public meetings, the body language is aggressive, the voice assertive, the
gestures expansive. The index finger points outward, and his voice drops only for
dramatic effect when he is about to come roaring back to make a point. If ever an
Indian prime minister was Alpha Male, it is Mr Modi. Aakar Patel has brilliantly
deconstructed the picture on Mr Modi’s Twitter home page, catching the prime
minister as he walks out of Parliament House, security guards flanking him from
behind, SUVs parked in the distance. The composition is consistent with the
message of single-point authority. 

Yet the prime minister is transformed when he travels overseas. He is very
obviously enjoying himself, relaxed and smiling, taking selfies, and glorying in the
adulation of overseas Indians to the extent that he sometimes forgets himself and
says things that he should not even think to himself. It is not just overseas; even
at home, when in the company of an international leader, Mr Modi presents a more
outgoing, congenial persona, someone who is reaching out rather than asserting
himself or his position. His eager-beaver language with Barack Obama was some-
times almost cringe-making — reminding you of the picture of Nehru with
Edwina, with Mountbatten looking into the distance. You wanted India’s prime
minister to show more restraint. 

The two images that Mr Modi presents of himself are so starkly different that
one is tempted to ask the real Narendra Modi to present himself. Most people are
usually not aware of their leaders’ private side. The little anecdotes that came out
after Indira Gandhi was assassinated spoke of a person very different in private life
from the power-obsessed ogress that her many critics thought her to be. Mr Modi,
it once came out, had adopted a Nepalese boy; nothing had been heard of this
before, or since. Did anyone know till his Japan visit, for instance, that Mr Modi
could do a little number on drums? 

Being prime minister is a tough job — and any prime minister must feel the
need to let his hair down every now and then. Narasimha Rao would sometimes
watch Spanish movies on the flight back from summit meetings. Rajiv Gandhi after
a meeting would get behind the wheel of a fast vehicle and play cat-and-mouse with
his security posse, or go off on a holiday to Lakshadweep or the Andamans. For Mr
Modi, official travel may serve the same purpose. What was impressive about his
China visit was that he was able to display a relaxed public persona even as he did
some tough talking in official meetings — that showed a person confident and in
control of what he was doing. So why doesn’t he do that double-act at home? 

Minders often soften the public image of leaders by showing them in family
settings — Nehru playing with tiger cubs along with his grandchildren, and
Kennedy with glamorous wife plus a toddler-son crawling around in the Oval Office.
Mr Modi, unfortunately, does not have such options. Perhaps he should human-
ise his image by showing that he has interests other than politics and his morning
yoga. He could take to percussion as a hobby; it has the advantage that he would
still be beating his own drum.
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When Aruna Shanbaug
died in a Mumbai hos-
pital earlier this week,

we remembered again what that
meant and what had happened
to her. We all remembered that
she was raped in the hospital
basement by a staff sweeper,
sodomised and strangled with a
dog chain until her brain stem
was more or less destroyed.
Many of us remembered that the
rape that all but killed her was
the beginning of a life that she
lived for over four decades. 

But in those intervening four

decades, very few of us thought
about Shanbaug at all, because
chronic tragedy too becomes the
quotidian. Her fiancé and fami-
ly fell away. There was a brief
spurt of attention when journal-
ist Pinky Virani petitioned a
court to allow doctors to
euthanise her, but for the most
part of 42 years, the teams of
doctors and nurses at King
Edward Memorial (KEM)
Hospital who fed, bathed,
cleaned, changed and moni-
tored Shanbaug were among the
only people to interact with her
— and Ms Virani is critical of
their motives and competence.

What does it mean to be alive
in that permanent vegetative
state? Ms Virani thought of it as
pain-filled torture. The staff at
KEM seemed to think of it as pre-
serving a vestigial splinter of per-
sonhood. The court judgment of
Ms Virani’s petition declined to
allow Shanbaug’s life to be end-
ed, but it did allow for what it
calls “passive euthanasia”, that
is, withholding life-preserving
treatment, as opposed to admin-

istering life-ending treatment,
under certain circumstances.

Even if you think of
Shanbaug’s case as a tricky one,
with no clear consensus on how
much meaningful consciousness
was left in that vegetative body,
or what the terms “meaningful”
and “consciousness” entail, India
has to squarely confront the
question of how to interpret the
terms “freedom” and “right to
life”. Even as we are obliged to
protect the individual, we can-
not blindly keep assuming the
sanctity of life for its own sake,
especially if that individual
would rather die. Freedom and
choice are intertwined. If free-
dom is about the right to life and
the right to make life choices, it
should also be about the right to
die and the right to make death
choices (as far as choice is 
possible, obviously).

