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How India

‘was seduced
with hate

Pankaj Mishra

OPINION

Before dawn on Feb. 26, Narendra
Modi, the Hindu nationalist prime
minister of India, ordered an aerial
attack on the country’s nuclear-armed
neighbor, Pakistan. There were thick
clouds that morning over the border.
But Mr. Modi claimed earlier this
month, during his successful campaign
for re-election, that he had overruled
advisers who worried about them. He
is ignorant of science, he admitted, but
nevertheless trusted his “raw wisdom,”
which told him that the cloud cover
would prevent Pakistani radar from
detecting Indian fighter jets.

Over five years of Mr. Modi’s rule,
India has suffered variously from his
___ raw wisdom, most

ratuitously in No-
Siagsadis e 2016, when
’ m ‘his government
5 abruptly withdrew
il tide of tiearly 99 pescent of
violence, fake  currency nates from
news and circulation. From
resentment. devastating the
Indian economy to
risking nuclear
Armageddon in

South Asia, Mr. Modi has confirmed
that the leader of the world’s largest
democracy is dangerously incompe-
tent. During this spring’s campaign, he
also clarified that he is an unrecon-
structed ethnic-religious supremacist,
with fear and loathing as his main
political means. :

India under Mr. Modi’s rule has been
marked by continuous explosions of
violence in both virtual and real
worlds. As pro-Modi television anchors
hunted for “anti-nationals” and troll
armies rampaged through social me-
dia, threatening women with rape,
lynch mobs slaughtered Muslims and
low-caste Hindus. Hindu supremacists
have captured or infiltrated institu-
tions from the military and the judicia-
ry to the news media and universities,
while dissenting scholars and journal-
ists have found themselves exposed to
the risk of assassination and arbitrary
detention. Stridently advancing bogus
claims that ancient Hindus invented
genetic engineering and airplanes, Mr.
Modi and his Hindu nationalist sup-
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on the Ganges in Varanasi, the constituency of India’s prime minister, Narendra Modi framed his decision to stand for
he’s lauded for his Hindu nationalism and scolded for destroying temples in the name of economic development. PAGE 4

‘She missed her moment’

LONDON

Theresa May’s inability
to adjust to the realities
of Brexit led to her end

BY ELLEN BARRY

An ‘iconic image of Theresa May ap-
pearedin the past week, as Britain read-
ied for the news that she would step
down. :

It showed her in the back of her car,
her face pale and sheened with sweat,

her eyes red-rimmed and watery. The

image resonated because it was nearly
identical to one taken of Margaret
Thatcher in November of 1990, as a car

whisked her away from her own resig-
nation, “Tears in the Back Seat” read
The Daily Mirror’s headline, on both
days. ;

The tears were notable because they
were out of the ordinary. In two years
and 10 months as prime minister, Mrs.
May has made toughness into a person-
al.brand, plowing forward even as her
hopes of delivering Brexit faded. It be-
came one of the central mysteries of
British politics: What exactly, would it
take for Mrs. May to give up?

On Friday, we found out. She said she
would stand aside as leader of the Con-
servative Party on June 7, but remain as
prime minister until a successor was
chosen.

Contemplating a fourth humiliating
defeat in Parliament, abandoned by the
last of her allies, Mrs. May at last con-

cluded that she had exhausted every
possible pathway to success. Her Brexit
strategy has left the country in dire
straits: Its populace is poisonously di-

vided, its two venerable parties are

gravely damaged and her likely succes-
sors are pushing the hard-line fantasy of
ano-deal exit from the European Union.

As of Friday, she had served 1,044
days in office, one of the shortest
tenures of any postwar prime minister,
and her government has passed fewer
pieces of legislation than any other in
the last three decades.

As Mrs. May steps down in compre-

hensive defeat, itisin large part because

she was slow to adjust to the political re-

alities of Brexit. Though she ultimately

made clear that she was not willing to
lead the country into a no-deal exit, she
did so only this spring, at the tail end of

Y

the process. Though she finally reached
out beyond her own party, in hopes of
cobbling together a coalition with La-
bour centrists, she did so tentatively,
and too late. .

