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Preface: The Weight of Knowing India

Next Chapter

1.4 billion. This is the population of India, which has now become the most populous country in the
world. However, this figure—which surpassed China's in 2023—cannot be the sole starting point for
understanding India. There is far too much hidden behind the numbers.

India has 22 official languages. While Hindi and English are used officially, protests erupt in the
southern state of Tamil Nadu if signs are displayed in Hindi. Although Hinduism is practiced by 80%
of the population, the Muslim population alone exceeds 200 million, making it the third largest in the
world. The caste system has been constitutionally abolished, yet it remains an invisible force in
marriage, employment, and elections. India is less a single country and more a continent. The
common sense that applies in Delhi does not hold in Mumbai, and the business cultures of Bangalore
and Kolkata are worlds apart.

This vast and complex nation is currently undergoing rapid transformation. It has risen to become the
world's fourth-largest economy by GDP and is recording the fastest growth rate among major nations.
UPI, the Unified Payments Interface, handled over 228 billion transactions in 2025 alone. Essentially,
India processes half of the world's real-time digital payments. It is a country where a local street
vendor accepts payments via QR code while a cow leisurely crosses the road just a few feet away.
India is a place where these scenes coexist.

At the heart of this change stands one man: Narendra Modi. A boy who once sold chai on the
platform of Vadnagar Station in Gujarat rose to become the Prime Minister of the world's largest
democracy, winning a third consecutive term in 2024. By following his journey, the core structures of
modern India are revealed: caste, Hindu nationalism, economic liberalization, the digital revolution,
and diplomatic strategy. The transformation of a nation is distilled within the trajectory of a single
individual.

In Korea, the narrative surrounding India has always oscillated between two extremes: the optimism

of a "massive market of 1.4 billion, the Next China," and the pessimism of a "land of power outages,

bureaucracy, and labor disputes." Neither is entirely wrong, but both are dangerous in that they only

capture a single facet of India. In India, it is often true that A and B are both correct at the same time.
As the economy grows, inequality widens; as digital innovation advances, illiteracy remains high; as

democracy functions, authoritarian tendencies strengthen. Understanding begins by accepting these
contradictions not as paradoxes, but as the very identity of India.

This book does not paint Modi as a hero, nor does it cast him as a villain. It gives equal weight to the
shadows of the Gujarat riots and the achievements of the Gujarat model, describing both the
successes of the digital revolution and the concerns over democratic backsliding. A balanced
perspective is the essential attitude required to understand such a complex nation.



As of 2025, the trade volume between Korea and India has reached $26.9 billion. Both governments
have set a target to increase this to $50 billion by 2030. Samsung Electronics operates its largest
smartphone factory in the world in Noida, and Hyundai Motor Company recorded the largest IPO in
the history of the Indian stock market. Over 550 Korean companies are currently doing business in
India. For the next 20 to 30 years, India will be one of Korea's most vital economic partners. However,
there is one condition: Korea must truly understand India.

I hope this book serves as the starting point for that understanding. | hope it helps you view India a
little more closely, more accurately, and with a greater sense of humility.

2025, Seoul

Next Chapter

Kim Kyung-jin Al Library
kimkj.com

© 2026. All rights reserved.



Chapter 1. The Boy from Vadnagar (1950-1970)

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter
1.1 The Boy on the Platform

Vadnagar Station, Gujarat. A boy, awake by 5:00 AM, places a tin pot on the stove. He adds chai
leaves, pours in milk, and melts the sugar. When the train arrives, he has only two or three minutes.
He must sell as much as possible in that brief window. Ten paisa per cup. On a good day, he earns
two rupees. The boy’s name is Narendra Damodardas Modi. This is how the day began for the man
who would one day lead a population of 1.4 billion.

September 17, 1950. The boy was born just eight months after India implemented its Republic
Constitution, at a time when the wounds of Partition had yet to heal. Vadnagar was an ancient city
with over 2,000 years of history. It once flourished as a center of Buddhist scholarship, and the
7th-century Chinese monk Xuanzang ([110) visited and recorded it under the name "Anandapura.”
While Hindu temples were scattered throughout, by the mid-20th century, all that remained of the
town's glory were ruins. Dilapidated buildings were packed tightly along narrow alleys, and most
residents lived hand-to-mouth.

The house where Modi was born was a single-room mud-walled structure roughly 40 feet long and 12
feet wide—about 13 square meters. Lacking windows, it was dark even during the day, and it had
neither electricity nor running water. When his mother cooked, smoke filled the room; during the
monsoon, rain leaked from the roof, turning the floor into mud. In this cramped space, his parents and
six siblings huddled together for warmth as they slept. Poverty was not merely the background music
of this household; it was their everything.

Poverty is common in India. Hundreds of millions are born into similar environments and raised amid
similar hardships. Why, then, was this boy different? What pushed him from the railway platform to
the Prime Minister's Residence in New Delhi?

The first clue to the answer lies in caste. Modi’s family belonged to the '"Modh-Ghanchi' caste.
Traditionally a caste of vegetable oil pressers, they are classified by the Indian government as an
'Other Backward Class' (OBC). While not Dalits (Untouchables), they were effectively invisible in the
worlds of politics, administration, and education dominated by upper castes.

To explain this significance to Korean readers: in 1970s Korea, there was a saying that 'a dragon
rises from a small stream.' It was the belief that even a poor child from the countryside could go to
Seoul National University and become a judge if they studied hard. An OBC member becoming Prime
Minister in India might seem like a similar narrative. However, there is a crucial difference. While
Korea's 'stream' was a wall that could be breached through effort, India's caste was more like a
stigma branded onto the body at birth. The Nehru and Gandhi families, both from upper castes,
dominated Indian politics for decades after independence. The fact that he broke through that solid



wall is why hundreds of millions could deeply empathize when Modi later said in public speeches, "I
come from the same place as you."

His father, Damodardas Mulchand Modi (c. 1915-1989), originally inherited the family oil-pressing
business, but it was not enough to feed six children. Thus, he set up a makeshift stall with wooden
planks and a tin roof on one side of the Vadnagar station platform and began selling chai. The
Mehsana-Vadnagar railway line, opened in 1887, was a rural route where only a few trains stopped
each day, but the passengers who swarmed the platform during those few minutes were his only
source of income.

Young Narendra began helping his father around the age of six. He would wake at 4:00 AM to brew
chai, then run to the carriage windows with a hot kettle, shouting, "Chai! Garam chail (Tea! Hot tea!)"
The two or three minutes the train stopped were like a battlefield. He had to take coins, hand over
cups, give back change, and sprint to the next window, repeating the process until the train departed.
After school, he would rush back to the station, and later, he even operated a separate stall near the
bus terminal with his brother.

From the perspective of tracing power, this railway station was more than just a site of labor. A train is
a melting pot where all classes of India mix. Carrying his chai tray, the young Modi met countless
strangers: sweaty farmers, merchants transporting livestock to Mumbai, stiffly suited bureaucrats,
and soldiers in uniform. He instinctively learned how the world worked through the conversations he
overheard. Though Gujarati was his mother tongue, the boy naturally picked up Hindi while selling tea
to merchants from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Without this 'platform language learning,' would he have
been able to deliver the Hindi speeches that later captivated all of India?

When the Indo-Pakistani War broke out in 1965, the fifteen-year-old boy served free chai to soldiers
heading to the front lines. At age nine, when the Tapi River flooded and left many displaced, he and
his friends opened a food stall and donated the proceeds. There is controversy over whether these
anecdotes should be taken at face value. Modi’'s 'Chaiwala’ (tea-seller) narrative was politically
highlighted ahead of the 2014 general election. When Mani Shankar Aiyar of the Congress Party
mocked him, saying "he should just sell chai," the BJP campaign flipped this into the 'Chai Pe
Charcha' (Discussion Over Tea) campaign. His commoner background was refashioned into a
political weapon. Rather than concluding whether the Chaiwala narrative is fact or exaggeration, it is
necessary to note how that narrative itself functions in Indian politics.

His mother, Hiraben Modi (1923-2022), was illiterate but a strong woman. She supplemented the
family income by doing laundry and washing dishes for others, yet she still shared food with hungry
neighbors. In later interviews, Modi often teared up recalling his mother’s calloused hands. When
Hiraben passed away on December 30, 2022, at nearly 100 years old, her son—then looking toward
a third term as Prime Minister—paid his final respects by touching his forehead to her feet. The scene
was broadcast live across India. For the boy at the railway station, this mother was the only light that
never went out in the darkness of poverty.



In school, Modi was not a student of outstanding academic merit. However, he was exceptional in two
areas: oratory and theater. It is said he insisted on playing heroic characters like kings or warriors on
stage and refused to participate unless he had the lead role. In reality, he was a boy washing teacups
at a railway station, but on stage, he was a leader commanding an empire. After school, he would
head to the town library. The book he held in his hands the longest was the biography of Swami
Vivekananda. "Arise, awake, and stop not until the goal is reached." This sentence was etched into
the heart of the boy reading by the light of a kerosene lamp on a dirt floor like a command. (The
influence of Vivekananda on Modi’s worldview is discussed in detail in Section 1.4.)

Even in poverty, Modi had a unique way of maintaining his pride. Lacking an iron, he filled a brass
cup with hot coals to iron his school uniform, and he whitened his canvas shoes by collecting
discarded chalk bits left by friends. These detailed actions might seem ftrivial, but they were
expressions of a will not to submit to poverty. Simultaneously, they are the prototypes of the 'image
politics' he would later display, appearing at every official function with perfectly ironed clothes and a
well-groomed beard.

Then, at age eight, the door of destiny opened. The boy stepped into a meeting of the local branch of
the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). To put it simply for a general audience, the RSS is an
organization like a Hindu version of a massive community association. However, it is one with millions
of members who perform morning exercises and hold the firm belief that India must be a Hindu
nation. Among the boys wearing khaki shorts, swinging bamboo poles, and shouting slogans,
Narendra experienced 'organization’ for the first time. The RSS principle that everyone is an equal
comrade regardless of caste was the first space where a boy from a lower caste could have his
abilities recognized without social discrimination. There, he met his lifelong mentor, Lakshmanrao
Inamdar. (The relationship with Inamdar is described in detail in Section 1.3.)

The smoke of chai at the railway station and the rhythmic commands of exercises at the RSS
branch—these two things formed the world of the young Modi. One taught him survival, while the
other planted conviction. Poverty was a source of pain for him, but it was also the school where he
mastered the language of the masses.

1.2 The Groom Who Left

One day in 1968, a simple wedding was held at a house in Vadnagar. The groom was
eighteen-year-old Narendra Modi, and the bride was seventeen-year-old Jashodaben Chimanlal
Modi. According to the customs of the Ghanchi caste, the two had been betrothed by their parents
since childhood. The wedding was brief and not grand; above all, the groom's heart was not there.
This wedding became the starting point of the most significant 'rejection’ in a young man's life.

Why did Modi reject the marriage? On the surface, it was due to the requirements for becoming a
full-time RSS activist (Pracharak). A Pracharak was expected to remain celibate and sever all worldly
ties to a family. But could an eighteen-year-old boy abandon his wife and leave home based solely on
organizational discipline? There must have been something deeper behind this decision. The
childhood spent washing teacups at the station, the hours of reading that yearned for a life beyond



the walls of caste, and Vivekananda’s command to "not stop until the goal is reached." The private
bond of marriage likely felt like an anchor line hindering his leap toward all those things.

According to custom, Jashodaben remained at her in-laws' house, but Modi did not begin a married
life with her. The marriage was never consummated. Jashodaben later recalled in an interview: "He
told me, 'l will wander wherever | wish. You will not be able to follow me.' Whenever | went to his
family home, he was not there." Over roughly three years, the total time she spent with her husband
was barely three months. Afterward, she continued her studies on her own, obtained her secondary
education qualification in 1972, and became a teacher. She spent her life quietly teaching 89 children
in a rural school in the Banaskantha district of Gujarat. Even after her husband became Prime
Minister in 2014, her life did not change. she traveled by auto-rickshaw without bodyguards and stood
in line to vote during elections. As of 2025, she lives with her brother in Unjha, Gujarat. Her monthly
pension is 14,000 rupees, approximately 220,000 Korean won.

In this marriage story, we must look at both the light and the shadow. Modi’'s supporters interpret this
as a 'great sacrifice'—a narrative of a practitioner’s resolve to abandon personal happiness for the
sake of the nation. Modi himself has said several times, "l have no family. The 1.4 billion people of
India are my family." On the other hand, critics see it quite differently. The fact that a
seventeen-year-old girl was abandoned without any consensus, and that her husband denied the
existence of the marriage for decades, is seen as another form of violence hidden under the guise of
'devotion.' Modi officially acknowledged the marriage only when submitting his candidate registration
documents for the 2014 general election. He had remained silent for 46 years.

The judgment is left to the reader. However, one verifiable fact is that if he had not hidden the
existence of this marriage, Modi could not have become an RSS Pracharak; if he hadn't been a
Pracharak, he wouldn't have been assigned to the BJP; and without the BJP, there would be no
Gujarat Chief Minister nor an Indian Prime Minister. Tracking the trajectory of power, this 'secret
marriage' was a structural prerequisite for Modi’s political career.

Immediately after the wedding, Modi left home. Some say it was 1967, others 1968. Even he has not
clearly stated the exact timing. What is certain is that he left Vadnagar with only a few clothes and a
single book in a small bag. For about two years, he embarked on a journey of wandering across
Northern and Northeastern India.

These two years are the most mysterious period of Modi’s life. There are almost no verifiable records
for this time, often called 'The Lost Years.' What exists are only Modi's own recollections and indirect
testimonies from a few biographers. Therefore, we must first acknowledge the limitation that the
description of this period inevitably relies on 'Modi’s words.'

His first destination was Belur Math near Kolkata. It is the headquarters of the Ramakrishna Mission,
founded by Vivekananda. Modi wished to become a monk here. However, Swami Madhabanandaji
Maharaj did not accept him at the time, citing his failure to complete a university education.



The rejected young man left Kolkata, passed through West Bengal, and wandered through
Northeastern India as far as Guwahati and Siliguri in Assam. Afterward, he turned back toward the
foothills of the Himalayas to visit the Advaita Ashrama in Almora. He was rejected there for the same
reason. The same happened at the Rajkot branch of the Ramakrishna Mission in Gujarat.

Three rejections. This series of rejections determined the course of Modi’s life. If Belur Math had
accepted him, the Modi of today might have been an anonymous monk offering prayers on the banks
of the Ganges. Rejection is sometimes how destiny changes direction. There are similar scenes in
Korean political history. If Park Chung-hee had remained a normal school teacher, the coup might not
have happened; if Kim Dae-jung had succeeded as a businessman, he might not have thrown himself
into the democratization movement. In the trajectory of any leader, a 'frustrated dream' becomes a
spring preparing for a massive leap in a different direction.

The young man who could not become a monk went deeper into the Himalayas. He lived among
Sadhus (ascetics), making pilgrimages to Hindu holy sites such as Rishikesh and Kedarnath. He
endured sub-zero cold with only a thin layer of clothing, meditated in caves, and survived on alms.
According to his later recollections, "l woke at dawn, bathed in the freezing river, and meditated until
sunrise. | didn't stay long in one place, constantly moving. The world among the mountains, snow,
and high peaks formed me."

It is impossible to directly confirm how this wandering changed Modi. However, we can infer some
things from the results. First, during this period, he witnessed both the vastness of India and its
horrific poverty simultaneously. There is an anecdote that he saw a mother begging in a Kolkata slum
while holding a sick child. The realization that meditation in the mountains alone could not change the
world came to him then. Second, the extreme asceticism tempered his body and mind. The habits of
sleeping only 4-5 hours a day, performing dawn yoga and meditation, and practicing extreme
material restraint seem to have solidified during this time. Third, a single remark from Swami
Atmasthananda, whom he met in Rajkot, changed his direction: "Your path is not inside a temple, but
within society." Because the temple rejected the boy, the boy decided to make the entire world his
temple.

In late 1969 or early 1970, Modi returned to Gujarat. He briefly stopped in his hometown of Vadnagar
but did not stay. He headed to Ahmedabad, the central city of Gujarat. There, he made a living
working at a canteen operated by his uncle at the Gujarat State Road Transport Corporation
(GSRTC). Then, he knocked on the door of Hedgewar Bhavan, the RSS headquarters, once again.

The cold of the Himalayas had tempered his body, three rejections had shifted his direction, and
Vivekananda’s teachings had defined his mission. In the place where the private bond of marriage
had been severed, public devotion to the organization took root. The boy had left the platform, and
the young man had crossed the Himalayas. Now, it was time for him to become an architect of the
organization.

And in a small village in Unjha, Jashodaben, growing old alone, remains the quietest and heaviest
shadow in this narrative.



1.3 Children in Khaki Shorts

1958, a dusty vacant lot in Vadnagar, Gujarat. At dusk, boys in khaki shorts began to gather one by
one. They stood in ranks, moved to rhythmic commands, and recited prayers under a saffron flag.
When eight-year-old Narendra Modi joined the end of that line, he did not know it would be the
moment that determined his entire life.

The place Modi stepped into was the 'Shakha,' a local branch meeting of the 'Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS).' It is not easy to explain the RSS to Korean readers in a single word. If
one must use an analogy, it is a massive Hindu version of a community association, combined with
the forms of Boy Scout and reserve forces training. However, it is an organization with millions of
members who gather every morning across the country for exercises, holding a firm belief that the
nation of India must unite around a Hindu identity.

One must briefly look at the roots of the RSS. It was founded in 1925 in Nagpur by Keshav Baliram
Hedgewar. Hedgewar, a doctor, was resentful of the reality where Hindu society was divided by caste
and trampled by foreign powers. The core principles of the organization he founded were threefold.
First, the unification of Hindu society. Second, a disciplined grassroots organization. Third, operation
centered on the organization rather than the individual. He created a structure where the organization
would continue even if a single leader fell. These principles remain unchanged nearly 100 years later.
As of 2025, the RSS is the world's largest volunteer organization with approximately 6 million active
members, holding meetings every morning at over 57,000 Shakhas across India.