India has longstanding, and
greatly respected, life-ending tra-
ditions. When a Jain elder
decides that her time is up and
starts to starve herself to death,
nobody throws her in the clink
for attempted suicide. We gener-
ally accept that she is the ulti-
mate authority over her own
body, and philosophical and spir-

itual outlook. When a commit-
ted protester embarks upon a fast
unto death, we generally agree
that this is a valid and noble form
of protest, and political plates are
often shifted to persuade him to
change his mind. (This breaks
down if the protester is an incon-
venient woman like Irom
Sharmila, in which case crimi-
nal law is invoked and she is
arrested and force-fed through a
nasal pipe.) In either case, the
protagonist perceives death as
the greater good. 

An individual should have the
right not just to life, but to a self-
determined quality of life. One
person might cleave so much to
life that it is worth any amount of
discomfort or suffering; and
another might be so loathe to live
with diminished faculties, or an
evacuation of meaning, that
death is the only humane release.
Each is the best judge of his or
her quality of life. In cases where
individual choice is unknowable,
the law is right to err on the side of
caution, since death is (thus far)
an irreversible choice, but should-
n’t we, as a society, be paying
greater attention to the rights of
those who willingly choose to
curtail their lives? Shouldn’t we,

at the very least, ditch the pious
homilies about god and let people
determine how they feel, with-
out moral judgement? And, sure-
ly, a state that retains the power to
end a life on the grounds of justice
can empathise with ending a life
on the grounds of compassion?

Should we not decriminalise
attempted suicide, and allow the
terminally ill and the psychical-
ly tortured to end their suffer-
ing? Should we not consider the
living will to be a legally binding
document, setting down a per-
son’s medical directives in
advance, in the event that he or
she is permanently incapacitated
or no longer able to make or com-
municate healthcare decisions?
Nobody can appreciate the full
force of biologically hard-wired
self-preservation until they are
themselves eyeball to eyeball
with death. The best we can do is
guess in advance, based on what
we know of ourselves. If I were
locked-in or vegetative, or able
to eat but unable to communi-
cate, if I were irrecoverable,
would I choose death? Isn’t life
more than a sinus rhythm? 

I don’t know, but if I did know,
I wouldn’t want the state to have
the power to overrule me.

Sentenced to life

Returning to America for a
few weeks after several
years I am struck not by

how different the country is
from when I last had a much
longer passage here but how the
strikingly similar the changes
are to those in India. Everyday
happenings, encounters and
conversations – even billboard
humour – carry echoes of quo-
tidian Indian concerns.  

A mainline Washington-New
York train derailed outside
Philadelphia some days ago,
killing seven and injuring more
than 200 passengers. As a result,
the Amtrak route was thrown

out of gear for days on end. This
turned out to be a blessing in
disguise: we booked bus tickets
for the five-hour journey, rough-
ly the same time as a Delhi-
Jaipur ride, and the sights and
sounds were hardly dissimilar.
Children screeched; passengers
griped about lack of rest stops;
traffic snarls were long, finally
slowing to a painful crawl at the
Port Authority terminal in mid-
Manhattan, an inferno of chaos,
squalor and uncouth push-and-
shove to rival the Interstate Bus
Terminus in Delhi. Travellers
glued to their cellphones en
route drew cold comfort from
digital displays by a Wi-Fi serv-
ice provider that read, “In the
city that never sleeps, does your
cell phone take lots of naps?”

Passing through the suburbs
of Delaware, Baltimore and New
Jersey another poignantly famil-
iar feature was visible to those
who transit from metropolitan
to provincial India: large hoard-
ings advertising small-time col-
leges and institutes with the
promise of specialised courses
and educational degrees.
Admittedly, not of the spurious

MIT (“Muzaffarnagar Institute of
Technology”, it read in small let-
ters below) I came across in west-
ern Uttar Pradesh last summer,
but they underscore the same
burning desire for self-improve-
ment via higher learning. 

May is graduation season in
this Valhalla of education, a
coming-of-age ritual celebrated
with rather more energetic fer-
vour than the modest laddoo-
distribution that accompanies
degree-taking in India.
Everywhere you see fresh-faced
graduates posing in their tas-
selled caps and fluttering gowns,
proudly showing off their talis-
manic robes as symbols of a
hopeful future.