“She missed her moment” said Rosa
Prince, the author of a biography of Mrs.
May. “She just didn’t have the flexibility
or insight to change course. She’s like a
tanker that takes forever to change di-
rection, and then can’t recalibrate when
it’s clear the new course is fatal”

Tim Bale, a professor of politics at
Queen Mary University of London, was
unsparing, calling Mrs. May’s time in of-
fice “a complete and utter waste, an ex-
ercise in futility””

“She will be seen as one of the worst-
performing prime ministers ever to oc-
cupy that office,” he said. “The idea that
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porters seemed to plunge an entire
country into a moronic inferno. Last
month the Indian army’s official twitter
account excitedly broadcast its discov-
ery of the Yeti’s footprints.

Yetin the election that began last
month, voters chose overwhelmingly to
prolong this nightmare. The sources of
Mr. Modi’s impregnable charisma seem
more mysterious when you consider
that he failed completely to realize his
central promises of the 2014 election:
jobs and naticnal security. He presided
Over an enormous rise in unemploy-
ment and a spike in militancy in India-
ruled Kashmir. His much-sensational-

_ ized punitive assault on Pakistanin
February damaged nothing more thana
few trees across the border, while killing
seven Indian civilians in an instance of
friendly fire.

Mr. Modi did indeed benefit elector-
ally this time from his garishly adver-
tised schemes to provide toilets, bank
accounts, cheap loans, housing, elec-
tricity and cooking-gas cylinders to
some of the poorest Indians, Lavish
donations from India’s biggest compa-
nies allowed his party to outspend all
others on its re-election campaign. A
corporate-owned mediafervently built
up Mr. Modi as India’s savior, and oppo-

. sition parties areright to suggest that
the Election Commission, once one of
India’s few unimpeachable bodies, was
also shamelessly partisan.

None of these factors, however, can
explain the spell Modi has caston an
overwhelmingly young Indian popula-
tion. “Now and then,” Lionel Trilling
once wrote, “itis possible to observe the
moral life in process of revising itself”
Mr. Modi has created that processin
India by drastically refashioning, with
the help of technology, how many Indi-
ans see themselves and their world, and
by infusing India’s public sphere with a
riotously popular loathing of the coun-
try’s old urban elites.

Rived by caste as well as class divi-
sions, and dominated in Bollywood as
well as politics by dynasties, Indiais a

‘grotesquely unequal society. Its consti-
tution, and much political rhetoric,
upholds the notion that all individuals
are equal and possess the same right to
education and job opportunities; but the
everyday experience of most Indians
testify to appalling violations of this

principle. I hoth witnessed and experi-
enced these explosive tensionsin the
late1980s, when I wasastudentata
dead-end provincial university, one of
many there confronting a near-impossi-
ble task: not only sustained academic
excellence, but also awrenching cultur-
al and psychological makeover in the
image of the self-assured, English-
speaking metropolitan. One common
object of our ressentiment — an impo-
tent mix of envy and hatred — was Rajiv
Gandhi, the deceased father of main
opposition leader Rahul Gandhi, whom
Mr. Modiindecorously but cunningly
chose to denounce in his election cam-
paign. An airline pilot who became
prime minister largely because his
mother and grandfather had held the
same post, and who allegedly received
kickbacks from a Swedish arms manu-
facturer into Swiss bank accounts, Mr.
Gandhi appeared to perfectly embody a
pseudo-socialist elite that claimed to
supervise post-colonial India’s attempt
to catch up with the modern West but
that in reality single-mindedly pursued
its own interests.

There seemed no possibility of dia-
logue with a metropolitan ruling class of
such Godlike aloofness, which had
cruelly stranded usin history while
itself moving serenely toward conver-
gence with the prosperous West. This
sense of abandonment became more
wounding as India began in the 1990s to
embrace global capitalism together
with a quasi-American ethic of individu-
alismamid a colossal population shift
fromruralto urban areas. Satellite
television and the internet spawned
previously inconceivable fantasies of
private wealth and consumption, even
asinequality, corruption and nepotism
grew and India’s social hierarchies
appearedas entrenched as ever.

No politician, however, sought to
exploit thelong dormant rage against
India’s self-perpetuating post-colonial
rulers, or to channel the boiling frustra-
tion over blocked social mobility, until
Mr. Modi emerged from political dis-
gracein the early 2010s with his rhetoric
of meritocracy and lusty assaults on
hereditary privilege.