RSS activities began in Vadnagar in 1944, but the organization suffered a major blow after the 1948
assassination of Mahatma Gandhi due to a government ban. This was because Nathuram Godse,
who assassinated Gandhi, was a former RSS member. The RSS officially denied any connection to
the assassination, and subsequent investigations did not prove organizational involvement. The ban
was lifted in 1949, and the organization was slowly being rebuilt. It was during this period of

reconstruction that the young Modi joined the Shakha.

His brother Sombhai later recalled: "Narendra always wanted to do something different. Something
beyond the daily routine of home and school. The RSS Shakha provided exactly that."

To the young Modi, the Shakha was more than just a playground. For comparison, it would be a
similar experience to a boy from a poor neighborhood in Korea stepping into a Taekwondo dojo for
the first time. However, in this dojo, they tempered not only the body but also the spirit. The one-hour
program held every evening followed a strict sequence. They warmed up with 'Surya Namaskar' (Sun
Salutation yoga), practiced bamboo pole techniques called 'Lathi,’ and built physical strength through
team sports like Kabaddi and Kho-Kho. Once the sweat dried, they stood in line to hoist the saffron
flag (Bhagwa Dhwaj) and recited the prayer together: "Namaste Sada Vatsale Matrubhume (I bow to
thee, O eternally loving Motherland)."

Flowing from the young Modi's mouth every day, this prayer shaped his language and thought
system. Here were things school textbooks did not teach: the narrative of the 'Great Hindu



Civilization,' the pain of a motherland trampled by foreign powers, and the sense of mission to reclaim
it. The reality of being a poor tea shop owner's son was erased inside the Shakha. There, it did not
matter who was from an upper caste or whose family was wealthy. Loyalty to the organization and
discipline were the only criteria for evaluation. This is why it became a liberating outlet that first
planted a sense of self-esteem in a boy from a lower caste (OBC).

The Mentor of Destiny, Vakil Saheb

At every decisive moment in Modi’s life, one person appears: Lakshmanrao Inamdar. Called by the
honorific 'Vakil Saheb' (Mr. Lawyer) because he held a law qualification, he was a high-ranking official
serving as the 'Prant Pracharak' (Regional Full-time Activist) overseeing the Gujarat RSS.

Inamdar was born in Karnataka in 1920. He studied law but decided to devote his life to the RSS
instead of practicing as a lawyer. He was tasked with expanding the RSS organization while touring
Gujarat, and when he visited Vadnagar, he discovered a boy with exceptionally sharp eyes. When
other children went home after training, this boy remained to sweep the training ground and tidy the
flags. Inamdar formally inducted the boy as a 'Bal Swayamsevak' (Junior Volunteer), and he became
a lifelong mentor.

To understand the relationship between Inamdar and Modi, one must know the unique mentoring
system of the RSS. When a talented youth is discovered in the RSS, they are adopted as a 'Manas
Putra,' or 'spiritual son," and receive intensive grooming. For Inamdar, Modi was exactly such a figure.
If his biological father Damodardas was the father of reality providing a living at the station, Inamdar
was the ideological father who taught him views on the state, history, and attitudes toward life.

Inamdar constantly posed questions: "Why is India poor?", "What is needed to reclaim Hindu glory?"
He recommended books, induced debates, and broadened Modi's horizons of thought. Above all, he
taught him 'how to win people over'—the techniques of remembering members' names, listening to
them, and forming emotional bonds. The prototypes of the extraordinary mass control and election
strategies Modi later displayed were forged during this period.

Modi later wrote a book titled [Jyotipunj (Beams of Light)(J in honor of his teacher. In the book, he
described Inamdar as "the sculptor who shaped the trajectory of my life." Without the meeting with
Inamdar, it is highly likely that the boy who sold chai at the railway station would have become an
adult selling chai at the railway station.

Service and Devotion: Becoming a Part of the Organization

As Modi grew from upper elementary school into a middle schooler, his RSS activities deepened. He
took on the role of 'Mukhya Shikshak' (Chief Instructor), the leader of the junior volunteers. It was a
position of responsibility, commanding dozens of peers and juniors, managing attendance, and
planning training programs. In effect, a thirteen or fourteen-year-old boy was learning how to manage
an organization.
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Even amid the exhausting daily routine of selling tea at the station, Modi never missed a Shakha
activity. After school, he would rush to the station to help his father, and when it was time for Shakha,
he would change into his khaki shorts and run to the training ground. At night, he would run errands
for Inamdar or senior activists, familiarizing himself with the organization's atmosphere until late. The
spirit of 'Seva' (service) emphasized by the RSS had permeated into the boy's very bones.

Choosing the Organization Over Family

By his late teens, the RSS was becoming more than a hobby; it was becoming Modi’s 'vocation.' His
mentor Inamdar encouraged him to "abandon the small family of the individual and live for the large
family of society.”" Modi’s rejection of his child marriage at eighteen and his departure for the
Himalayas (see Section 1.2), and his return around 1970 after two years of wandering, led him not to
his parents' home but to 'Hedgewar Bhavan,' the RSS headquarters in Ahmedabad.

Life at Hedgewar Bhavan was far from glamorous. His routine involved waking at 5:00 AM to brew tea
for senior activists, cleaning the vast offices and rooms alone, and hand-washing his mentor
Inamdar’s clothes. He took on all sorts of menial tasks in a space where 12 to 15 activists resided, yet
he never complained. This was the practice of 'Seva,' humbling himself and devoting himself to the
organization.

In 1971, participating in a Jana Sangh protest calling for participation in the Bangladesh Liberation
War is recorded as Modi's first official political activity. In the same year, he vowed to become a
'Pracharak,' a full-time RSS activist. A Pracharak is a vow to abandon marriage and family and live
solely for the organization and the nation. It is similar to the vows of a renunciant monk, though the
difference is that one struggles ascetically in the heart of the secular world rather than in the
mountains.

From the dirt floor of the Shakha he first entered at age eight to the path of the Pracharak he vowed
as a twenty-year-old man, the RSS was the furnace that forged the person Narendra Modi. There, he
not only built the ideological foundation of Hindu nationalism but also learned discipline, asceticism,
loyalty to the organization, and how to move people. The poor tea-shop boy was being reborn as a
Hindu nationalist warrior with steel-like discipline and organizational power.

1.4 Reading the World through the Language of Gods

May 2019, immediately after the Indian general election ended. A man entered a pitch-black cave
near Kedarnath Temple, 3,583 meters above sea level in the Himalayas. He wore a saffron shawl
and was barefoot. It was India's Prime Minister, Narendra Modi. He spent the night alone in this cave
meditating. Cameras captured the scene of his meditation, and the photos instantly spread across
India. To Korean readers, it might look like a political performance. However, for Indians, those
photos were a decisive moment that imprinted the image of a 'practitioner who emptied himself for the
nation.' To understand this scene of Modi, one must go back to his days in Vadnagar.

A Day Beginning with Temple Bells
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In Vadnagar, where Narendra Modi was born and raised, the 'Hatkeshwar Mahadev' temple
dedicated to the god Shiva had been the center of the town since ancient times. In the morning, the
ringing of temple bells and the chanting of mantras woke the town like an alarm clock. To the young
Modi, these sounds were as natural as the air.

Modi’s family was poor, but their religious devotion was deep. His mother, Hiraben, was illiterate but
began and ended her day with prayer. His father, Damodardas, also read religious books to the family
every evening. In a dark room without electricity, under a dim lamp, his mother told stories from the
great Indian epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, passed down orally. Stories of wars
between gods and heroes, duty and sacrifice, and the battle between good and evil. These stories
stimulated the boy's imagination and became his moral compass.

Every morning before going to school, Modi began his day by visiting a nearby temple to pray and
clean the grounds. The grand statues of the temple, the scent of incense, and the procession of
pilgrims planted a sense of awe for the sacred in him. The boy was fascinated by Shiva's power of
destruction and creation, and the image of the ascetic practitioner. The strong determination and
sometimes cold composure shown by Modi later in life are deeply connected to the sentiment of
Gujarat, which worships Shiva.

Just as childhood experiences of going to a temple or church in Korea often dictate attitudes toward
life in adulthood, the religious environment of Vadnagar formed Modi's backbone. The difference is

that while religion in Korea mostly remains in the personal realm, Hinduism in India is life itself, like

eating and breathing—namely, 'Dharma’ (law/duty).

Swami Vivekananda: Mentor of the Soul

There is a figure who elevated Modi’s religious views to a philosophical level beyond mere ritualistic
faith: Swami Vivekananda (1863—1902), a spiritual giant of 19th-century India.

Vivekananda was born into a wealthy lawyer’s family in Kolkata but became a renunciant practitioner
after receiving the teachings of his master Ramakrishna. He was the figure who introduced Hindu
philosophy to the Western world with his famous "Sisters and brothers of America" speech at the
Parliament of the World's Religions in Chicago in 1893. The event, where a thirty-year-old unknown
monk received a standing ovation from an audience of over 7,000, was a turning point that revived
the pride of Indians suppressed under colonial rule. The core message he delivered was this: India is
not a country begging from the West, but a civilization holding thousands of years of wisdom. It is a
sleeping giant. It is time to wake up.

"Arise, awake, and stop not until the goal is reached."

In his youth, Modi was deeply impacted while devouring Vivekananda's complete works at the
Vadnagar library. This sentence became Modi's motto. It is a well-known story that he always carried
a photograph of Vivekananda close to his heart. Even in 2025, Modi said in an interview, "Wherever |
go, | carry with me the thousands of years of Vedic tradition and the timeless teachings of Swami
Vivekananda."
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The most powerful message Vivekananda gave Modi was 'Practical Vedanta'—the idea that "serving
the poor is serving God (Daridra Narayan Seva)." The teaching that true practice is serving within
society rather than seeking individual liberation while hidden in the forest. This became the theoretical
foundation for Modi later equating politics with religious practice. To him, 'Development (Vikas)' was
not an economic policy but the realization of 'Dharma.’

Vivekananda's influence directly led to Modi’'s Himalayan wandering (see Section 1.2). Even after
being rejected three times by the Ramakrishna Mission founded by Vivekananda, Modi did not
abandon his master's teachings. Instead, he chose the path of practicing Vivekananda's teachings
outside the temple.

Asceticism and Fasting: Faith Practiced through the Body

Modi’s devoutness does not stop at ideas. It manifests as thorough physical discipline. He has
adhered to strict vegetarianism since childhood and has never touched alcohol or tobacco. The habit
of waking at 4:00-5:00 AM every day and starting the day with yoga and meditation (Pranayama) was
formed during his Vadnagar days.

His trademark is the 'Navratri' fast. Twice a year, during the nine-day Hindu festival, Modi stops eating
grains and lives only on warm water. This habit, started in his teens, continues to this day even as he
labors intensely as Prime Minister.

There is a famous anecdote from his 2014 visit to the White House during Navratri. At a state dinner
hosted by President Obama, Modi did not break his fast and only drank water. It was a scene
showing that religious conviction took precedence over diplomatic protocol. If one imagines a Korean
politician refusing food at a state dinner for religious reasons, one can guess what impression it might
leave on the Indian people: "This man is for real."

This asceticism and fasting were both a confirmation of his confidence in controlling his body and
desires, and a training that maximized his mental strength. His famous remark, "l have no family and

no accumulated wealth, so | have no reason to be corrupt," stems from this practitioner's worldview.
Karma Yoga: The Philosophy of Action without Attachment to Results

There is one key to understanding Modi’s principles of action: 'Karma Yoga,' a core concept of the
Hindu scripture Bhagavad Gita. It is a philosophy of action where one fulfills one's duty without being
preoccupied with the results.

The Bhagavad Gita is part of the Indian epic Mahabharata and contains the teachings delivered by
the god Krishna to the warrior Arjuna before a battle. This scripture, consisting of 700 verses
(shlokas), can be called the 'Bible' of Hinduism. Lord Krishna says, "Renounce attachment to the
fruits of action. Do your duty, but leave the results to God." This teaching was deeply internalized by
Modi. The attitude of going his own way without wavering despite political criticism, a leadership that
makes cold and bold decisions at times, and a superhuman energy for working tirelessly while
sleeping only 4-5 hours a day—he regarded all of this as the practice of 'Karma Yoga.'
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He refers to himself not as a man of power but as the 'Pradhan Sevak' (Prime Servant). It is difficult to
judge whether this is rhetoric or sincerity. What is clear, however, is that by consistently maintaining
this worldview, he successfully imprinted the image of a 'non-corrupt leader' and a 'selfless
practitioner' on the Indian people.

Light and Shadow

Behind this shining worldview lies a deep shadow. Modi’s Hindu-centric worldview inevitably involves
the exclusion of the 'other.’

To him, India is not a geopolitical state but a goddess called 'Bharat Mata' (Mother India). Indian
history is reinterpreted as a process where the glory of Hindu civilization was damaged by foreign
powers (Islamic invasions, British colonial rule) and then reclaimed. The ideology of 'Hindutva,’'
established by Vinayak Damodar Savarkar (1883—1966), which defines Hinduism as a way of life and
a cultural nationality rather than a religion, completed his worldview. In his 1923 book [THindutva:
Who Is a Hindu?(], Savarkar defined a Hindu as "someone who regards India as both fatherland and
holy land." This definition implies an exclusionary logic that Muslims and Christians cannot be fully
Indian because their holy lands are in Mecca and Jerusalem.

In this worldview, India's rivers are not waterways but a goddess (Ganga Ma), and the cow is not an
economic asset but an object of worship. He sees everything on this land as part of a sacred Hindu
civilization. While this gives intense pride and a sense of belonging to the Hindu majority, it also
becomes a source of alienation and anxiety for religious minorities such as Muslims. Where the 200
million Indian Muslims are placed within this worldview is specifically tracked in Chapters 3 and 5.

Modi himself may not recognize this contradiction. Or, he may accept it as inevitable before the
greater cause of restoring Hindu civilization. The judgment is left to the reader. Only one historical
fact is recorded here: it is said that as a boy, Modi had a Muslim friend named Abbas and even
shared festivals with him. At what point the world of that boy was divided into 'us' and 'them'is a
question this biography must track to the end.

A Strange Combination of Ancient and Modern

A striking point in Modi’s worldview is that it does not stop at mere regression to the past. He believes
that the wisdom of ancient India does not contradict modern science. While broadcasting live the
performance of rituals at the sacred Ganges, he simultaneously preaches the digital revolution and
the rise of semiconductors to the youth. While establishing the International Day of Yoga to spread
yoga worldwide, he also lands the spacecraft Chandrayaan-3 on the moon.

Religious piety and secular power, ancient wisdom and modern technology. A worldview where these
contradictory things are curiously combined. This is the most powerful weapon with which Modi
captivates the hearts of 1.4 billion people. The boy who grew up amid the temple bells of Vadnagar
now stands on the world stage with the face of a practitioner tempered by yoga and meditation. This
biography will continue to track what lies behind that face.
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Chapter 2. The Architect of the Organization (1971-2001)

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter
2.1 Leaflets in the Dark

At midnight on June 25, 1975, a yellow Fiat came to a stop with its headlights off in a narrow alley on
the outskirts of Ahmedabad. A man stepped out from the back seat, wearing a green turban and a
rumpled kurta, with a gold-strapped watch on his wrist. His face was covered in a thick beard, making
him look like a Muslim ascetic, but his real name was George Fernandes. He was India's most
wanted socialist leader. A twenty-five-year-old young man met him at the door and guided him inside.
They embraced, and the young man said, "l am just happy to see that you are continuing the
struggle." The young man's name was Narendra Modi. He later recorded this meeting in his book: "I
shared information about Gujarat and other states with him, and we continued to stay in touch
afterward."

During this period, Modi was a full-time activist for the RSS, known as a Pracharak (see Chapter 1,
Section 1.3 for the process of becoming a Pracharak). Since becoming an official Pracharak in 1972,
he had been managing the organization under the guidance of his mentor, Inamdar, traveling through
the regions of Surat and Vadodara in Gujarat.

However, in June of that year, Indian democracy came to a complete standstill.

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi declared 'The Emergency.' The ostensible reason was 'internal
disturbance,' but the real motive lay elsewhere. The decisive factor was the Allahabad High Court's
ruling that recognized Indira Gandhi's 1971 election violations and declared her election void. The
judge who delivered the verdict was Jagmohanlal Sinha. He confirmed illegal acts such as the
mobilization of civil servants and the use of government resources during the election period. Facing
the risk of losing power, Indira Gandhi invoked Article 352 of the Constitution to suspend civil liberties,
arrest opposition leaders without warrants, and impose pre-censorship on all media.

In Korean terms, it was similar to the 1972 Yushin Proclamation, where the President rose above the
Constitution, neutralized the separation of powers, and imprisoned opponents. However, Indira
Gandhi’s Emergency included a horror not found in Yushin: a forced sterilization program led by her
son, Sanjay Gandhi. Under the pretext of 'population control,' poor men—primarily Muslims and
lower-caste individuals—were dragged to the operating table. Official records show that
approximately 8.3 million sterilizations were performed over 19 months, many of them forced. This
policy left the Indian public with a sense of humiliation deeper than the memories of colonial rule.

On July 4, shortly after the declaration of the Emergency, the RSS was designated an illegal
organization and its activities were banned. Thousands of leaders and activists across the country
were arrested under the Maintenance of Internal Security Act (MISA). According to official records,
approximately 110,000 political prisoners were arrested during the Emergency. Modi’s mentor,
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Inamdar, also became a wanted man. With most of the organization's seniors imprisoned or in flight,
an unprecedented weight fell upon the twenty-five-year-old young man. The RSS leadership gave
Modi two instructions: first, never get arrested; second, keep the organization alive.

Modi went underground.

The title he held was General Secretary of the 'Gujarat Lok Sangharsh Samiti (Gujarat People's
Struggle Committee).' This committee was the Gujarat branch of the national anti-Emergency
coalition led by Jayaprakash Narayan. Jayaprakash Narayan, often shortened to JP, was an elder
Indian politician who had fought for independence alongside Gandhi and was a figure who stood
against Indira Gandhi's dictatorship, calling for a "Total Revolution (Sampoorna Kranti)." It was not a
struggle for the RSS alone. It was a coalition where socialists, former Congress party members, and
even communists united under a single banner to 'Oust Indira Gandhi.' For Modi, who had previously
seen the world only through the strict lens of Hindu nationalism, this experience was a field lesson
that taught him for the first time that cooperation across ideological walls was possible.