The achievement does not
come without agonising compe-
tition, anxiety and pedagogic
controversy. Last month, when
17-year-old Pooja Chandra-
shekhar, the only daughter of two
engineers in Virginia, aced the
admissions test to all eight Ivy
League colleges, and then some
more, her star turn made head-
line news in India, but was treat-
ed with sober restraint in the
American media. The running
story of the acme of Asian achiev-
ers is beginning to grate in the
upper echelons of the American
educational system. Are they too

much of a good thing?  
A group of 64 organisations

recently filed a complaint
against Harvard University with
the US Education Department
of Civil Rights for “systemic and
continuous discrimination
against Asian Americans” by
setting higher admission stan-
dards — in effect, a kind of
restrictive quota system.
Harvard denies the charge, say-
ing its “holistic” admissions
process looks at applicants’
“extracurricular activities and
leadership qualities”. That has-
n’t stopped a volley of sharp
analysis in the press that lays
bare some plain facts: Indian
and Chinese students, of
American or indigenous origin,
fare much better in entrance
exams, especially for business
schools. “That’s causing a big
problem for America’s prospec-
tive MBAs,” reports The Wall
Street Journal. “Asia-Pacific stu-
dents have shown a mastery of
the quantitative portion of the
four-part Graduate
Management Admission Test
(GMAT). That has skewed mean
test scores upward, and vexed
US students, whose results are
looking increasingly poor in
comparison. In response,
admissions officers at US

schools are seeking new ways of
measurement, to make US stu-
dents look better.” 

I spent some time with two
old friends, an Indo-American
couple, both professors, whose
combined teaching experience
of more than six decades
includes Columbia University,
and colleges exclusive and egal-
itarian respectively such as
Sarah Lawrence and the City
University of New York. I asked
how the profile of Indian stu-
dents had changed over the
years. It used to be good to excel-
lent in the 1980s, they said, but is
now often outstanding; a steady
stream of applicants has grown
into a flood in the past decade.
The Times of India’s US corre-
spondent, Chidanand Rajghatta,
confirms the prestige and price
tag Indians attach to an
American degree. There are over
100,000 Indian students in the
US, and the numbers are grow-
ing apace. The average cost of a
four-year undergraduate degree
is $100,000, but evidently “a
growing number of Indian par-
ents can afford to fund this for-
eign degree enterprise out of
their own pockets and assets”.

Meanwhile, who is queuing
up outside the Muzaffarnagar
Institute of Technology?
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I was in London in early April and watched the tel-
evised debate of the political leaders contesting
the national election. I watched in amazement as,

apart from the Conservative and the
UK Independence Party leaders, all
the others laid into what were
labelled the “austerity” policies fol-
lowed by the Conservative-Liberal
Democrat coalition to deal with the
massive Budget deficit left by the pre-
ceding Labour government. The
most strident was the leader of the
Scottish National Party (SNP), Nicola
Sturgeon, who was completely
against any austerity — whilst the
others, including Labour’s Ed
Miliband and Lib Dems’ Nick Clegg
seemed to be echoing variants of St
Augustine’s plea in his Confessions: “Give me chasti-
ty and continency — but not yet!” 

After this debate, despite the dead heat predicted
by all the pollsters, I did not believe that when it
came to the ballot box the majority of English voters
would be able to cast their vote without choking in
favour of Labour’s Mr Miliband and his Shadow
Chancellor Ed Balls — the architects of Labour’s
incontinence under Gordon Brown. When the
prospect of a Labour government kept in office in a
hung Parliament by the SNP, which promised a more
extreme version of the last Labour government’s fis-
cal excesses, even the waverers must have baulked.
So I was not surprised when the BBC’s exit poll pre-
dicted a Conservative victory.

But the election outcome also provides another
lesson. Though many academics and much of the
commentariat had argued against the speed, and some
even on the need for the coalition’s contractionary

fiscal adjustment on traditional Keynesian grounds,
their fears that these policies could lead to another
slump were belied by the actual outcomes in terms of

unemployment and even growth. This
must have given credence to the Tory
claim that they needed another five
years to complete the task of fiscal con-
solidation and put Britain on a path of
sustainable growth. 

There are also lessons to be learnt
about the crude Keynesianism pro-
pounded by much of the commen-
tariat and many academics during the
Great Recession. They have repeated
the opprobrium hurled at the fiscal
consolidation undertaken by the first
Thatcher government, when 364 UK
economists wrote a letter to The Times

denouncing it, claiming it would lead to a slump. I
refused to sign the letter. Thatcher’s fiscal consolida-
tion was followed by robust growth. 