India’s former Anglophone establish-
ment and Western governments had
stigmatized Mr. Medi for his suspected
role —ranging from malign indifference
tocomplicity and direct supervision —

in the murder of hundreds of Muslimsin
hishome state of Gujarat in 2002. But
Mr. Modi, backed by some of India’s
richest people, managed to return to the
political mainstream, and, ahead of the
2014 election, he mesmerized aspiring
Indians with a flamboyant narrative
about his hardscrabble past, and their
glorious future. From the beginning, he
was careful to present himself to his
primary audience of stragglers asone of
them: a self-made individual who had to
overcome hurdles thrown in his way by
anarrogant and venal elite that in-
dulged treasonous Muslims while pour-
ing contempt on salt-of-the-earth Hin-
dus like himself. Boasting of his 56-inch °
chest, he promised to transform India
into an international superpower and to
reinsert Hindus into the grand march of
history.

Mr. Modi ‘ Sir'ace 2014, Mr. i
tRllate s Modi’s near-novelist-
fearful ic ability to create
£ irresistible fictions
pc‘apulatlon has been steadily
with the enhanced by India’s
scapegoating  troll-dominated
of minorities,  socialmedia as well
refugees, as cravenly syco-
lotasrand phantic newspapers
ol and television chan-
& nels. India’s online
population doubledin
the five years of Mr.

Modji’s rule. With cheap smartphonesin
the hands of the poorest of Indians, a
large part of the world’s population was
exposed to fake news on Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube and WhatsApp, In-
deed, Mr. Modi received one of his big-
gest electoral boosts from false ac-
counts claiming that his airstrikes
exterminated hundreds of Pakistanis,
and that he frightened Pakistaninto
returning the Indian pilot it had cap-
tured.

Mr. Modiis preternaturally alert to
the fact that the smartphone’s screen is
pulling hundreds of millions of Indians,
who have barely emerged fromillitera-
¢y, into a wonderland of fantasy and
myth. An early adopter of Twitter, like
Donald Trump, he performs unceas-
ingly for the camera, often dressed in
outlandish costumes. After decades of
Western-educated and emotionally
constricted Indian leaders, Mr. Modi
uninhibitedly participates — whether
speaking tearfully of his poverty-

stricken past or boasting of his bro-
mance with Barack Obama — in digital
media’s quasi-egalitarian culture of
exhibitionism. Posing last weekend asa
saffron-robed monkin a cave ata Hindu
pilgrimage site, Mr. Modi provoked
much mockery among India’s English-
speaking intelligentsia. But to many
Indians who felt scorned and margin-
alized by a westernized establishment,
anunabashedly Hindu politician with
thickly-accented English has appeared,
asthe novelist Aatish Taseer claimedin
2014, “a rare instance of India trusting to
herself, throwing up one of her own, one
who did not have the blessings of the
Westatall”

Mr. Modi’s appointed task in Indiais
the same as that of many far-right dem-

~agogues; totitillate a fearful and angry

population with the scapegoating of
minorities, refugees, leftists, liberals
and others while accelerating predatory
forms of capitalism. He may have failed
to create job opportunities for disadvan-
taged Indians. But he has sanctioned
them, with his own vengeful contempt
for English-speaking elites, to raucously
talk back to, and shout down, the al-
ready privileged.As Mr. Modi allowed
long-simmering ressentiment to erupt
volcanically, India witnessed a savage
assault on not just democratic institu-
tions and rational discourse but also
ordinary human decency. The India that
Mr. Modi has made was never more
accurately summed up than both in the
demonstrations last year, led by women,
and the justifications offered by poli-
ticians, police officials and lawyers in
support of eight Hindu men accused of
raping and murdering an eight-year-old
Muslim girl.

Intoxicating voters with the seductwe
passion of vengeance, and grandiose
fantasies of power and domination, Mr.
Modi has deftly escaped public scrutiny
of his record of raw wisdom — one that
would have ruined any other politician.
Backin 2014, the Hindu supremacist
pioneered the politics of enmity that
corrodes many democracies today. This
week, he triumphantly reaped one of the
biggest electoral harvests of the post-
truth age, giving us more reason to fear
the future. s
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