In his underground life, Modi's most important weapon was disguise. To evade the police surveillance
net, he had to become entirely different people depending on the situation. Some days, he passed
through checkpoints as a bearded Sikh wearing a turban; other days, he slept in temples as a Hindu
ascetic (Sanyasi) with a shaved head and saffron robes. When going to meet Fernandes, he
transformed into a Muslim. Once, when the police raided his hideout in Ahmedabad, Modi, who was
just about to leave disguised as a young Sikh man, actually approached the police and said, "Are you
looking for a man named Narendra Modi who lives here? Well, | don't know, but why don't you try the
house next door?" The police believed him and headed to the other house, while Modi calmly slipped
out of the alley.

An even more critical mission than disguise was the distribution of information. Under the Emergency,
Indian newspapers were suppressed by government censorship, resulting in blank pages or only
state-controlled articles. The Indian Express protested by leaving its editorial column empty, while the
Rajan Gazette printed only a black border in its editorial section. The state-run 'All India Radio'
broadcast only government propaganda. In a society where the truth was blocked, Modi took it upon
himself to restore the 'arteries of information.’'

He secured secret printing presses to produce anti-government pamphlets and flyers. The volume of
printed material was significant. At the request of the Rajasthan People's Struggle Committee, he
once printed 200,000 copies of a Hindi magazine and sent them by train. Underground publications
printed in Gujarat flowed into Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, and Rajasthan. Modi instructed that
flyers be placed in barbershops and asked local religious leaders to distribute them to followers
during sermons. Printed materials hidden in milk pails, lunch boxes, and train luggage compartments
pierced through the walls of censorship and permeated every corner of Gujarat.

During his underground activities, Modi went by the pseudonym 'Prakash.' A letter with this
pseudonym was once intercepted by the police. Arrested colleagues faced all sorts of threats and
inducements, but they never divulged the true identity of 'Prakash.' Modi later included this episode in
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his book, paying tribute to the loyalty of the organization's members.

Maintaining the underground network also involved caring for people. The families of colleagues who
were imprisoned faced dire livelihoods. Modi traveled across Gujarat on a scooter, visiting the
families of detainees and raising funds to provide for their living expenses. He also reached out to
Guijaratis living abroad to gather donations. These activities instilled the perception that Modi was not
only a cold strategist but also a leader who looked after the lives of individual members. It might have
been a calculated act, or it might have been sincere. Perhaps it was both. What is clear is that the
grassroots ties formed during this period became the invisible foundation that later propelled him to
become the Chief Minister of Gujarat and eventually the Prime Minister of India.

Nineteen months of underground life also brought an expansion of ideology for Modi. As he moved to
secret meeting locations on the back of the socialist Fernandes's scooter, he saw an India outside the
narrow confines of the RSS. Hindu nationalism alone could not stand against the Emergency. He had
to join hands with socialists, former Congress party figures, and sometimes even Muslim activists.
Modi later recalled this period: "The Emergency taught me more than a university education. | learned
politics by working with people from all areas of the political spectrum."

However, the shadows of this period must also be noted. The top leader of the RSS, Balasaheb
Deoras, sent letters from prison to Indira Gandhi petitioning for release and suggesting that the RSS
was willing to cooperate with the government. His letters, which included the sentence "The RSS has
never obstructed the smooth functioning of the government,” contained not a single line of protest
against the unconstitutionality of the Emergency. The gap between the young activists risking their
lives underground and the leadership seeking compromise from prison remained a subject of debate
within the RSS for a long time. There is no record of how Modi perceived this discrepancy. However,
he would have witnessed both faces of power: the courage of those who resist and the logic of those
who succumb.

In March 1977, when Indira Gandhi unexpectedly held a general election, the result was the opposite
of her calculations. Public sentiment enraged by forced sterilizations, intellectuals weary of media
suppression, and resistance messages steadily distributed from the underground combined to give
the opposition coalition, the 'Janata Party,' a landslide victory. it was the first transition of power in
Indian history. Morarji Desai became the new Prime Minister, and the Emergency ended. Modi
emerged above ground.

After the Emergency was lifted, Modi compiled the records of this period and wrote 'Sangharsh Ma
Guijarat (Gujarat in Struggle)' in Gujarati. Published in 1978, the book was both a chronicle of the
struggle and a practical manual on how an organization survives and counterattacks in a crisis. The
Guijarati daily Phulchhab, and English newspapers like the Hindustan Times and Indian Express,
published reviews, and the state-run radio Akashvani broadcast reviews of the book in Vadodara and
Mumbai. A first book written by a twenty-eight-year-old young man had gained national attention.

The RSS leadership recognized Modi's contributions. In 1978, he was promoted to Sambhag
Pracharak, overseeing the Surat and Vadodara regions. In 1981, he rose to Prant Pracharak,
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overseeing the entire RSS organization in Gujarat. He also continued his studies, obtaining a
Bachelor's degree in Political Science from Delhi University in 1978 and a Master's degree in Political
Science from Gujarat University in 1983 through distance education.

The crucible of the Emergency forged three weapons for him: the invisible control to run an
organization while evading the surveillance of the police and intelligence agencies, the tactical
flexibility to join hands even with forces of different ideologies, and the bitter insight that the control of
information is power itself. These three would become the prototypes of his governing style, operating
repeatedly as he rose to become the Chief Minister of Gujarat and the Prime Minister of India.

But to fully understand Modi during this period, one thing must not be forgotten. While his
underground activities were for the universal value of restoring democracy, they were ultimately
directed toward the restoration of the RSS, a Hindu nationalist organization. While Korean democracy
activists of the 1970s resisted dictatorship by crying for universal human rights and democracy, a
significant portion of the energy in Modi's resistance was poured into the revival of Hindu identity.
Light and shadow come from the same body.

2.2 The Birth of a Strategist

September 25, 1990, the plaza in front of the Somnath Temple in Gujarat. Amidst a crowd of tens of
thousands, a Toyota mini truck appeared in the center of the square. However, this truck did not look
like a truck. It was ornately decorated like a chariot (Rath) from ancient Hindu epics. Atop this 'chariot'
covered in golden curtains and religious motifs stood BJP President L.K. Advani. He shouted, "From
Somnath to Ayodhya!" The crowd responded, "Jai Shri Ram (Victory to Lord Ram)!" At this moment,
the landscape of Indian politics began to shift. And the person who designed this grand scene was
not Advani atop the chariot, but Narendra Modi, a forty-year-old organizer standing below the chariot
with the schedule, route map, and mobilization plans.

To understand how this scene became possible, we must turn the clock back a few years.

In the 1984 Indian general election, the BJP won only two seats. This was because sympathetic
public opinion following the assassination of Indira Gandhi gravitated toward the Congress party.
Indira Gandhi was assassinated by her Sikh bodyguards on October 31, 1984. It was retaliation for
'Operation Blue Star,' the military operation she ordered in June of that year against the Golden
Temple. The Indian Army's attack on the Sikh holy site in Amritsar, Punjab, which resulted in
hundreds of deaths, left an indelible scar on the Sikh community. Indira Gandhi’s son, Rajiv Gandhi,
succeeded her, and bolstered by sympathy, the Congress party won a record-breaking 414 seats.
The very existence of the BJP was at stake.

The RSS leadership decided to inject their most capable organizer into this crumbling political party.
In 1985, Modi was dispatched to the BJP, and in 1987, he formally joined the party and was
appointed as the Gujarat State Organization Secretary (Sangathan Mantri). From an RSS activist to a
party official, this was a strategic move by the RSS to translate conviction into real-world power.
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The first testing ground where Modi proved his ability was the 1987 Ahmedabad municipal election.
Ahmedabad had long been a stronghold for the Congress party. Modi completely overhauled the
existing haphazard election campaigns. He approached elections as a science. He divided the entire
city into Booth units to analyze voter tendencies and created customized pledges for each region. He
systematized door-to-door campaigns by mobilizing RSS members. He had introduced data-driven
strategies, such as the 'exit polls' or 'opinion analysis' commonly used in Korean elections, to an
Indian local election in the 1980s. The result was overwhelming. The BJP took control of the
Ahmedabad City Council. It was the moment the name 'Narendra Modi' was first clearly etched into
the minds of the central party leadership.

However, while Modi was winning the city council election, a much larger tectonic shift was underway
in India's political landscape. In 1990, Prime Minister V.P. Singh announced the implementation of the
'Mandal Commission' report, which would allocate 27% of public sector jobs to the Other Backward
Classes (OBC). The Mandal Commission was a report submitted in 1980 by sociologist B.P. Mandal,
suggesting that government jobs and educational institution admissions be allocated to the OBCs,
who made up 52% of India's population. When this report, which had been neglected for ten years,
was put into action, upper-caste youth protested through self-immolation. The scene of Delhi
University student Rajiv Goswami setting himself on fire shocked all of India, and Hindu society
began to fracture along caste fault lines.

For the BJP, this was both a crisis and an opportunity. If 'Mandal' was a knife that divided Hindus by
caste, the 'Mandir (Temple)' could be the adhesive that bound Hindus as one. Carrying the message
that "even if our castes are different, we are all the same Hindus," the BJP put forward a movement to
build a Ram Mandir at the site of the Babri Masijid in Ayodhya. Ayodhya was worshiped by Hindus as
the birthplace of Lord Ram, and upon it stood a mosque built in 1528 by Babur, the first emperor of
the Mughal Empire. It was a sophisticated strategy to convert centuries of accumulated religious
aspiration and historical resentment among Hindus into political energy.

The pinnacle of this strategy was the 'Ram Rath Yatra,' which began on September 25, 1990. It was a
large-scale pilgrimage march by President Advani, crossing 10,000 kilometers from Somnath to
Ayodhya. Modi was appointed as the core organizer overseeing the Gujarat leg of the march and as
Advani's 'Sarathi' (charioteer).

Modi turned the march into a massive political spectacle. He brought water from the Ganges River
from 600 villages to add religious sanctity and organized welcoming ceremonies in every village the
chariot passed. He planned the march route by pre-calculating locations and times that would provide
the best angles for the media. He orchestrated the timing so that the crowd would reach a crescendo
the moment Advani stood before a temple. This was a mega-scale political campaign disguised as a
religious event.

The power of the Rath Yatra was formidable. Tens of thousands flocked wherever the chariot passed,
and the slogan "Jai Shri Ram" shook not only Gujarat but all of India. The BJP, which had only two
seats in 1984, had already jumped to 85 seats in the 1989 general election, and in the 1991 general
election held after the Rath Yatra, it secured 120 seats. Even though Advani was arrested in Bihar
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and failed to reach Ayodhya, the Yatra became the launchpad that propelled the BJP into a national
party. Advani himself later recorded in his memoirs that "the then-promising BJP leader Narendra
Modi accompanied me."

However, blood was flowing behind this success. According to an investigation by the Institute of
Peace and Conflict Studies, approximately 1,800 people died in religious riots in 1990 alone in the
aftermath of the Rath Yatra, most of whom were Muslims. When an excited Hindu crowd tore down
the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya with their bare hands on December 6, 1992, the seeds were sown during
this Rath Yatra. This mosque demolition led to religious riots that killed about 2,000 people across
India. The mobilization strategy designed by Modi gave the BJP electoral victory, but it left deep
fissures of religious conflict in Indian society.

Buoyed by the success of the Rath Yatra, Modi was tasked with an even bolder project the following
year. On December 11, 1991, the 'Ekta Yatra (Journey for Unity),' led by BJP President Murli
Manohar Joshi, departed from Kanyakumari at the southernmost tip of India. Its destination was
Srinagar in Kashmir, 15,000 kilometers to the north, where separatist terrorism was rampant. The
goal was to hoist the Indian national flag at Lal Chowk in Srinagar on January 26, 1992, Republic
Day.

Modi was the planner and the chief executive officer of this Yatra. At the time, armed terrorists
controlled the streets of Kashmir, and the Kashmiri Pandits (Hindus) had already been driven out in
large numbers to become refugees in January 1990. About 100,000 Pandits had left the valley.
Terrorists openly threatened: "If you are a man who grew up on his mother's milk, come to Lal Chowk
and try to raise the flag."

As the Yatra reached Kashmir, the situation became urgent. Terrorists threw a grenade at the police
headquarters, injuring the then-Police Commissioner. Authorities, judging that safety could not be
guaranteed, emergency-airlifted key figures, including Joshi and Modi, to Srinagar on an Air Force
transport plane (AN-32). In the early morning of January 26, 1992, under heavy security, 67 BJP
activists stood before the clock tower. As Joshi attempted to raise the flag brought from Kanyakumari,
the flagpole snapped in two, and the flag fell onto his forehead. Ultimately, it was hoisted using a
replacement flag provided by the local administration. During those 12 minutes, at least four rockets
were fired near the square, though they did not hit their targets.

Perspectives differ on whether this event, which ended in 12 minutes without a crowd and with a
broken flagpole, can be called a 'success.' The scene, broadcast live across India, gave the BJP the
image of a 'party that protects national security,' but in Kashmir, more than ten people lost their lives
that day alone. For Modi, this event had two meanings: it was the occasion where he began to
perceive himself as a leader with popular appeal beyond just an organizer, and it was an experience
where he learned how to convert national security issues into political assets.

2.3 Before Delhi Calls
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The reputation built by the two Yatras bore fruit in the 1995 Gujarat State Assembly election. Modi
was delegated full authority over election strategy, directing everything from nominations and
campaign schedules to fundraising and mobilization tactics. He put forward Keshubhai Patel as the
candidate for Chief Minister and activated political engineering that combined anti-Congress
sentiment with Hindu nationalist fervor.

Modi’s electoral techniques had already become systematized by this point. The smallest unit of an
Indian election is the 'Booth.' Modi placed key operatives at every booth and systematized the 'Panna
Pramukh' system, where one party member (Pramukh) was responsible for a single page (Panna) of
the voter list. This member would maintain continuous contact with the 10 to 15 households on their
assigned page, reporting on public sentiment and leading them to the polls on election day. He
conducted independent polls for each constituency and precisely analyzed local caste compositions
to field candidates with the highest probability of winning. It was the moment when elections stopped
being drama and became logistics. And logistics usually wins.

The result was 121 out of 182 seats. It was a historic moment when the BJP formed its first
independent majority government in Gujarat. In political circles, people called Modi the 'Super CM'
rather than Patel.

However, at the height of victory, a trap was waiting. Shankersinh Vaghela, a rival within the party
who resented Modi's massive influence, staged a rebellion. Vaghela gathered 47 assembly members
and threatened to leave the party. His demand was clear: "Get Modi out of Gujarat. Otherwise, | will
bring down the government." In Korean political terms, it was a situation similar to when a ruling party
floor leader leaves the party en masse while demanding the resignation of a behind-the-scenes
power figure.

Ultimately, the BJP central leadership chose compromise, and in late 1995, Modi was pushed out of
his home turf and headed to a narrow room in an annex behind the BJP central party headquarters at
11 Ashoka Road in New Delhi. His ostensible title was 'BJP National Secretary.' However, anyone
who knew Gujarat politics at the time knew that this was not a promotion, but an exile.

On the surface, it was exile. However, without these six years, the later Modi would not have existed.
The task given to Modi in Delhi was the management of party affairs in northern states such as
Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, Punjab, and Jammu and Kashmir. These were regions where the BJP's
roots were weak or where it was impossible to govern alone, necessitating the formation of coalition
governments. In Gujarat, he only had to deal with the loyal organization of the RSS, but in the north,
negotiations with Sikh parties, small regional parties, and caste-based forces were a daily routine.

In this process, Modi equipped himself with a crucial new skill: the art of the coalition. In the 1996
Haryana State Assembly election, he successfully formed a strategic alliance with Bansi Lal of the
regional Haryana Vikas Party (HVP). This was something impossible with the mindset of an RSS
activist who insists only on ideological purity. He also contributed to the BJP forming a government in
the 1998 Himachal Pradesh election.
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In May 1998, on the strength of these successive successes, Modi was promoted to the BJP's
'General Secretary - Organization.' It was a key position overseeing the party's personnel,
organization, and funds. He was now in a position to closely assist Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee and Deputy Prime Minister Advani, absorbing the sense of national governance. He also
completed a course in public relations and image management in the United States and took the lead
in introducing new technologies like computers and the internet to party affairs. His expulsion from
Gujarat had turned into a 'forced study abroad' that prepared his leap into becoming a national-level
politician.

Meanwhile, in Gujarat, which he had left, Vaghela eventually defected from the BJP and became the
Chief Minister with the support of the Congress party, but this unstable coalition government did not
last long. The 1998 Gujarat State Assembly election arrived again, and the central party decided to
use Modi's brain once more to recapture Gujarat.

Modi's strategy began with a 'Frame of Betrayal.' He defined the forces led by Vaghela as 'traitors
blinded by power.' The message that "betrayal is not the culture of Gujarat" stimulated the moral
indignation of conservative Gujarati voters. The result was overwhelming. The BJP took 117 out of
182 seats, securing an independent majority, while Vaghela's party (RJP) won only 4 seats. it was
practically a political death sentence.

Keshubhai Patel returned as Chief Minister, but no one failed to recognize who the real master of this
victory was. Modi took the most cruel revenge on the political enemies who had ousted him. He
responded not with anger, but with victory.

This victory was the installation work of 'organizational politics." Modi created a structure where the
system, not individual charisma, won elections. However, at the center of that system lay a thorough
'identification of friend or foe.' Party elders who did not submit to him were ruthlessly marginalized,
and nominations became a function of loyalty. Efficiency increased, but cracks began to appear in the
pillar of internal party democracy.

2.4 Appointment Upon the Ruins

8:46 AM, January 26, 2001. It was the morning of India's Republic Day. At the very moment people in
Bhuj, in the Kutch region of Gujarat, were preparing for a flag-raising ceremony, the earth cried out.
Magnitude 7.7. According to the India Meteorological Department, it was 7.7; according to the U.S.
Geological Survey (USGS), it was 7.6. Within just a few minutes, buildings folded like paper.
Apartments collapsed even in Ahmedabad, 250 kilometers from the epicenter. Nearly 20,000 people
were buried in the rubble, 167,000 buildings were destroyed, and hundreds of thousands were left on
the streets. Economic damage alone was about $5.6 billion. It was the most horrific natural disaster
since Indian independence.