Furthermore, a group of Italian economists at
Bocconi University have considered a number of oth-
er fiscal consolidation and questioned the standard
Keynesian claim that they necessarily depress
demand and output. Instead, they identify what they
describe by the malapropism “expansionary fiscal
contraction” (see Alberto Alesina and Silvia Ardagna’s
2009 NBER working paper, titled “Large Changes in
Fiscal policy: Taxes versus Spending”). 

The British monetarist Tim Congdon (in his arti-
cle “In praise of expansionary fiscal contraction”,
which appeared in Economic Affairs this year) has
provided some support. He examines the change in
the cyclically adjusted public sector net borrowing
(PSBR), with a reduction representing fiscal tighten-
ing, and sees if it is accompanied by below trend

growth and a reduction in the “output gap” with more
spare capacity and higher unemployment. The “out-
put gap” is measured with reference to the level of
potential output when unemployment is at the mon-
etarist “natural rate” — that is, the non-accelerating
inflation rate of unemployment (Nairu). The “output
gap” is then given by the percentage difference
between actual gross domestic product (GDP) in con-
stant prices and estimated potential GDP. So above-
potential output is associated with a positive value of
the output gap and beneath-potential output with a
negative value. (See OECD Economic Outlook 1995,
page 74). Mr Congdon’s estimates of the changes in
the output gap and in the PSBR for 1981 to 2013 for the
United Kingdom from the International Monetary
Fund are in the table. If the Keynesian view is valid,
one should see an inverse relationship between
changes in the cyclically adjusted Budget balance
(PSBR) and changes in the output gap. 

There are five phases from 1980 in the table. During
the first, 1981-88, the Thatcher government’s fiscal pol-
icy was contractionary, but the output gap improved,
refuting the claims of the 364 economists who had
signed the letter to The Times. From 1989 to 1993, fiscal
policy was expansionary, to counter the downturn
associated with membership of the European
Exchange Rate Mechanism, leading to a worsening of
the output gap. From 1994 to 2000, which includes the
early years of the Blair government, fiscal policy was
contractionary with an improvement in the output
gap. Thereafter from 2001 to 2009, in Mr Brown’s fiscal
expansion there was a worsening of the output gap.
Under George Osborne in the Conservative-Lib Dem
coalition, fiscal policy was again tightened and contrary
to the academic and media Jeremiahs, there was an
improvement in the output gap.

Three conclusions follow about macroeconomic
policy. First, Keynesian counter-cyclical policies do
not work, justifying the conventional policy pre-
scriptions accepted till the Great Recession. Fiscal
policies should be concerned with the microeconomy,
the financing of public goods, and maintaining fiscal
and debt sustainability. Second, business cycle fluc-
tuations should be managed by monetary policy.
Third, the fear of the ineffectiveness of monetary pol-
icy because of a purported Keynesian “liquidity trap”
is unwarranted. As Ben Bernanke wearing his aca-
demic hat wrote, “The general argument that the
monetary authorities can increase aggregate demand
and prices, even if the nominal interest rate is zero, is
as follows: Money, unlike other forms of government
debt, pays zero interest and has infinite maturity.
The monetary authorities can issue as much money
as they like. Hence if the price level was truly inde-
pendent of money issuance, then the monetary
authorities could use the money they create to acquire
indefinite quantities of goods and assets. This is man-
ifestly impossible in equilibrium … This is an ele-
mentary argument, but … it is quite corrosive of
claims of monetary impotence” (“Japanese Monetary
Policy: A case of self-induced paralysis”, A Posen and
R Mikitani (editors), Japan’s Financial Crisis and its
Parallels to US Experience, 2009). 

Finally, politically, the result of the UK election
shows that a government undertaking austerity for
credible fiscal and debt sustainability need not fear
the electoral consequences.

Britain’s ‘austerity’
election
How the United Kingdom shows that fiscal consolidation is
economically and politically beneficial

EYE CULTURE
VIKRAM JOHRI

I was excited at the prospect of
Karan Johar taking on a substan-
tive role in a film. With his pen-

chant for nuancing his own films with
gay elements, I was hoping to see a
performance that was riddled with
gay inflections, if it was not totally
gay itself.

What a sore disappointment!
Johar allows Anurag Kashyap to play
to the same lazy, tired tropes about
homosexuals that we have come to
expect from Hindi cinema. The clos-
eted gay man who marries a woman
he then pimps out;
the sly sex seeker
who does not have
the audacity to
demand more than a
slight touch involv-
ing fingers; the comic
villain who, even as
he hatches plots to
kill the protagonist,
complains about hav-
ing been overlooked
by him in favour of
the lady love … the
list is practically 
endless.