Natural disasters shake the ground, but what really collapses is trust.

The response of then-Gujarat Chief Minister Keshubhai Patel's government was a total failure. Relief
supplies did not arrive on time. Bureaucrats held meetings, but they completely failed to respond to
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the needs on the ground. Corruption allegations surrounding reconstruction funds erupted, and the
anger of the victims was directed at the government. The dynamics were similar to the explosion of
anger toward the government after the 1995 Sampoong Department Store collapse or the 2014
Sewol ferry disaster in Korea. Incompetence after a disaster angers people more than the disaster
itself.

To make matters worse, the health of the elderly, 70-year-old Chief Minister Patel, was deteriorating,
and the BJP suffered consecutive losses in by-elections. A fear that they might lose power in the
state assembly elections scheduled for December 2002 enveloped the BJP and its surroundings.

For Prime Minister Vajpayee and Deputy Prime Minister Advani in New Delhi, Gujarat was not just
another province. It was the laboratory of Hindu nationalism and the BJP's impregnable stronghold.
Losing this place would shake the very existence of the entire party. They needed someone who
could pull the crumbling organization together, restore administration, and win back the public's heart.
Their eyes turned toward a man who was overseeing the national organization from an annex of the
party headquarters in Delhi.

One day in early October 2001, Modi’'s mobile phone rang. It was Prime Minister Vajpayee. To Modi,
who had been summoned to the Prime Minister's residence, Vajpayee said with his characteristic
humor:

"Narendra, it seems you've eaten too much Punjabi food in Delhi. You've gained some weight. Now
go to Gujarat and lose it."

It was an offer to take over as Chief Minister of Gujarat. However, the original plan of the party
leadership was different. To appease Keshubhai Patel's rebellion, they intended to send Modi as
'Deputy Chief Minister.' The idea was to leave Patel as the symbolic head while Modi handled the
practical work.

Modi's answer did not have a moment's hesitation.
"l will either take full responsibility for Gujarat, or | will not take it at all."

This was a gamble. A party official with zero experience in elected office was demanding the top
position of a state with a population of 50 million and even setting conditions. However, Modi knew
that a number two with divided authority could not save a Gujarat in crisis. Crisis response only works
under a single command structure.

Ultimately, Vajpayee and Advani accepted Modi's demand. Keshubhai Patel resigned.

Raj Bhavan in Gandhinagar. On October 7, 2001, Narendra Modi was sworn in as the 14th Chief
Minister of Gujarat. It was before the dust of the earthquake had even settled. He was not a member
of the State Assembly (MLA), nor did he have experience directing an administration. A Pracharak
who had worked behind the scenes of the party organization all his life had suddenly taken the wheel
of a massive state.
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Within the party, there were sneers about it being a 'parachute appointment.' Bureaucrats even
placed bets on how long this new Chief Minister would last. On the day of the inauguration, his
mother, Heeraben, left him with a piece of advice at his feet: "Don't eat money." It was a pointed
warning not to take bribes.

The scorecard of the Gujarat that Modi inherited was horrific. Earthquake recovery was sluggish, the
countryside was parched from three consecutive years of drought, and factories were standing still
due to power shortages. An ordinary politician would have been busy visiting sites and being caught
on camera holding the hands of victims. Modi went to the sites, too. However, the first thing he did
was reorganize the command structure of the bureaucratic organization.

On his first day in office, he held a video conference with the administrators of 10 districts to instruct
them on reconstruction plans. Introducing video conferencing into administration in 2001 was almost
unprecedented in India. He did not leave recovery as a 'continually ongoing business' but broke it
down into projects with step-by-step goals and deadlines. He simplified reporting structures and
instructed them to submit only "items to be resolved within 48 hours" instead of "reasons why it can't
be done."

In Korean terms, it was similar to the atmosphere immediately after the 1997 IMF financial crisis.
When the entire country was in crisis, what people wanted was not a perfect solution. It was the
feeling that "someone is in charge." Modi was adept at giving that feeling. He showed up for work at
dawn, toured sites until late at night, and strictly cracked down on the tardiness of civil servants. What
he created, before policy, was 'tension.’

Modi took the earthquake reconstruction not as a restoration to the original state, but as an
opportunity to rebuild Gujarat. He mandated earthquake-resistant designs and redesigned the
destroyed city of Bhuj into a modern planned city. He established the Gujarat State Disaster
Management Authority and introduced standard operating procedures (SOPs). He secured support
from the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank to raise reconstruction funds and actively
attracted donations from the overseas Gujarati diaspora. All of this was the prototype of the governing
style that would later be called the 'Gujarat Model.'

He had become Chief Minister, but he did not yet have legal legitimacy. According to the Indian
Constitution, a Chief Minister must be elected as a member of the State Assembly within six months
of taking office. In February 2002, a by-election was held in the Rajkot-1l constituency. The existing
member, Vajubhai Vala, gave up his seat for Modi. This election was the moment Modi stood before
voters under his own name for the first time in his life. At the age of early 50s, he contested his first
direct election. On February 24, 2002, Modi won by a margin of 14,728 votes.

Just three days later, on February 27, an event was waiting that would completely change Modi's
fate. At Godhra station, the Sabarmati Express caught fire. Fifty-nine Hindu pilgrims lost their lives,
and subsequently, the flames of religious riots spread throughout Gujarat. This event is covered in
detail in Chapter 3.

25



Fourteen years since joining the party as a mere organization secretary in 1987, and six years since
being ousted from his hometown. Without ever having contested an election, Narendra Modi returned
as the supreme ruler of Gujarat. The organizational power that had led chariots from Somnath to
Ayodhya and carried the national flag from Kanyakumari to Srinagar made this moment possible.
This man, who had seized power upon the ruins of a natural disaster called an earthquake, now had
to face a man-made catastrophe.

Previous Chapter

Next Chapter
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Chapter 3. The Emperor of Gujarat (2001-2014)

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter
3.1 The 2002 Guijarat Riots: The Godhra Incident, International Isolation, and Judicial Exoneration

At 7:43 AM on February 27, 2002, the Sabarmati Express pulled into Godhra Station in Gujarat. The
train was packed with pilgrims returning from religious ceremonies in the Hindu holy city of Ayodhya.
On the platform, a dispute broke out between local Muslim residents and the passengers, and
someone pulled the emergency brake. Immediately after the train came to a complete halt, flames
erupted from coach S-6. The doors were locked, and the windows were barred with iron grates. The
coach became a massive crematorium. Fifty-nine Hindus, including women and children, were
burned alive.

No one at Godhra Station that morning could have predicted that this single burst of flame would
become the catalyst for the most horrific religious violence in modern Indian political history.

Chief Minister Narendra Modi, who had been in office for only about four months, immediately rushed
to the scene. He defined the fire as a "pre-planned act of terrorism." Controversy over the cause of
the fire continued for years. The Nanavati-Mehta Commission, established by the Gujarat state
government, concluded in its 2008 report that it was a pre-planned arson committed by a Muslim mob
of approximately 1,000 to 2,000 people. Conversely, the Banerjee Commission, formed by the central
government’s Ministry of Railways, reached the entirely different conclusion that the fire had started
accidentally inside the coach. The conflicting findings of the two commissions were weaponized to

reinforce the logic of opposing political camps.

The problem was that this event did not wait for a judicial determination of facts. The 'narrative’
exploded long before the truth could be established.

On February 28, the day after the Godhra incident, the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP), a hardline
Hindu right-wing organization, declared a state-wide strike (Bandh) in Gujarat. The BJP supported it.
The streets turned into a living hell. Enraged Hindu mobs began attacking Muslim neighborhoods.
Armed with voter lists, they identified Muslim homes and shops to loot, burn, and murder.

In Naroda Patiya, a mob of about 5,000 people surrounded a Muslim settlement and massacred 97
people. In the Gulbarg Society, former Member of Parliament Ehsan Jafri desperately called the
police and the Chief Minister's office for help, but none came. Sixty-nine people, including Jafri, were
killed.

Official statistics recorded 1,044 deaths (790 Muslims, 254 Hindus), 223 missing, and 2,500 injured.
Unofficial estimates place the death toll at over 2,000. More than 200,000 people were displaced. In a
South Korean context, this would be equivalent to an entire province being engulfed in flames for
three days.
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Where was the state power during this process?

Testimonies poured in alleging that the police either failed to restrain the rioters or even told Muslim
residents, "We have no orders to save you." Sanjiv Bhatt, a high-ranking police officer, alleged in an
affidavit that during an emergency meeting of police and officials, Chief Minister Modi had instructed
them to "let the Hindus vent their anger." Modi categorically denied this. Later, the Special
Investigation Team (SIT) concluded there was no evidence that Bhatt had even attended that
meeting. Bhatt was sentenced to life imprisonment in a separate case in 2019.

However, a metaphor Modi reportedly used in a media interview shortly after the riots—invoking
Newton's Law that "every action has a reaction"—became the decisive basis for criticism that he had
justified the violence. Even Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee, a member of the same party, visited
Guijarat and, while sitting next to Modi, publicly reprimanded him: "A ruler must take care of his
subjects without discrimination. Fulfill your Raj Dharma (the duty of a ruler)." While there were calls
for Modi’s dismissal within the BJP, they did not materialize due to support from the RSS and his lack
of a successor at the time.

The international response was cold. On March 18, 2005, the U.S. State Department denied Modi a
visa based on the International Religious Freedom Act, citing him as a foreign government official
who had severely violated religious freedom. Modi was the only case of an elected head of
government being denied a visa under this provision. Britain suspended diplomatic contact with Modi
starting in 2002, and the European Union (EU) Parliament adopted a resolution on the Guijarat riots in
2006. On the world stage, Modi became 'Persona Non Grata'—an unwelcome person.

However, the cold logic of international politics does not hold onto moral principles for long. As India’s
strategic importance and economic weight grew over time, the West's attitude shifted toward
pragmatism. When Modi emerged as a leading prime ministerial candidate in 2014, the United States
was already moving toward restoring relations. Britain had also resumed diplomatic contact in 2012. It
was a scene where 'moral sanctions' were rendered powerless before 'geopolitical interests.'

Inside India, an even more intense legal battle ensued. Zakia Jafri, a survivor of the Gulbarg
massacre and widow of Ehsan Jafri, along with human rights activist Teesta Setalvad, accused 63
high-ranking officials, including Modi, of conspiracy. In 2008, the Supreme Court of India, finding the
Guijarat police investigation unreliable, formed an independent Special Investigation Team (SIT) led
by former CBI Director R.K. Raghavan.

The SIT conducted an extensive investigation for several years. In 2010, it directly summoned the
sitting Chief Minister, Modi, questioning him for over nine hours with more than 100 questions. The
core issue of the investigation was whether Modi had instructed the police to "not intervene" during
the emergency meeting on February 27, 2002. In February 2012, the SIT submitted its final report to
the court. The conclusion was that there was "no prosecutable evidence" against Chief Minister Modi.

In 2013, an Ahmedabad Magistrate's Court accepted the SIT's "Clean Chit" conclusion. Zakia Jafri's
appeal was also dismissed by the Gujarat High Court in 2017. Finally, on June 24, 2022, the
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Supreme Court of India dismissed Jafri’s final petition, putting an end to two decades of legal dispute.
The Supreme Court ruled that the SIT investigation was fair and criticized the accusers' "grand
conspiracy theory" as baseless, even rebuking the forces behind the accusations for having a
malicious intent to "keep the pot boiling." Immediately after the Supreme Court verdict, Setalvad was
arrested by the police. Criticisms of "the state taking retaliatory action against human rights activists"
clashed sharply with arguments that it was a "legitimate investigation following a court ruling."

The statement that the court did not recognize Modi’s criminal complicity is factually established.
However, this did not mean the end of political and moral debate. International human rights
organizations such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International continued to point out the
circumstances of state institutional complicity and negligence, failure to protect witnesses, and the
limitations of the investigation’s scope even after the riots.

There were convictions in individual massacre cases. In the Naroda Patiya case, former Gujarat
minister Maya Kodnani was sentenced to 28 years in prison, and Babu Bajrangi of the Bajrang Dal
received a life sentence. In the Gulbarg Society case, 24 people were convicted, with 11 sentenced to
life imprisonment. The Bilkis Bano case followed an even more complex trajectory. Eleven inmates
convicted of gang-raping Bano, who was pregnant at the time, and murdering seven of her family
members were granted remission and released by the Gujarat state government in August 2022.
Upon their release, they were welcomed like heroes with garlands. The Supreme Court ruled this
remission unconstitutional in January 2024 and ordered their re-incarceration, but the incident
remains a symbol of the criticism that "legal exoneration and political responsibility are distinct.”

"While some perpetrators were punished, accountability at the level of the state system was never
established" is the consistent assessment of the critics.

The 2002 Guijarat riots left a dual legacy for Narendra Modi. To the opposition, he was forever the
'abettor of a massacre.' To the Hindu right-wing, however, he was revered as the "strong leader who
protected Hinduism"—the 'Hindu Hriday Samrat' (Emperor of Hindu Hearts).

Modi did not let this crisis end in disaster. Instead, he reframed external criticism as an "attack on
Guijarat’s pride," leading to a landslide victory in the December 2002 State Assembly elections,
winning 127 out of 182 seats.

Legal exoneration met the minimum requirement for his 2014 general election bid. However, what
Modi truly needed was not just a legal pardon, but a new narrative grand enough to overshadow the
flames of 2002. To erase the shadow of the riots, he clung to 'development' more fiercely than
anyone else. This is where the next story begins.

3.2 The Gujarat Model: Vibrant Gujarat, Jyotigram, and the Tata Nano

September 2003, Ahmedabad. Business leaders from all over India began to gather one by one for
an unfamiliar event held during the Navratri festival. The front of the venue bore the name 'Vibrant
Gujarat.' Just a year prior, holding an investment promotion event in a state where over 1,000 people
had died in riots seemed reckless. It was a time when the Western world was turning its back and
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investors were withdrawing. However, there was no sign of embarrassment on the face of Chief
Minister Modi as he stood at the podium. Speaking to investors like a corporate CEO, he said, "In
Gujarat, we will lay out the red carpet instead of red tape."

This single sentence was the starting point for the massive political-economic brand that would later
be known as the 'Gujarat Model.'

The Equation of Political Survival and Development

For Modi, economic development was a matter of political survival before it was a pure administrative
calling. Since the 2002 riots, two labels had been attached to him: 'Hindu hardliner' and 'abettor of a
massacre.' These two labels alone would not allow him to move beyond Gujarat. He needed a third
identity: 'Vikas Purush,' the Man of Development. The work of taking off the blood-stained shirt and
changing into the clean suit of development had begun.

Vibrant Gujarat was the central stage for that transformation. In the first event in 2003, there were 76
Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) and $14 billion in investment promises. In 2005, 226 cases
and $20 billion. In 2007, 675 cases and $152 billion. In 2011, 8,380 cases and $462 billion. The
numbers grew astronomically year after year. Giants of the Indian business world, such as Ratan
Tata, Mukesh Ambani, and Kumarmangalam Birla, took to the stage to praise Gujarat. At the 2007
summit, Ratan Tata famously said, "It is stupid if you are not in Gujarat."

Modi elevated this event beyond an investment briefing, turning it into India's version of the 'Davos
Forum.' International figures like UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and former British Prime
Minister Tony Blair participated as speakers. Even after Modi became Prime Minister, Vibrant Gujarat
continued biennially, with the 10th edition held in 2024.

Of course, the number of MOUs did not immediately translate into actual investment. Bloomberg
released an analysis showing that of the approximately 40 trillion rupees in investment promises
made between 2003 and 2011, the actual implementation rate was only 8%. MOUs have weak legal
binding force. Signing is easy; implementation is another matter. However, what was important to
Modi was not the numbers themselves, but the 'image' those numbers created. Once the perception
that "Guijarat is a good place to invest" spreads, that perception attracts actual capital, which in turn
reinforces the perception. Vibrant Gujarat was the starter motor for that cycle.

Eliminating the Three Things Businesses Hate Most

The essence of the Gujarat Model was not an emotional declaration of "loving businesses." It was the
systematic removal of the three things businesses hate most. First is time: the delays that take
months for permits. Second is uncertainty: policies that could change at any moment. Third is the cost
of contact: the invisible price paid while meeting dozens of bureaucrats.

Modi strengthened the Industrial Extension Bureau (iNDEXTb) and introduced a 'Single Window'
system. It was designed so that instead of visiting the city hall, district office, provincial office, Ministry
of Environment, and Ministry of Land separately, businesses could resolve all permits in one place.
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He ordered bureaucrats to "be facilitators, not regulators," and reflected the speed of processing
corporate grievances in their performance evaluations. Instead of sitting and waiting for approval, an
administration that proactively asked what was needed began to take root.

Village of Light: Jyotigram Yojana

Events alone were not enough. Modi tackled the most basic necessity for businesses to build and
operate factories: electricity.

In September 2003, Modi launched the Jyotigram Yojana ('Village of Light' plan). At the time, the
power situation in rural India was miserable. Electricity was available for only 8 to 14 hours a day, and
the voltage was so unstable that pumps frequently broke down. Because agricultural and domestic
power used the same distribution lines, if farmers overused electricity, the entire village would fall into
darkness. Since agricultural power was subsidized and virtually free, farmers pumped groundwater
indefinitely, leading to rampant power waste and theft. Power companies' finances deteriorated, and
stable supply was impossible.

Modi's solution was bold: physically separating agricultural power lines from non-agricultural ones.
They erected 1.6 million new utility poles, installed 15,500 transformers, and laid 75,000 kilometers of
new wiring. The total cost was 1,290 crore rupees. In India, it is common for projects of this scale to
take over 10 years due to bureaucratic delays. Modi completed it in 1,000 days—about two and a half
years. By 2006, 18,000 villages and 9,700 hamlets in Gujarat were connected to this system.
Farmers began to receive 8 hours of stable high-voltage power, while village homes and small shops
received uninterrupted 24-hour electricity.

Twenty-four-hour electricity. Gujarat made a reality out of what was still a dream in other Indian
states. Once power was stabilized, factories arrived, and once factories arrived, roads were paved.
According to a Deutsche Bank study, Gujarat's transmission and distribution loss rate dropped from
35% in 2004 to 19% in 2014, significantly below the Indian national average of 26%. Gujarat became
a power-surplus state, and power companies returned to profitability. Much like South Korea’s rural
electrification projects in the 1970s laid the foundation for industrialization, Jyotigram was the
backbone of Gujarat's industrialization.

Water was no different. In Gujarat, which suffered from chronic water shortages due to its dry climate,
Modi pushed forward with the phased raising of the Sardar Sarovar Dam on the Narmada River. It
reached 121.92 meters in 2006 and was finally completed at 138.68 meters in 2017, becoming the
second-largest concrete gravity dam in the world. Opposition from environmental groups and
neighboring states was fierce. The Narmada Bachao Andolan (Save the Narmada Movement), led by
Medha Patkar, fought against the dam construction for decades, and about 240,000 residents had to
relocate from the submerged areas. Nevertheless, Modi did not back down. The water secured from
this dam flowed through a massive canal network to arid regions like Kutch and Saurashtra.
Simultaneously, he collaborated with NGOs to construct over 110,000 small check dams and
promoted drip irrigation systems. The depleting groundwater levels began to recover, and Gujarat
rose to become India’s largest cotton producer.
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Changes also occurred in ports and roads. Leveraging the geographical advantage of Gujarat's
coastline—the longest in India at approximately 1,600 kilometers—world-class private ports like
Mundra and Pipavav were developed through public-private partnerships (PPP). Mundra Port,
operated by the Adani Group, grew into India’s largest private port, with an annual cargo handling
capacity exceeding 150 million tons. These ports were connected to highway and railway networks,
lowering logistics costs. Gujarat's roads were praised as the "smoothest roads in India," and
approximately 20% of India’s total exports began to originate from this state.

A Decision in 96 Hours: Attracting the Tata Nano

On October 3, 2008, Chairman Ratan Tata of India’s largest conglomerate, Tata, stood before
reporters in Kolkata. His face was grim. "We cannot operate a factory in a place where we are not
welcome," he declared. It was an announcement that they were abandoning the factory they were
building in Singur, West Bengal, to produce the 'Nano,' the world’s cheapest car. Protests by farmers
opposing land acquisition had intensified, and opposition leader Mamata Banerjee had fueled the fire
politically. Several states, including Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, and Maharashtra, immediately
began their courtship.

Modi sent Ratan Tata a text message with just one word: "Suswagatam." Welcome.

At the 2010 inauguration of the Sanand factory, Modi recalled, "Look at what a one-rupee text
message can do." What followed defied the common sense of Indian administration. Typically,
securing land, permits, and infrastructure for a large-scale factory in India takes years. Modi
completed all administrative procedures in 96 hours. He provided land in Sanand, 30 kilometers from
Ahmedabad, on exceptional terms—a symbolic price of 1 rupee per square meter—and promised
low-interest loans and tax benefits. On October 7, Tata Motors officially announced the relocation of
the Nano factory to Gujarat. The new factory began operations in 14 months. It was half the
construction period of the 28 months spent in West Bengal.

It was a shock similar to if a Samsung semiconductor factory in South Korea were blocked by
metropolitan regulations and a provincial governor completed all permits in three days to attract the
factory. This scene, where Gujarat took a project that had failed in another state due to political
conflict in just 96 hours, engraved the image that "things get done under Modi" across India.
Following Tata, global automotive companies such as Ford and Maruti Suzuki lined up to build
factories in Gujarat, and the Sanand area began to be called the 'Detroit of India.'

The Nano itself was not a market success. The concept of the "world's cheapest car" acted as a
stigma, marking it as a "poor man’s car," and production was scaled back until the last Nano left the
factory in 2018. The compensation lawsuit for 934 crore rupees filed by Tata against the West Bengal
government for losses incurred in Singur was only settled in 2023. However, in the Gujarat Model, the
rise and fall of the Nano was secondary. What was important was the symbol created by the contrast
between "the state that kicks out big corporations and the state that welcomes them."

Light and Shadow of the Numbers



The results were impressive. From 2001 to 2012, Gujarat's GDP recorded an average annual growth
rate of about 10% in real terms and reached about 15% compound annual growth in nominal terms.
The slogan "13% average annual growth" symbolically compressed the figures of a specific period in
nominal terms, while the real growth rate is evaluated at around 10%. By any measure, it is difficult to
deny that Gujarat was one of the most dynamic economies in India. Roads were paved, ports were
built, and industrial complexes were created. Gujarat ranked first in India in the Ease of Doing

Business evaluation.
However, behind the brilliant numbers, there were cracks that were not easily seen.

The growth strategy centered on large corporations led to criticisms of 'Crony Capitalism.' Tycoons
from Guijarat, such as Gautam Adani and Mukesh Ambani, grew rapidly under the full support of the
Modi government, and suspicions persisted that land and resources were handed over to specific
companies at bargain prices. Suspicions were steadily raised that the Adani Group received special
favors in Mundra Port, power plants, and real estate during Modi's tenure, and this relationship
remains a hot issue in Indian politics even after Modi became Prime Minister.

While economic indicators were spectacular, Gujarat did not show an improvement in Human
Development Indicators (HDI) commensurate with its economic size. Gujarat's HDI rank, which was
6th in all of India in 2001, fell to 11th in 2007—2008. In malnutrition rates, female literacy rates, and
infant mortality rates, Gujarat remained at or below the Indian average. According to a Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) report, Gujarat's share of the social sector budget from 2005 to 2010 was 5.1%, lower
than almost all other states. There was growth but employment was meager; the pie grew, but the
distribution was skewed.

Researchers at the London School of Economics (LSE) also provided an analysis regarding whether
Guijarat's growth rate 'accelerated' during Modi's tenure, stating there was "no evidence of differential
acceleration in the 2000s compared to the 1990s." Their point was that Gujarat was already one of
the fastest-growing states in India before Modi and already possessed a strong commercial tradition
and entrepreneurial culture.

Just as the high-speed growth of South Korea's Park Chung-hee era spawned debates over
distribution, the Gujarat Model was not free from the question, "Growth for whom?" Modi himself
frequently referenced South Korea's development model (this is covered in detail in Chapter 7). A
pattern where the state concentrates resources in specific industries and regions to achieve external
growth in a short period, followed by deepening social conflict because the fruits of that growth are
not evenly distributed. Gujarat was repeating the light and shadow of the South Korean model he
referenced, with a time lag.

Nevertheless, politically, the Gujarat Model was a massive success. Modi ruled Gujarat for 13 years,
winning consecutive state assembly elections in 2002, 2007, and 2012. To India's middle class and
youth, tired of corruption and policy paralysis, the sight of smoke rising from chimneys and 24-hour lit
villages in Gujarat was a powerful temptation. Modi's promise to "do for all of India what | did in
Guijarat" became the core pledge of the 2014 general election.
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In 2012, TIME magazine put Modi on its cover with the title: "Modi Means Business." For a man who
could not even get a visa from the international community, becoming the cover model for global
media was a transformation filled by the stage lights of Vibrant Gujarat, the wheels of the Nano rolling
out of the Sanand factory, and the light bulbs turned on 24 hours a day in 18,000 villages.

3.3 Emperor of Hindu Hearts: The Intersection of Hindu Nationalism and Development

December 2002, a campaign site for the Gujarat State Assembly elections. As Narendra Modi took to
the podium, tens of thousands in the crowd chanted a single slogan in unison.

"Hindu Hriday Samrat! Hindu Hriday Samrat!"

Emperor of Hindu Hearts. This title originally belonged to Bal Thackeray, the far-right politician of
Maharashtra. Thackeray was the founder of the Shiv Sena party based in Mumbai and was an overt
Hindu nationalist who would demand Muslims leave during campaign rallies. He was a man who
publicly declared, "l only need Hindu votes." That title had now passed to Modi.

This was a time when the shadow of the riots that claimed over 1,000 lives just ten months prior had
not yet lifted. The international community labeled Modi an abettor of the massacre, the U.S. denied
his visa, and European nations shunned him. The dominant assessment was that his political life was

over.

Yet the election result was the exact opposite. The BJP swept 127 out of 182 seats in a landslide
victory. Modi was not only resurrected; he returned stronger than before.

How was this possible?
The Art of Turning Scars into Pride

The strategy Modi chose was not apology, excuse, or evasion. It was a frontal breakthrough. He
reframed the criticism against him as an 'insult to all of Gujarat.'

"External forces are trying to trample on Gujarat's pride (Asmita)." He repeated this sentence at every
campaign site. Criticism from the central government (then led by the Congress Party), international
media, and human rights groups was all reinterpreted as the machinations of "anti-Gujarat forces
envious of Gujarat's development.” The question of moral responsibility for the riots was transformed
into a question that touched the pride of 60 million Gujaratis.

This framing was terrifyingly effective. As the criticism grew more intense, Gujaratis rallied more
strongly around Modi. The more the opposition Congress party attacked Modi, the more the voters
took that attack as jealousy of their success. According to the analysis of Christophe Jaffrelot, a
professor at Sciences Po, by personifying himself and the state of Gujarat, Modi created the equation
that "to oppose Modi is to oppose Gujarat."

Similar scenes can be found in South Korean modern history. The political technique of converting
external criticism into an attack on 'us' and binding the leader and the community together to
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strengthen internal solidarity. The difference was that Modi placed 'religion'—the most primal and
powerful energy—at the heart of that solidarity.

Emperor and CEO: Two Roles

Modi did not rely on religious passion alone. He knew that the title 'Emperor of Hindu Hearts' alone
would not make long-term rule possible, nor would it be enough to move onto the national stage.

This is where the second identity of 'Vikas Purush' (Man of Development) emerged. Modi added the
flesh of economic growth onto the skeleton of Hindu nationalism. The way the two combined was
sophisticated.

At campaign rallies, he passionately appealed to Hindu values and civilizational pride, setting fire to
the hearts of his supporters. To the bureaucrats, however, he demanded strict meritocracy, and to
business leaders, he promised pro-business policies and infrastructure innovation. "Temples are
important, but toilets are also important." This rhetoric he favored was a device to simultaneously
co-opt religious conservatives and pragmatic middle classes.

As a result, he could deliver different messages to two types of supporters at once. To the Hindu
conservatives, Modi was the guardian of Hinduism. To the urban middle class and business leaders,
Modi was a competent CEO-type Chief Minister. It was not that one politician had two faces, but that
he integrated two roles into a single narrative. "Prosperity for Hindus is the development of Gujarat
and the development of India." The moment this equation was completed, religion and economy
entered a relationship where they covered each other's weaknesses with each other's strengths.

A New Army Called the Neo-Middle Class

The background that allowed this combination to exert power was the rapid urbanization of Gujarat.
In the process of economic growth, a new class emerged that had escaped poverty and joined the
ranks of consumers, or aspired to do so. Modi called them the 'Neo-Middle Class.' They were people
whose desire for economic advancement was stronger than traditional caste divisions, while
simultaneously wanting a sense of belonging to Hindu culture.

Modi promised them highways, smart cities, and solar power plants. Simultaneously, he championed
the construction of grand Hindu temples and the revival of traditional culture. Power plants were
symbols of material abundance, and temples were symbols of spiritual victory. When the two
combined, for the neo-middle class, Modi became the only leader who represented both their
economic interests and cultural identity.

This was the power that allowed Modi to succeed in three consecutive terms in Gujarat from 2002 to
2014. The BJP's seats—127 (2002), 122 (2007), and 115 (2012) out of 182—show how stable this
combination was. Although the seats decreased slightly, he won three consecutive elections that
were difficult to win even once in other states.

From Gaurav Yatra to Sadbhavana
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Modi was also innovative in spreading this narrative of power. Just before the 2002 election, he
organized the 'Gaurav Yatra' (March of Pride). It was a massive march touring all of Gujarat, shouting
about "Gujarat's pride." In this march, he used the expression 'Miyan Musharraf' to equate Muslims
with Pakistan and the opposition party. It was the moment when Hindu voters, traditionally divided by
caste, united under a single identity as 'Hindu.'

As time passed, Modi's language changed. Overt religious rhetoric decreased, and 'development' and
'Gujarat's pride' were placed at the forefront. Professor Jaffrelot analyzed this process as 'Banal
Hindutva.' It wasn't that Hindu nationalism had disappeared; rather, it had permeated so naturally that
it began to feel like the air.

In 2012, he even made a gesture of reconciliation with Muslims by conducting a fast called the
'Sadbhavana Yatra' (March of Harmony). He invited some Muslim leaders and created an image of
inclusion. However, many analysts interpreted this more as an image makeover aimed at the national
stage rather than genuine reconciliation. In reality, Muslim residential areas in Gujarat (such as
Juhapura in Ahmedabad) were systematically marginalized from economic prosperity, and Muslim
names were almost nonexistent on the BJP's candidate lists. According to the Sachar Committee
report (2006), the poverty rate among Gujarat's Muslims was higher than the state average, and their
representation in public sector employment was significantly low.

That same year, Modi introduced another innovation: using 3D hologram technology to project his
image simultaneously at dozens of campaign sites. The image of existing in several places at once,
like a god, created a brand as a 'high-tech leader' and allowed him to deliver messages directly to the
masses without going through the filters of traditional media. This technology would be expanded to a
national scale in the 2014 general election (see Section 4.1 in Chapter 4).

The Power of the Combination, and Its Price

The reason the 'Hindutva + Development' combination is powerful is clear. Identity politics strongly
binds the core supporters. The development discourse provides a basis for justification to the
centrists and business leaders, making it "okay to support this person." By mixing the two, one can
mobilize and expand simultaneously. From a political engineering perspective, few combinations are
more efficient.

Looking for comparison in South Korean history, one is reminded of the era that tied national identity
and economic development together under the ideology of 'national restoration.' The difference is that
while South Korea combined nationalism and industrialization, Modi combined religious identity and
neoliberal economic development. Religion touches something deeper than ethnicity.

However, this combination was not free. The more strongly the majority Hindus were integrated, the
more deeply the minority Muslims were marginalized. Gujarat's economic prosperity was felt by the
Hindu middle class, but for the Muslims who lost their livelihoods in the riots, that prosperity was a
story from another world. Textbooks were reorganized with a Hindu-centric focus, and social
segregation became entrenched. In Ahmedabad, the invisible boundary line dividing Hindu and
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Muslim residential areas became increasingly distinct. The practice of not selling houses in Hindu
areas to Muslims became public in the real estate market, and a Gujarat state law called the
'Disturbed Areas Act' virtually institutionalized this.

"As long as the economy is doing well, a bit of conflict is unavoidable." When this perception spread
among the Gujarat middle class, pluralism, the foundation of democracy, was being quietly eroded.

From a Narrow Stage to a Broad One

In 2014, Modi moved beyond the stage of Gujarat toward New Delhi. In one hand was a report card
of 'growth,’' and in the other was the flag of 'Hindu pride.'

The formula for this combination, perfected in Gujarat, was sophisticatedly packaged into the 2014
general election slogan "Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas" (With everyone, for everyone’s development).
To Indian voters tired of corruption and incompetence, Modi promised, "I will do for all of India what |
did in Gujarat." If Gujarat was the laboratory, all of India was now to be the main stage.

The title 'Emperor of Hindu Hearts' was a double-edged sword for Modi. It made him the politician
with the most powerful fandom in India, but it was also read as a sign threatening the principles of
secular democracy.

Power does not reveal itself. What Modi showed in Gujarat was not just economic growth, but a new
grammar of power that wove religion, capital, and the aspirations of the masses into a single
narrative.

Previous Chapter

Next Chapter
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Chapter 4. Entering New Delhi: Modinomics (2014-2019)

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter
4.1 The 2014 Landslide: Social Media and Hologram Campaigns

One evening in April 2014, something strange happened in a village in Uttar Pradesh. Thousands of
people had gathered in an open space in this village, which had no electricity. Farmers, crouching on
the dusty ground, stared at an empty stage. Suddenly, a beam of light burst from the air. A man three
meters tall appeared on the stage. It was Narendra Modi, the Chief Minister of Gujarat. He spread his
arms and said, "Brothers and sisters, your lives are going to change." The crowd cheered. But Modi
was not actually there. At that very moment, he was standing in a studio hundreds of kilometers
away. The Modi on stage was an alter ego made of light—a 3D hologram.

This single scene encapsulates the essence of the 2014 Indian general election. That election was
not merely a change of government; it was an event that changed the very grammar of Indian politics.

A Crumbling Dynasty, A Rising Chaiwala

Before Modi’s arrival, the Nehru-Gandhi family sat at the center of Indian politics. It was as if a single
family had monopolized the leadership of the ruling party since the nation's founding. Ever since
Jawaharlal Nehru served as the first Prime Minister (1947-1964), his daughter Indira Gandhi and
grandson Rajiv Gandhi followed suit. In 2014, the Vice President of the then-ruling Congress party
was Rahul Gandhi, Rajiv’s son. Nehru’s great-grandson was carrying on the political legacy into the
fourth generation.

However, the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) coalition was suffering from severe
fatigue after ten years in power. Prices were soaring, and corruption scandals involving government
officials broke one after another. The 2G spectrum allocation scandal (estimated to have cost the
state approximately 1.76 trillion rupees), the coal block allocation scam (Coalgate), and the
Commonwealth Games scandal were exposed in succession, labeling the administration the
"Coalition of Corruption." Economic growth was slowing down. The GDP growth rate, which was
9.6% in 2010, fell to 6.4% in 2013. The media called this 'Policy Paralysis,' meaning the government
was incapable of making any decisions.

The nearly 800 million voters under the age of 35 were furious. What they needed was not a dynastic
heir, but someone who could get things done. Modi carved his way into this niche. He positioned
himself thoroughly as an 'outsider." A man from a lower caste who used to sell tea at a railway station
(see Chapter 1). A man with no family, no wealth, and not even a spouse. Yet, he was a man of
proven results who had led Gujarat to an average annual economic growth of over 10% during his 13
years as Chief Minister. Modi turned his own life story into the narrative of his election campaign.

The Man in the Air: Hologram Campaigning

38



First, one must understand the scale of India. It is 33 times the size of South Korea, with 814 million
voters and 22 official languages. Physically traveling to every corner for campaigning was impossible.
The Modi camp decided to overcome this impossibility through technology. They expanded the
hologram technology they had tested during the Gujarat state elections (see Chapter 3, Section 3.3)
to a national scale.