I was surprised at
the sudden bon-
homie between
Kashyap and Johar
when they had decid-
ed to work together
on Bombay Velvet.
They come from such
different schools of cinema that the
only way they would have decided to
work together, I wagered, was if
Kashyap had offered Johar a part in
which the latter could significantly
explore his sexuality. And I had decid-
ed to give Kashyap the benefit of the
doubt. I had looked forward to a
movie where Johar would finally play
a sensitively portrayed gay character.
I can’t tell you how happy I am that
the film has turned out to be a rotten
jumble of plot loopholes and har-
rumphed direction. If it had been
anywhere close to the master class
that was Gangs of Wasseypur, the car-
icature that is Johar’s Kaizad
Khambatta would have 
especially hurt.

The bare bones of the plot have by
now been discussed threadbare.
Khambatta takes Johnny Balraj, a
product of the red light district, under
his wings. Played by Ranbir Kapoor,
Balraj is willing to do anything to be a
“big shot”, starting with being
exploited by Khambatta. There are

suggestions galore that Khambatta
uses Balraj for his sexual pleasure,
but nothing that confirms this fact.
All we get to see is stuff like Johar
giving Balraj the moniker “Johnny”
after ogling long and hard at 
his crotch.

It could have grown from there to
be a sustainable, if edgy, romance
between the two male protagonists.
Instead, what we get is an all-surface
love story between Balraj and Rosie
Noronha, a jazz singer played by the
talented Anushka Sharma, who, how-
ever, never really comes into her own
as this character. Her story starts with
grim moodiness and suddenly som-
ersaults to heightened passion and
then, as with all women who happen

to find themselves
in gangster flicks,
returns to a dull
dénouement.

Johar does play
Khambatta well,
given the limited
scope of the charac-
ter. An oily wheeler-
dealer, he knows
whom to tap to get
his work done, as
the Bombay of yore
is spliced to yield
the metropolis of
today. He moves
among the high and
mighty, knows their
weaknesses fully
well and exploits his
connections to get
the best deal. The
movie looks very
good and, as for the

underground homosexual, perhaps
captures a truth of the times in the
character of Khambatta. But it breaks
no new ground. It is merely another
film in which the homosexual, if not
a rotten weakling, is a consummate
player who games the system. To that
extent, Kashyap might be lauded for
writing a wily player, not a wuss.

But there the expectations must
stop. The Khambatta story will, of
course, end suitably — but we will
not know, of course, what happens to
his wife, a glamorous model whose
plasticity is the perfect foil to the
sham marriage she is in. We, of
course, will not know about any of
Khambatta’s other lovers, men who
make no appearance in the film. We
know only the fate of his one true
love, Johnny Balraj, whom he finish-
es as Balraj finishes him, and we will
laugh our way out of the cinema halls
about the lunacy of it all. Bombay
Velvet is a deeply gay film. If only its
director, whom we extol as one of our
best, had let it live and breathe as one.

Velvetdisappointment

Bombay Velvet is merely
another film in which the
homosexual, if not a rotten
weakling, is a consummate
player who games the system.
To that extent, Anurag
Kashyap might be lauded for
writing a wily player, not a
wuss. But there the
expectations must stop. We
will not know about any of
Kaizad Khambatta’s other
lovers, men who make no
appearance in the film. We
know only the fate of his one
true love, Johnny Balraj. It is
a deeply gay film. If only its
director, whom we extol as
one of our best, had let it live
and breathe as one
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Change in structural Change in output

Budget balance from gap from last

Years under last year beforehand year beforehand 

consideration to end-year (%) to end-year (%)

1981-88 +8.2 +1.8

1989-93 -4.7 -5.1

1994–2000 +8.0 +4.7

2001–09 -12.9 -3.5

2010–14 +6.4 +0.5
Data are from the International Monetary Fund

WERE UK FISCAL ‘CONTRACTIONS’ DEFLATIONARY
AND ‘EXPANSIONS’ STIMULATORY?

‘Contractions’ would be deflationary, in line with the
Keynesian textbooks, if ‘pluses’ in the second column were
accompanied by ‘minuses’ in the third column. The evidence
is totallyatvariance with the Keynesian position

IL
LU

ST
RA

TI
O
N

 B
Y 

B
IN

AY
 S

IN
H

A