3D hologram equipment imported from the UK, over 200 high-performance projectors, and more than
400 satellite antennas were mobilized. Mobile stages made from modified trucks headed to rural
villages across India. The principle was a digital upgrade of a 19th-century stage technique called
'Pepper's Ghost.' By projecting a beam onto a transparent foil installed at the front of the stage, a
life-sized 3D stereoscopic image would float in the air. When Modi in the studio waved his hand, the
Modi in a village hundreds of kilometers away waved his hand back.

During the election period, more than 1,300 hologram speeches were delivered. More than 14 million
voters witnessed this 'Virtual Modi' in person. A giant figure of light appearing through the night sky in
a village without electricity—Hindu mythology is full of stories of gods manifesting (Avatar) in multiple
places simultaneously. Whether intentional or not, Modi’s hologram stimulated the circuits of that
mythological imagination. "This man is no ordinary human." This impression was etched into the
minds of tens of millions.

The cost was also significant. The BJP invested about 6 billion rupees (roughly 120 billion won at the
exchange rate then) in the hologram campaign alone. It was the most expensive election campaign in
Indian political history. The BJP's total officially reported spending for the 2014 election reached
7,140 crore rupees (about 1.2 trillion won), more than double that of the Congress Party.

Infiltrating Smartphones: Social Media Strategy

If holograms dominated the rural night sky, social media ruled the urban day. Modi had a poor
relationship with mainstream media after the 2002 Gujarat riots; many reporters and editors treated
him critically. Modi decided to leap over this barrier. He went directly into the palms of voters without
going through the press. Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and WhatsApp were his conduits.

As of May 2014, Modi’s Twitter followers numbered 3.9 million, with 13 million 'likes' on Facebook.
The politician with the second-largest social media influence in the world after Barack Obama was a
regional Chief Minister from India. Modi was the first Indian politician to hold real-time conversations
with netizens via Google Hangouts, and his own mobile app, the 'NaMo App,' recorded over 10
million downloads. As of 2026, Modi's followers on X (formerly Twitter) have surpassed 100 million,
ranking him among the top politicians globally.

The real weapon was not just Modi’s personal accounts. It was the digital operations headquarters
called the 'IT Cell' organized by the BJP. Under the command of Amit Shah, this organization
deployed about 1.2 million volunteers nationwide to translate Modi’'s messages into over 100
languages and distribute them in real-time through WhatsApp groups. More than 100,000 Facebook
groups were operated nationwide. Tailored messages were delivered—promising agricultural policies



to farmers, jobs to the youth, and a safe society for women.

This digital mobilization system would later be criticized as a conduit for the spread of fake news and
hate speech. The BBC documentary 'India: The Modi Question' pointed out that the IT Cell
systematically distributed hate content against Muslims. The Indian government blocked the domestic
screening of this documentary.

Turning Weakness into a Weapon: 'Chai Pe Charcha'

There was one decisive turning point during the election process. Mani Shankar Aiyar, a leader in the
Congress Party, mocked Modi in public: "How can a man who sold tea become Prime Minister?" In
Korea, such a disparaging remark about an opponent's background would have faced a massive
backlash. The result was the same in India. Modi did not let this insult slide; instead, he embraced it.
"That's right. | am a Chaiwala. | sold tea at a railway station. That's why | know the suffering of the
common people."

He then held 'Chai Pe Charcha' (Conversation over Tea) events, connecting more than 1,000 tea
stalls across the country via satellite. It was an event where Modi drank tea in a Delhi studio and had
video conversations with citizens nationwide. The image of a boy who once sold tea now
communicating with the nation through tea was a narrative placed exactly at the opposite pole of the
aristocratic image of the Nehru-Gandhi family. The more the opposition tried to belittle Modi as a 'tea
seller,' the more his 'underdog hero' narrative shone.

282 Seats, and the Shadows

May 16, 2014, election day. The results were overwhelming. The BJP alone won 282 seats. Including
coalition partners, the NDA (National Democratic Alliance) secured 336 seats. For the first time in 30
years since 1984, a single party had won a majority (272 seats). The Congress party crashed to 44
seats, the worst defeat in the history of the Indian Parliament. Political analysts called it the 'Modi
Wave.' Voters had not voted for the BJP; they had voted for the brand that was Modi.

Modi’s vote share was 31%. While this figure was dominant in India's multi-party structure,
conversely, it meant that 69% of voters did not choose Modi. The distribution of votes in a
first-past-the-post system created a massive disparity in seats. This structural characteristic would be
highlighted once again in the 2024 election (see Chapter 9).

However, behind this brilliant victory lay an uncomfortable truth. Modi’s campaign spoke of
'Development (Vikas)' in large cities, but it used a different language in regions with strong Hindu
colors. Hindu nationalism (Hindutva) was mobilized covertly and sometimes overtly. For the 200
million Indian Muslims, this election result was the beginning of caution rather than celebration.

And so, Modi entered New Delhi—the man who conquered the world's largest democracy using the
21st-century tools of social media and holograms. Indian politics was now reshaped from a
confrontation between parties into a 'Modi vs. the Rest' framework. The center of power shifted
rapidly from the cabinet to the Prime Minister's Office (PMO), and every decision began to pass
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through the single funnel of Modi.
4.2 Make in India: Doubling FDI, PLI Scheme

September 25, 2014, at the Vigyan Bhawan Convention Center in New Delhi. At the center of the
stage stood a giant lion made entirely of gears. Dynamic yet elegant, this mechanical lion was a
modern reinterpretation of the Ashoka Lion, India's national emblem. Three words were written below
the logo: 'Make in India.' Prime Minister Modi spread his arms toward investors from around the world
and said, "Come to India. Make things here. We will pave the way."

It was only four months since his inauguration. This was the first economic card Modi pulled out. Why
manufacturing? To understand the answer to this question, one must first look at the distorted
structure of the Indian economy.

The Paradox of an IT Powerhouse: A Country Without Factories

There is a typical image that comes to mind regarding India: IT engineers in Bangalore, Indian CEOs
in Silicon Valley. This is correct. India is a global leader in the service industry, especially in IT
outsourcing. The fact that the heads of global Big Tech firms—Sundar Pichai (Google), Satya Nadella
(Microsoft), Parag Agrawal (formerly Twitter}—are Indian illustrates this well. However, therein lay the
trap. As of 2014, while the service industry accounted for about 57% of GDP, manufacturing
remained at a mere 15-16%. Compared to South Korea's manufacturing share of about 27%, it was
less than half.

The problem was jobs. No matter how well IT companies do, only a tiny fraction of the total population
can write code. Every year, 12 million young people flood into India's labor market. Compared to the
500,000 university graduates South Korea produces annually, it is 24 times more. Most of these
young people were not university-educated and wanted to work with their hands. What they needed
was not software companies, but factories.

Modi was someone who had already experienced this issue in Gujarat. During his time as Chief
Minister, he built a reputation as a 'business-friendly' leader by attracting Tata Motors' Nano factory
(see Chapter 3, Section 3.2). Now it was time to expand that experience to a national level. The fact
that South Korea was among the development models he referenced is discussed in Chapter 7.

Opening the Bolted Doors: Dismantling FDI Regulations

The first step of Make in India was to unbolt the doors to Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). Since
independence, the Indian economy had been so closed off it was called the 'License Raj.' To setup a
single factory, one had to obtain dozens of government permits, and for foreign companies to invest
in India, they had to navigate a labyrinth of regulations. While significant improvements were made
after Manmohan Singh’s economic liberalization in 1991, core sectors like defense, railways, and
insurance still remained closed to foreign capital.
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Modi boldly opened these doors. He expanded the FDI limit in the defense industry from 26% to 49%,
and later up to 100% under certain conditions. He allowed 100% foreign investment in railway
infrastructure and raised the insurance sector limit from 26% to 49%, and then to 74%. For a Korean
context, this was a shock similar to foreign companies being allowed to become majority
shareholders in Korea's defense contractors or railway corporations.

At the same time, he applied the 'Red Tape to Red Carpet' strategy, proven in Gujarat, nationwide.
He integrated dozens of separate licensing procedures into a single online window and introduced
'Competitive Federalism,' making state governments compete to attract investment. Just as Gujarat
won the Tata factory, a structure was created where 28 states competed to attract foreign firms. As a
result, India's ranking in the World Bank’s 'Ease of Doing Business' soared from 142nd in 2014 to
63rd in 2019. Jumping 79 places in five years was unprecedented in the history of these rankings.
(However, the World Bank later stopped publishing the rankings in 2021 due to allegations of data
manipulation. An internal audit found irregularities in the ranking calculations for some countries,
including China, casting doubt on the reliability of the rankings themselves.)

The numbers responded. Annual FDI inflows, which were about $36 billion in the 2013-14 fiscal year,
reached an all-time high of $81.7 billion in the 2020-21 fiscal year. Although it adjusted to about $71.4
billion in the 2023-24 fiscal year as global capital flows slowed, India firmly established itself as the
biggest beneficiary of the 'China Plus One' strategy. Major deals were struck one after another,
including Walmart’'s $16 billion acquisition of Flipkart and investments by Google and Facebook into
Reliance Jio.

Korean Companies Answer Modi’s Call

Korean companies were part of this massive flow of capital. In 2018, Samsung Electronics completed
the world's largest smartphone factory in Noida, Uttar Pradesh. From this factory, the size of 35
soccer fields combined, millions of Galaxy smartphones poured out every month. Prime Minister Modi
attended the inauguration in person, and President Moon Jae-in sent a congratulatory speech via
video. Modi held Vice Chairman Lee Jae-yong’s hand and praised him, saying, "Samsung is building
India's dream together." Samsung later expanded the Noida factory to start local production of
semiconductor display components as well.

Hyundai Motor had been a 'mainstay of India' since it took root in Chennai in 1996. Riding the wind of
Make in India, it expanded its production capacity and solidified its position as the second-largest
player in the Indian market. In October 2024, its Indian subsidiary (Hyundai Motor India Limited) was
listed on the Bombay Stock Exchange (BSE), recording the largest IPO in Indian stock market history
(with an enterprise value of about $27.9 billion). It was an event that showed the world the value of
the Indian subsidiary to the Korean headquarters.

LG Electronics set new standards for Indian home appliances in the refrigerator and washing
machine markets. POSCO pursued the construction of a steel mill in Odisha, but faced difficulties for
over a decade due to land acquisition and environmental regulation issues. This case became a
textbook example of how the 'Red Carpet' and 'Red Tape' coexist in India.
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As of 2025, about 550 Korean companies have entered India. However, some evaluations suggest
that South Korea's investment in India has not yet reached its potential given the density of the
bilateral relationship. This will be discussed in detail in Chapter 7.

PLI: "If You Make More, We'll Give You Money"

If Make in India opened the door and brought in capital, the key mechanism that connected this to
actual production was the PLI (Production Linked Incentive) scheme. Incentive policies for electronics
manufacturing were strategically pursued starting in 2016, and this became the prototype for the PLI.
Later, as the need for supply chain diversification was highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic in
2020, the PLI was expanded to 14 core industrial sectors (smartphones, pharmaceuticals, auto
components, semiconductors, textiles, food processing, etc.). The total budget scale reached about
1.97 trillion rupees (approx. 32 trillion won).

The operating principle was straightforward. If a company increases production and its sales grow in
India, the government returns 4-6% of that increase in cash. This was not an indirect benefit like a
tax cut, but a method where money was deposited directly into the company’s bank account. If South
Korea's semiconductor investment tax credit is a retrospective benefit, India's PLI was an immediate
carrot: "Make it now, and we'll give you money now."

The most dramatic effect was seen in smartphone manufacturing. In 2014, there were only two
mobile phone factories in India, and most of the demand relied on Chinese imports. The Modi
government used a 'carrot and stick' approach, gradually raising tariffs on finished goods while
providing incentives for domestic production. Samsung, Foxconn, and Wistron set up factories one
after another. By 2024, India emerged as the world's second-largest smartphone manufacturer, with
annual production exceeding 300 million units. Apple’s iPhones also began to be assembled in India.
As of 2024, about 14% of global iPhone production comes from Indian factories, and this proportion is
rising rapidly.

The Mechanical Lion Roared, But...

The achievements were clear. FDI more than doubled, and India emerged as a core destination for
global supply chain restructuring. However, the goal of raising the share of manufacturing to 25% of
GDP was not achieved. In 2024, it still remains around 17%. Despite the brilliant record of attracting
investment, Modinomics found itself lacking when faced with the question of whether it led to
sufficient jobs. The criticism of 'Jobless Growth' has been consistently raised by economists.

Fundamental obstacles also remained. It took years to acquire land, power supply was unstable, and
logistics costs were still high. While Vietnam could get a factory running in six months, it was not
uncommon for it to take 3-5 years in India. Korean companies were also feeling this reality. The
process of getting the Samsung Noida factory running, the labor-management conflict at the Hyundai
Chennai factory, and the endless land disputes at POSCO’s Odisha steel mill. The 'Red Carpet' was
laid in front of the Prime Minister’s podium, but 'Red Tape' still remained on the factory floor.

43



And then there was the question: 'Growth for whom?' The fruits of Make in India appeared to be
concentrated in giant Indian conglomerates like Adani and Reliance. In January 2023, the US
short-selling specialist investment research firm Hindenburg Research published a report alleging
stock manipulation and accounting fraud by the Adani Group, turning the Modi-Adani relationship into
an international issue. The market capitalization of the Adani Group evaporated by over $150 billion
in just a few days. Adani denied all charges, and while the Indian Supreme Court ordered further
investigation by regulatory agencies, it did not recognize any direct illegal acts.

Nevertheless, the first term of Modi’s Make in India was an undeniable turning point in Indian
economic history. Doors were opened, capital flowed in, and factories were built. India’s old label as a
'difficult country for investment' began to change into a 'land of possibility.'

4.3 Digital India: Aadhaar ID, Jan Dhan Yojana, UPI Revolution

A sweltering afternoon in 2015, in a remote village in Odisha. Sunita (a pseudonym), a single mother,
looks at a short text message that arrived on her old feature phone. It was a notification that her
government subsidy had been deposited. Just two years ago, she had to walk half a day to the town’s
government office to receive this money and had to give 30% of the subsidy to a low-level official as a
'fee.' She couldn't even blame the official pocketing the money; Sunita had no documents to prove
she was who she said she was. But things have changed now. Her 'Aadhaar’ card, which contains
her fingerprint and iris information, proves her existence, and the full amount was deposited into her
bank account created through 'Jan Dhan Yojana' without a single rupee leaking.

The story of how Modi tore out India's old neural network and transplanted new digital arteries begins
right with this scene.

A Country of 1.3 Billion Financial llliterates

In 2014, India stood atop a giant paradox. It was a country that produced the world’s largest IT
workforce, yet more than half its citizens didn't even have a bank account. When the government sent
subsidies to the poor, they all leaked out in the middle. The words of former Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi in 1985 were still valid 30 years later: "When the government sends 1 rupee, only 15 paise
reaches the poor." This meant 85% of subsidies disappeared into the pockets of middleman brokers,
ghost beneficiaries, and corrupt bureaucrats.

Modi declared he would solve this chronic problem with technology. He chose three tools: '‘Jan Dhan
(bank accounts),' 'Aadhaar (biometric ID)," and 'Mobile.' Together, these three were called the 'JAM
Trinity." It was a massive restructuring of power, stripping away the influence of the 'middlemen' who
had dominated Indian society for thousands of years and directly connecting the central government
to individuals.

Jan Dhan Yojana: A Bank Account for Every Single Person

On August 28, 2014, Modi launched the 'Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (Prime Minister's People's
Wealth Scheme),' which he had previewed in his first Independence Day speech. The core was
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simple: we will open an account even if the balance is zero. We will provide a RuPay debit card for
free. We will even include accident insurance. The idea was to eliminate the very concept of a high
banking threshold.

Public sector bank employees flooded into rural villages with tablet PCs. On the launch day alone, 15
million accounts were opened. In the first week, 18.09 million accounts were opened, entering the
Guinness World Records for the 'most bank accounts opened in one week.' As of August 2025, the
number of bank accounts opened through Jan Dhan Yojana has surpassed 561.6 million. Of these,
67% are accounts in rural and semi-urban areas, and 56% are accounts in the names of women. The
total deposit balance reaches 2.67 trillion rupees (approx. 43 trillion won).

Of course, there were criticisms that many were just 'empty' accounts, and indeed, as of July 2025,
130.4 million accounts (23% of the total) are inactive. However, these accounts soon became
'pipelines' into which government subsidies were directly injected.

Aadhaar: Fingerprinting 1.4 Billion People

If Jan Dhan Yojana laid the pipes, Aadhaar was the valve that let the water flow through them. It is a
biometric ID containing fingerprints and iris information linked to a 12-digit unique number—a digital
identity proof that is impossible to forge, equivalent to a resident registration card.

Aadhaar was not Modi’s invention. It was a project designed and launched by Nandan
Nilekani—co-founder of Infosys—who served as the first chairman of the Unique Identification
Authority of India (UIDAI) under the previous Manmohan Singh government. Modi took the technical
platform Nilekani created with an IT entrepreneur's sensibility and raised it to a level of virtual
mandatory use through political will. Currently, more than 99% of the 1.4 billion population have been
issued an Aadhaar ID.

When Aadhaar, Jan Dhan accounts, and mobile were combined, a revolution occurred. The 'Direct
Benefit Transfer (DBT)' system was completed, where food subsidies, gas subsidies, scholarships,
and pensions that the government sends to the poor are injected directly into the recipient's bank
account without any intermediate steps. According to a 2024 report by the BlueKraft Digital
Foundation, the DBT system has blocked cumulative budget leaks of 3.48 trillion rupees (approx. 56
trillion won). In the food ration (PDS) sector alone, 1.85 trillion rupees were saved through
Aadhaar-based authentication, and in the farmer support program PM-KISAN, 221 billion rupees
were saved by filtering out 21 million ineligible beneficiaries. The number of beneficiaries increased
16 times from 110 million in 2014 to 1.76 billion, yet subsidy spending actually decreased from 16%
to 9% of the total budget.

The experience of having money deposited into a bank account with a 'ping' of a text message,
without having to go to a government office and pay a bribe—this led directly to the ironclad support
for Modi among the poor.

The UPI Revolution: Paying for a Cup of Chai with a QR Code
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If the spread of bank accounts was step one and the innovation of the welfare delivery system was
step two, step three was the revolution in payment methods. The protagonist is the 'Unified Payments
Interface (UPI)," launched by the National Payments Corporation of India (NPCI) in April 2016.

The structure of UPI is like this: it is an open-source platform that allows real-time remittances using
only the other person’s phone number or a QR code, without the need to enter complex account
numbers. If China’s Alipay is a closed system centered on a specific company, UPI is like a public
railway. Private companies like Google Pay, PhonePe, Paytm, and WhatsApp provide services by
competing freely on this public railway.

In the beginning, there was much skepticism. The question was whether digital payments could take
root in an Indian society with an absolute dependence on cash. However, the demonetization of
November 2016 (to be discussed in the next section) acted as shock therapy. People whose cash in
their wallets turned into scrap paper overnight reluctantly installed digital wallets, and merchants
began to put up QR codes in front of their shops. Simultaneously, Jio, the telecommunications
subsidiary of India's largest company Reliance, released 4G data at prices virtually close to free,
causing an explosion in smartphone distribution. Due to Jio's aggressive pricing policy, the price of
mobile data in India became the lowest in the world at about $0.17 per 1GB. It was like pouring fuel
onto a foundation.

The growth was phenomenal. Monthly UPI payment volume, which was 4.46 million transactions in
January 2017, surpassed 18.5 billion transactions per month in 2025. In 2025, the annual transaction
volume reached 228.3 billion transactions, and the transaction value recorded 299.7 trillion rupees
(approx. 4,800 trillion won). The International Monetary Fund (IMF) recognized UPI as the world's
largest real-time small-value payment system, and according to an ACI Worldwide report, UPI
accounts for about 49% of real-time payment transaction volume worldwide. A single country’s
system is processing half of the world's real-time payments (see Preface). As of early 2026, UPI
users have exceeded 500 million.

From luxury shopping malls in Mumbai to street vegetable stalls, from rickshaw drivers to donation
boxes in temples, all of India was covered in QR codes. The scene of paying for a 10-rupee (approx.
160 won) cup of chai with a smartphone became routine. India skipped the credit card stage and
jumped directly from a cash society to a mobile fintech society. If South Korea reached Kakao Pay
and Samsung Pay through the popularization of credit cards in the 1990s, India skipped that whole
process at once.

The international community, taking note of UPI's success, began discussing the export of this
system. Linkage with Singapore's PayNow has been pursued since 2023, and with France and the
UK since 2024. It is a process where the public digital infrastructure created by India is establishing
itself as a global standard.

Light and Shadow: The Blessing of Efficiency and the Fear of Surveillance
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The World Bank evaluated that India achieved the financial inclusion task in six years, which would

have taken 47 years for other countries. Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul Romer praised Aadhaar

as "one of the most meaningful technological innovations in the world."

However, behind this brilliant display, shadows are also dark. As the fingerprints, irises, and financial
transactions of 1.4 billion people were tied to a single digital ID, concerns grew over a 'Digital
Panopticon' where the state could monitor every move of its citizens. In 2017, the Supreme Court of
India declared privacy a fundamental constitutional right in the landmark K.S. Puttaswamy judgment,
putting the brakes on the excessive mandating of Aadhaar. In a subsequent 2018 ruling, the
Supreme Court ruled that Aadhaar could be used for welfare benefits and tax filing, but forcing it for
opening bank accounts or mobile phone subscriptions was unconstitutional.

The elderly without smartphones and the lower classes with low digital literacy were marginalized in
this system. Cases of death after being denied food rations due to Aadhaar authentication errors
were reported in states like Rajasthan. Personal information leaks and fraud cases also spiked. In the
2024-25 fiscal year, digital payment-related fraud cases exceeded 13,500.

Modi created an efficient bureaucratic system through this technology. At the same time, it was also a
tool to put 1.4 billion people into a single net. Digital India was both a hand of mercy that rescued the
poor and a lens of power.

4.4 Light and Shadow of Structural Reform: Demonetization, GST, Swachh Bharat

On the evening of November 8, 2016, at 8:00 PM, Prime Minister Modi’s face appeared on TV
screens across India. Citizens thought it would be an ordinary speech like any other. The sentence
that came out of his mouth was a bombshell: "From midnight tonight, the 500-rupee and 1,000-rupee
notes currently in circulation will cease to be legal tender." There were four hours left until
midnight—four hours until 86% of the cash circulating in the market would become scrap paper.

In a Korean context, it was like the president suddenly declaring on the evening news, "Starting
tomorrow, you cannot use 50,000-won and 10,000-won notes." Furthermore, the new currency had
not even been printed in sufficient quantities yet.

A War on Black Money, or a Reckless Gamble

The justifications Modi put forward were threefold: we will unearth the 'Black Money' that corrupt rich
people have buried under their mattresses, inside their walls, and in their fields. We will cut off the
flow of terrorist funds by blocking counterfeit notes flowing in from across the border in Pakistan. We
will forcibly transition India from a cash society to a digital society.

The only people who knew of this decision were the Prime Minister himself and a tiny handful of
confidants. Reports surfaced that even the Governor of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) was only
notified a few hours before the announcement. There was no precedent for a case where such a
scale of economic shock was delivered while maintaining this level of secrecy in a democratic
country.
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Chaos: People Who Died Standing in Line

Immediately after the announcement, India fell into chaos. People stood in line in front of banks for
days and nights to deposit their old notes and exchange them for new ones. New notes did not come
out of ATMs. This was because the newly printed 2,000-rupee notes were of a different size and did
not fit into existing ATMs. Reports followed that more than 100 citizens had died of exhaustion and
heart attacks while waiting in line.

The rural economy and small-to-medium commerce, which were absolutely dependent on cash, were
paralyzed. Farmers abandoned sowing because they had no cash to buy seeds. Factories closed
because they had no money to pay wages. During November, which was the wedding season,
millions of families had to postpone ceremonies because they had no cash to buy food for guests.
Daily laborers lost their means of livelihood overnight.

According to the RBI's annual report, the GDP growth rate for the third quarter of 2016-17
immediately following demonetization plummeted from 7.5% to 6.1%. The Centre for Monitoring
Indian Economy (CMIE) estimated that 1.5 million jobs disappeared due to demonetization. Former
RBI Governor Raghuram Rajan evaluated demonetization as a "policy where the long-term costs
overwhelm the short-term benefits."

The Irony of 99.3%

The result was paradoxical. The black money that Modi vowed to "incinerate" was not incinerated.
99.3% of the invalidated notes were returned to the banks. The rich laundered their funds using all
sorts of expedients, such as distributing deposits across the accounts of servants, relatives, and even
the homeless. When the official report of the Reserve Bank of India confirmed this figure, critics
attacked, saying "the very goal of the policy has failed."

In 2023, the Supreme Court of India also deliberated on this matter. By a 4-to-1 opinion, it upheld the
constitutionality of demonetization, but Justice B.V. Nagarathna, who dissented, stated that "inflicting
this scale of economic shock by the executive alone without parliamentary approval has the potential
for illegality," leaving a debate over procedural legitimacy.

However, politically, it was a complete victory for Modi. Ironically, common people accepted the
inconvenience they experienced as a "patriotic sacrifice for the nation." Even while standing in line at
the bank, they felt a kind of catharsis, saying, "The rich must be suffering more than we are." Modi
read this emotion accurately. The frame of a "holy war against the corrupt establishment for the poor"
worked perfectly, solidifying his image as a 'leader of action' and a 'clean reformer.' In the long run,
this shock therapy also produced the unintended success of accelerating the forced expansion of UPI
and digital payments mentioned earlier.

GST: One Nation, One Tax

On July 1, 2017, before the shock of demonetization had even subsided, Modi dismantled another
giant landmine: the introduction of the Goods and Services Tax (GST). It was the largest tax reform
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since independence in 1947.

Previously, tax laws in India differed by state. Each of the 29 states levied its own sales tax,
value-added tax, entry tax, and entertainment tax. For a truck to carry goods from Gujarat to Tamil
Nadu, it had to wait for days at checkpoints to pay taxes every time it crossed a state border. In a
Korean context, it was like having to pay Gyeonggi-do tax, Chungcheong-do tax, and Gyeongsang-do
tax separately while going from Seoul to Busan. Logistics costs were astronomical, and India was
effectively 29 separate economic zones.

Modi went so far as to enact the 101st Constitutional Amendment under the slogan "One Nation, One
Tax, One Market." He integrated the complexly intertwined central and local taxes into a single GST.

The chaos in the early stages of implementation was extreme. The tax rates, divided into five tiers of
0%, 5%, 12%, 18%, and 28%, flatly contradicted the slogan "one tax." Small and medium-sized
merchants had to obsess over tax filing due to frequent regulation changes and IT system errors. The
opposition mocked the GST as the "Gabbar Singh Tax" (after a famous movie villain).

However, as the system stabilized over time, positive effects emerged. As interstate checkpoints
disappeared, logistics movement time was reduced by more than 20%. Tax revenue grew steadily as
underground economy transactions came into the light. In April 2025, monthly GST collection
reached an all-time high of 2.37 trillion rupees (approx. 38 trillion won), and the number of registered
taxpayers exceeded 14 million. This was an increase of more than 75% compared to the 8 million at
the beginning of implementation. The GST integrated India into an effective single market and
became the foundation for providing a predictable business environment for foreign investors. The
change that Korean companies first feel when building factories in India is this GST integration.

Swachh Bharat: Toilets Are More Important Than Temples

Alongside economic reform, there was a social reform that Modi poured his heart into. It was the
'Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (Clean India Mission),' which started on October 2, 2014, coinciding with
Mahatma Gandhi’s birthday.

In a speech from the Red Fort, Modi broke a taboo: "Building toilets is more important than building
temples." This remark, coming from the mouth of a Hindu nationalist, surprised the audience. He
declared that he would make an 'Open Defecation Free India' by 2019, the 150th anniversary of
Gandhi's birth.

Numbers are needed to understand the seriousness of this issue. In 2014, 62% of rural households in
India did not have a toilet. According to UNICEF, about 550 million people were practicing open
defecation. About 60% of the world's open defecation population was concentrated in India. For
women, this was an issue of safety and dignity beyond hygiene. Women who had to go out to
deserted fields in the dark became targets of sexual crimes.

The government provided subsidies to build toilets in homes, schools, and public spaces. About 110
million toilets were constructed over five years, and in October 2019, the Indian government officially
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declared the attainment of 'ODF (Open Defecation Free)' status. The image of Prime Minister Modi
himself cleaning the streets with a broom was repeatedly exposed in the media, and the
glasses-shaped Swachh Bharat logo was printed on all Indian banknotes and official documents,
allowing Modi's presence to permeate everyday life.

Of course, cases were reported where toilets were built but used as storage, or not used due to water
shortages. According to a 2019 survey by the National Statistical Office (NSO), the actual usage rate
among households with toilets was around 95%, falling short of 100%, and in some regions, cultural
customs still preceded infrastructure. However, it is certain that it contributed to bringing hygiene
issues to the center of politics and changing the daily lives of the poorest women. This campaign
gave Modi the image of 'Gandhi’s successor' and created a solid support base among rural women.

The Politics of Pain

Demonetization, GST, Swachh Bharat—these three structural reforms have a commonality. While
they entailed enormous chaos and pain in the short term, Modi succeeded in converting that pain into
his own political asset. The appeal to "swallow bitter medicine for the nation," combined with
nationalist sentiment, exerted a paradoxical rallying power.

Critics criticized this as "packaging organized incompetence as patriotism." Supporters praised him
as the "only leader who broke structural contradictions that no one had touched for decades." The
judgment is up to the reader. What is clear is that through this process, Modi solidified his image as a
"strong leader who does not avoid difficult decisions," and that image became the foundation for his
re-election in 2019.

4.5 Security Nationalism: Uri Strike, Balakot Air Strike

At 3:30 AM on February 26, 2019, a flight of Mirage 2000 fighters of the Indian Air Force took off,
piercing the darkness. The target was a terrorist group training camp located in Balakot, Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province, deep inside Pakistani territory across the Line of Control (LoC). It was the first
time since the Third Indo-Pakistani War in 1971 that Indian fighters had crossed the Pakistani border.

This dawn sortie was not just a military operation. it was an event that fundamentally changed India’s
security doctrine and a political momentum that imprinted Modi as the 'Guardian of India
(Chowkidar).'

Scrapping Strategic Restraint

To understand the relationship between India and Pakistan, the closest comparison is the relationship
between North and South Korea on the Korean Peninsula. The two countries, which have fought four
wars since the partition and independence in 1947, are tied by the unsolvable knot of Kashmir.
Pakistani intelligence (ISI) has waged a 'hybrid war' for decades, using terrorist groups as proxies to
attack India. In December 2001, the Indian Parliament building itself was attacked by armed
terrorists, killing nine people, and in November 2008, ten armed members of the Pakistan-based
terrorist group Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) occupied the Taj Mahal Hotel and other locations in Mumbai for
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60 hours, killing 166 people.

The response of past Indian governments was 'Strategic Restraint.' Concerned about escalation
between nuclear-armed nations, they maintained a passive attitude limited to diplomatic protests and
appeals to the international community. Even when the 2008 Mumbai attacks killed 166 people, the
Manmohan Singh government refrained from military retaliation. The emotion felt by many Indian
citizens was anger and helplessness.

Modi’s arrival changed this formula. Notably, he started with a gesture of peace. He invited Pakistani
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to his inauguration in 2014, and on Christmas 2015, he made a surprise
visit to Lahore, Pakistan, to congratulate Sharif on his birthday. However, when the Pathankot airbase
attack broke out in January 2016, Modi coldly flipped the board: "Dialogue and terror cannot go
together."

Uri: Crossing the Line of Control

On September 18, 2016, Pakistani armed terrorists infiltrated an Indian Army base located in the Uri
region of Kashmir. In a dawn surprise attack, 19 Indian soldiers were killed. All of India seethed with
rage.

Eleven days later, on the night of September 29, Modi made a decision. Indian Army special forces
(Para SF) infiltrated across the Line of Control on foot under the cover of night. They simultaneously
struck several terrorist 'launch pads' within Pakistan-administered Kashmir, killed a significant number
of terrorists and Pakistani military personnel, and returned safely.

The Indian government officially announced this as a 'Surgical Strike' the next day. The key lay in the
‘official announcement.' In the past, the Indian military might have performed small-scale operations
near the Line of Control unofficially. However, it was the first time the government publicly admitted to
and promoted an LoC-crossing operation. This directly shattered Pakistan's calculation that "India will
not dare touch us, a nuclear power."

This operation was made into the Bollywood blockbuster movie 'Uri: The Surgical Strike," which
became a massive hit. The movie line "How's the Josh? (How is the morale?)" became a buzzword
for Modi supporters. Modi even shouted this line himself at election campaign rallies.

Pulwama and Balakot: The First Air Strike Since 1971

On February 14, 2019, just a few months before the general election, an even greater tragedy
occurred. In Pulwama, Jammu and Kashmir, a vehicle laden with explosives rammed into a convoy of
the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF). 40 personnel were killed. The Pakistan-based terrorist
group Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM) claimed responsibility. What was shocking was the fact that the
suicide bomber was not a Pakistani national, but a 22-year-old local youth from Kashmir, Adil Ahmed
Dar. It was a signal of how serious the radicalization in Kashmir had become.
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Modi declared he would give the military full authority. Twelve days later, at dawn on February 26, a
flight of Indian Air Force Mirage 2000 fighters entered Pakistani airspace and dropped
precision-guided munitions on the JeM training camp in Balakot.

This was on a different level than the Uri strike. It was an air strike using fighters rather than a ground
infiltration by special forces, and it struck deep within the Pakistani mainland rather than near the Line
of Control. For nuclear-armed nations to mobilize air power to conduct bombings deep within each
other’s territory was an extremely rare event globally.

Wing Commander Abhinandan and 60 Hours of Crisis

The next day, Pakistan launched a counterattack. A dogfight between the fighters of both countries
ensued, and an old MiG-21 fighter of the Indian Air Force was shot down. A crisis occurred when the
pilot, Wing Commander Abhinandan Varthaman, was captured alive by the Pakistani military. It was a
moment when two nuclear powers went to the brink of all-out war.

However, faced with international pressure and the hardline stance of the Modi government,
Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan returned Wing Commander Abhinandan after 60 hours, calling it
a "gesture of peace." The image of Abhinandan bravely crossing back into India with a bandaged
face and his trademark mustache was broadcast live across India, and he became a national hero.
Abhinandan received the Vir Chakra medal and was promoted to Group Captain in 2022.

The Battle of Truths, and Why It Didn't Matter

Controversy remained over the actual scale of damage from the Balakot strike. The Indian
government claimed to have "killed numerous terrorists," but Western media like Reuters and AP,
along with satellite image analysis from the European satellite analysis organization DigitalGlobe,
countered that "bombs fell in the forest, only knocking down trees." Pakistan took foreign journalists
to the site the day after the strike to show that "there was no damage."

However, for Modi, facts were a secondary issue. What was important was the catharsis felt by the
Indian people. "We are no longer just taking it." "Our fighters invaded the enemy's inner sanctum."
Modi’s real strategy was to convert this emotional energy into his power.

Security Swallows the Election

The Balakot strike completely changed the landscape of the 2019 general election. At the time,
criticism of the Modi government's economic failures, such as rising unemployment, rural economic
stagnation, and the aftereffects of demonetization, was growing. Rahul Gandhi of the opposition
Congress Party (INC) attacked by digging into allegations of corruption regarding the introduction of
French-made Rafale fighters. "Chowkidar Chor Hai (The watchman is a thief)!"

Modi turned this attack on its head. He added 'Chowkidar (Watchman)' in front of his Twitter ID and
launched the "#MainBhiChowkidar (I am also a watchman)" campaign. Tens of millions of supporters
added 'Chowkidar' in front of their SNS names, and the internet was flooded with the wave of "l am
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also a watchman protecting this country."

At campaign rallies, Modi shouted: "We enter the enemy's house and hit them (Ghar mein ghus ke
marenge)!" The crowd was ecstatic. Life-related issues like unemployment, prices, and farmer debt
were sucked into the black hole of 'national security." An atmosphere was created where the
opposition's criticism of economic failure was denounced as 'anti-national behavior.'

Security Nationalism: A Double-Edged Sword

The result was a landslide victory for Modi. In the 2019 general election, the BJP won 303 seats,
more than the 282 seats in 2014. It was the result of the explosive synergy between security
nationalism and Hindu nationalism.

Modi shifted India’s external strategy from 'Passive Defense' to 'Active Deterrence.' Beyond military
utility, the Uri strike and the Balakot strike instilled the psychology that "We are a great power" in the
1.4 billion citizens.

However, every sword has two edges. In the name of security, the opposition was denounced as
"those who want to become heroes of Pakistan," and critical media were branded as "enemies of the
state." The gaze toward the Muslim residents of Kashmir became even colder. Security nationalism
became armor that protected India from external enemies, but at the same time, it became a press
that compressed India's internal diversity and democratic space.

In April-May 2025, Indo-Pakistani relations fell into a state of extreme tension once again. When a
terrorist incident occurred in Pahalgam, Kashmir, where 26 tourists were murdered, the Modi
government took measures exceeding those of 2019, such as the effective suspension of the Indus
Waters Treaty, the expulsion of diplomats, and the closure of airspace and ports, and the possibility
of military engagement between the two countries seemed to be becoming a reality. The
development of this situation is covered in Chapter 9.

The tool of 'security nationalism' that Modi introduced into Indian politics became a frame that he
created, but also one that traps him. This is because the vengeful spirit of the public, once awakened,
can exceed the range that a leader can control.

Previous Chapter

Next Chapter
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Chapter 5. Realizing Hindutva: The Second Modi Term
(2019-2024)

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter
5.1 Completing the Hindu Agenda: Abrogation of Article 370, CAA, and the Ram Mandir

On August 5, 2019, the humidity of New Delhi clung to the walls of the Parliament building. Home
Minister Amit Shah ascended the podium of the Rajya Sabha (the upper house of Parliament),
clutching a bundle of documents. At that same moment, in the Kashmir Valley thousands of
kilometers away, 35,000 additional troops had already completed their deployment. Telephone lines
and the internet were cut, and political leaders, including former chief ministers, were under house
arrest. Amit Shah spoke: "The government has decided to abrogate Article 370 of the Constitution."
The chamber erupted in simultaneous cheers and jeers. In just a few hours, a provision that had been
a sanctuary of Indian politics for 70 years was dismantled.

Why Article 3707 To understand this provision, one must go back to the moment of India's founding in
1947 as it emerged from British colonial rule. At the time, Maharaja Hari Singh, the Hindu ruler of
Kashmir, was hesitating over whether to incorporate his Muslim-majority territory into India or
Pakistan. When Pakistani-backed militants invaded Kashmir, Hari Singh requested military
assistance from India and signed the Instrument of Accession. The price was Article 370 of the
Constitution, which guaranteed extensive autonomy for Kashmir. In almost every area except
defense and foreign affairs, Kashmir was allowed its own constitution, its own flag, and its own laws.
To use a Korean analogy, imagine a situation where Jeju Island has its own separate constitution and
flag within one country, and the rest of South Korea's laws do not apply there.

For Hindu nationalists, this provision was an intolerable contradiction—a situation where a
Muslim-majority region received special treatment within the nation of India. The RSS (Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh), which Modi belonged to, and its political offspring, the BJP (Bharatiya Janata
Party), had for decades made the repeal of Article 370 a core party platform (see Chapter 1, Section
1.3). However, no previous administration had dared to touch this fuse. The Kashmir issue was
directly linked to the nuclear-armed state of Pakistan, and a misstep could have escalated into war.

Modi was different. Having won an even greater victory in the 2019 general election than in 2014, he
used his overwhelming parliamentary majority as a weapon. The BJP secured 303 seats, achieving a
majority on its own, and Modi interpreted this as a "national mandate to execute the Hindutva (Hindu
nationalism) agenda." Just three months after his inauguration, he removed Article 370 with a
precision reminiscent of a military operation. He dismantled the legal basis of Article 370 through a
presidential order and passed a reorganization act in Parliament to split the state of Jammu and
Kashmir into two Union Territories: 'Jammu and Kashmir' and 'Ladakh.' The demotion from a state to
a Union Territory marked a shift from autonomy to direct rule by the central government.
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Modi and Amit Shah proclaimed this the realization of "One Nation, One Constitution, One Flag." For
the Hindu base, the news was a celebration. Hindus in the Jammu region took to the streets in joy,
and BJP supporters across India set off fireworks. However, the scene in the Kashmir Valley was the
exact opposite. The internet was cut for five months, hundreds of political activists were detained, and
the daily lives of eight million residents ground to a halt under a curfew. In December 2023, the
Supreme Court of India issued a final ruling that the abrogation of Article 370 was a "constitutionally
valid measure." Judicially, Modi had also prevailed. But in the eyes of Kashmir's residents, the ruling
was more like a confirmation that their voices had been permanently erased.

In December 2019, before the shock of the Article 370 abrogation had even subsided, the Modi
government ignited another fuse: the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA). On the surface, the law
appeared humanitarian, as it aimed to grant citizenship to refugees from Pakistan, Bangladesh, and
Afghanistan who had come to India to escape religious persecution. However, there was a decisive
condition: it applied only to followers of Hinduism, Sikhism, Buddhism, Christianity, Jainism, and
Parsiism, excluding Muslims. For the first time in the history of the Indian Constitution, 'religion’
became the criterion for granting citizenship.

Critics immediately pushed back. They asked what would happen if this law were combined with the
National Register of Citizens (NRC). Poor Muslims without documents proving their citizenship would
be classified as 'illegal immigrants,' while Hindus in the same situation could be saved through the
CAA. Consequently, fears spread that only Muslims would lose their nationality and be sent to
detention centers. In Shaheen Bagh, South Delhi, Muslim women began a sit-in protest, occupying
the road, and the slogan "We will not show our documents (Kagaz Nahi Dikhayenge)" spread
nationwide. In February 2020, bloody clashes between Hindus and Muslims broke out in Northeast
New Delhi, resulting in 53 deaths. The vast majority of the deceased were Muslims (for the similarities
to the 2002 Guijarat riots, see Chapter 3, Section 3.2).

For more than four years after its enactment, the CAA remained a dead letter as its implementation
rules were not notified. Then, on March 11, 2024, just weeks before the general election, the Modi
government abruptly announced the implementation rules. It was a signal to the Hindu nationalist
base ahead of the election. However, as of 2025, not a single person has actually been granted
citizenship under the CAA. The law exists but is not functioning; the CAA was serving more as a tool
of symbolic politics than as legislation.

And then the final piece of the puzzle fell into place: the construction of the Ram Mandir in Ayodhya.
This story dates back to 1992. In December of that year, tens of thousands of far-right Hindu activists
destroyed the Babri Masijid in Ayodhya with their bare hands. They claimed that the site of this
16th-century Mughal-era mosque was the birthplace of the Hindu god Rama (Ram). More than 2,000
people lost their lives in the religious riots that followed the mosque's destruction, and the event
became one of the deepest wounds in modern Indian history.

Twenty-seven years later, in November 2019, the Supreme Court of India brought the dispute to an
end. Recognizing archaeological evidence that a Hindu temple had existed on the disputed site, the
court ruled that the land should be handed over to the Hindu side. Although the act of destroying the
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mosque itself was ruled illegal, the result was a victory for the Hindu nationalist forces.

On August 5, 2020, exactly one year after the abrogation of Article 370, Prime Minister Modi visited
Ayodhya to preside over the groundbreaking ceremony (Bhoomi Pujan) for the Ram Mandir. Despite
the COVID-19 pandemic hitting India hard, Modi personally laid a silver brick and performed rituals
alongside Hindu priests. The architect in charge of the temple's design was Chandrakant Sompura.
Coming from a family that had designed Hindu temples for three generations, the elderly architect
from Guijarat envisioned a 161-foot (approximately 49-meter) high temple in the Nagara style. Built
with pink Rajasthan sandstone, this massive structure insisted on traditional construction methods
without using reinforced steel—an expression of the resolve to build a temple that would endure for a
thousand years.

On January 22, 2024, during the consecration ceremony (Pran Pratishtha) held months before the
general election, Modi effectively acted as the High Priest of Hinduism. He said he stood as "a
witness before the Lord," but the place where he stood was not just an altar but the pinnacle of
power. Modi declared that this temple was "liberation from centuries of a slave mentality" and a
"symbol marking the resurrection of Indian civilization." It was a victory announcement in a history war
to erase the legacy of the Mughal Empire and reorganize India's identity around Hinduism. On the
first day of its opening, 500,000 people flocked to the temple, and the number of visitors to Ayodhya
in 2024 reached 135.5 million.

The abrogation of Article 370, the enactment of the CAA, and the construction of the Ram Mandir. If
taken separately, these are stories about constitutional issues, immigration policy, and religious
facilities, respectively. But when bound together, the picture changes. It was a consistent project to
transform the identity of India from a 'secular state' to a 'Hindu state.' The roots of this project reach
back to the Hindutva ideology that has persisted since the founding of the RSS (see Chapter 1,
Section 1.2). To his supporters, Modi was a leader of decisive action who kept his promises; to his
opponents, he was the protagonist of division who dismantled the pluralism guaranteed by the
Constitution. | leave the judgment to the reader. One thing is clear: through these three measures,
Modi turned all the core agendas that the RSS had dreamed of since its founding into reality, making
the title 'Hindu Hriday Samrat' (Emperor of Hindu Hearts) no longer a metaphor but a fact.

These massive political upheavals were a double-edged sword for Korean companies operating in
India. While the business environment was simplified as legal systems that varied by state were
integrated into the center, social instability caused by religious conflicts acted as a supply chain risk.
For Samsung Electronics' Noida plant and Hyundai Motor's Chennai plant, India's 'social integration'
was not just a sentence in a political analysis report, but a reality directly linked to the size of the
protesters at the factory gates.

5.2 COVID-19 Response: Lockdown, Vaccine Maitri, and Economic Stimulus

At 8 PM on the night of March 24, 2020, Prime Minister Narendra Modi appeared on television. His
usual flamboyant gestures were absent. He had a grim expression and a low voice. "Starting from
midnight tonight, the entire nation of India will be under a complete lockdown for 21 days." The notice
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given was four hours. A population of 1.38 billion people was given only four hours to prepare. Trains
stopped. Buses stopped. Factory doors closed. And on the roads of India, a tragic scene in modern
history began.

India has approximately 100 million migrant workers—people who leave their rural villages to work at
construction sites and factories in big cities, sending money back to their families. One can think of
the young people from the countryside who moved to Seoul in Korea during the 1970s and 80s, but
the scale is different: 100 million. When the lockdown was announced, they lost their jobs overnight.
They had no money and no means of transportation. So they walked. They walked hundreds of
kilometers under the scorching sun, carrying babies and lugging belongings. According to one study,
43.3 million migrant workers returned to their hometowns during the first lockdown, and about 35
million of them walked or used unconventional means of transport. Official counts alone reported 198
deaths from traffic accidents during transit, and the actual number including those who collapsed from
hunger and exhaustion would have been much higher. This scene was broadcast live across the
country via Indian television news, and criticism poured in regarding the Modi government's 'shock
therapy without preparation.’

Modi's decision to lock down had its own logic. India's medical infrastructure was not at a level to
handle a population of 1.4 billion. There were only 0.5 hospital beds per 1,000 people, and medical
facilities in rural areas were almost non-existent. Time had to be bought before the virus spread
across India. That is why the world's most powerful and largest-scale lockdown was implemented.
Comparing it to the war in the ancient epic Mahabharata, Modi appealed to the public to "endure for
just 21 days" in the fight against the virus. He asked citizens to bang pots and light candles, and
millions came out onto their balconies to respond to his request. The ability to mobilize the public
psyche in moments of crisis was a powerful political talent that Modi possessed.

However, did he use the time bought by the lockdown effectively? The answer to this question arrived
in the spring of 2021. The Delta variant of the virus swept through India. Daily confirmed cases
exceeded 400,000, hospital beds ran out, and oxygen vanished. Desperate messages from people
trying to find oxygen cylinders across India filled social media. The daily demand for medical oxygen
exploded from 3,842 tons on April 12 to nearly 11,000 tons in early May, but there were only 1,200
cryogenic tankers nationwide to transport it. At a hospital in Nashik, Maharashtra, 22 people died at
once due to an oxygen tank leak. In Delhi, small oxygen cylinders were traded on the black market for
25,000 rupees—25 times the original price. The fires at crematoriums never went out for 24 hours,
and bodies floated on the Ganges River.

The official COVID-19 death toll from the Indian government was approximately 480,000. However,
the estimate for excess mortality released by the World Health Organization (WHO) in 2022 was
overwhelming. The WHO estimated that the excess mortality related to COVID-19 in India in
2020-2021 reached approximately 4.7 million—a nearly tenfold difference from the official statistics.
While the Indian government vehemently disputed this number, data from crematoriums and
cemeteries, as well as death registration records from local administrative bodies, supported the
WHO's estimate.
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The arrows of criticism were aimed at Modi. In January 2021, at the World Economic Forum in Davos,
he celebrated by saying, "India is one of the countries that saved many lives." Immediately after,
massive political rallies were held for the West Bengal state elections, and millions were allowed to
gather and bathe in the Ganges for the Kumbh Mela, the largest Hindu festival. A report emerged that
the COVID-19 transmission rate in Uttarakhand, where the Kumbh Mela was held, surged by 1,800%
during that period. Criticism that the Modi government prioritized elections and religious events over
epidemic prevention was unavoidable.

Even in the midst of the crisis, Modi pulled a card: 'Vaccine Maitri' (Vaccine Friendship). India
possessed a massive pharmaceutical manufacturing capacity, often being called the 'Pharmacy of
the World." The Serum Institute of India (SlII), the world's largest vaccine manufacturer,
mass-produced the AstraZeneca vaccine under the name 'Covishield,' and 'Covaxin," independently
developed by Bharat Biotech, was also approved. Modi turned this manufacturing capacity into a
diplomatic weapon. While domestic vaccinations were still in the early stages, India provided more
than 230 million doses of vaccines free of charge or for export to over 90 countries, including
neighboring nations like Bhutan, Nepal, and Bangladesh, as well as developing countries in Africa
and Southeast Asia.

This was not pure humanitarianism. As China was expanding its influence in developing countries
with its homegrown Sinovac vaccine, India stepped up as a countermeasure. Modi's name was
engraved on every vaccine vial, and leaders of recipient countries sent letters of gratitude to him.
Modi framed this as the practice of the ancient Indian philosophy 'Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam' (The
world is one family). It was a narrative that while Western nations were preoccupied with 'me-first'
nationalism, India showed the responsibility of a global leader. Although it went through a period of
halting exports due to a domestic vaccine shortage during the second wave, Vaccine Maitri was a
diplomatic achievement that significantly boosted India's soft power.

Domestically, digital infrastructure functioned as a key tool for crisis response. Through 'CoWIN," a
digital vaccination platform linked to the Aadhaar ID system established during Modi's first term, India
reached one billion doses at a rapid pace (for the process of establishing Digital India and the UPI
payment system, see Chapter 4, Section 4.3). This system, which managed the vaccination data of
1.4 billion people in real-time, became a practical report card for 'Digital India' promoted by the Modi
government.

To break through the economic impact, the slogan Modi put forward was 'Atmanirbhar Bharat'
(Self-reliant India). In May 2020, he announced an economic stimulus package worth 20 trillion
rupees (approximately $266 billion), equivalent to about 10% of the GDP. The slogan "Let's make it
ourselves instead of relying on others" resembled the spirit of Korea's 'nation-building through
exports' in the 1970s.

Through this package, the government did more than just hand out cash. While addressing
immediate hunger with a food security program (PMGKAY) that provided free grains to over 800
million impoverished people, it simultaneously drew the sword of structural reform. PMGKAY began
as an emergency response to COVID-19, but it was continuously extended due to its political
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popularity. At the end of 2024, the Modi government announced that the program would be extended
until December 2028. The annual cost of this program, which provides 5 kilograms of rice or wheat for
free to 800 million people every month, is approximately 2 trillion rupees (about $24 billion). The
world's largest food welfare policy has effectively become permanent. The government introduced the
Production Linked Incentive (PLI) scheme to encourage domestic production in core industries such
as semiconductors, electronics, and pharmaceuticals, and expanded collateral-free loans to micro,
small, and medium enterprises (MSMESs). The vulnerability of global supply chains exposed by
COVID-19 provided Modi with the justification to send a message to companies worldwide: "Leave
China and come to India."

An immediate shock was also transmitted to the Korean economy during this period. Samsung
Electronics' Noida plant and Hyundai Motor's Chennai plant ground to a halt due to the lockdown,
affecting global sales. Paradoxically, however, COVID-19 became an opportunity for Korean
companies to reconfirm the strategic value of India. For Korean companies trying to reduce their
dependence on China, India was almost the only alternative, and the Modi government actively lured
them by waving the carrot of the PLI scheme.

As a result, India succeeded in a rapid V-shaped recovery among major economies. In 2022, it
overtook the UK to become the world's fifth-largest economy, and in 2025, it surpassed Japan to
become the world's fourth-largest economy. This was the result of the growth engine created by the
domestic market of 1.4 billion people, a young workforce, and digital infrastructure being fully
operational after the pandemic. The unprecedented crisis of COVID-19 brought two things to Modi
simultaneously: the indelible shadow of the suffering of millions, and the paradoxical opportunity to
leap forward as a 'post-China' manufacturing powerhouse.

The COVID-19 response of the second Modi term was a microcosm of his governance style. Bold
determination and insufficient preparation, strategic agility in turning crisis into opportunity, and
structural cruelty where vulnerable people were the first to collapse coexisted. While he consolidated
power by delivering vaccines and stimulating the economy, the bodies floating on the Ganges were a
list of people that power failed to protect.

5.3 Internal Resistance: Farmers' Protests and the Controversy over Press Freedom

On the morning of November 19, 2021, Prime Minister Narendra Modi stood before the TV cameras.
This day was Gurpurab, the birth anniversary of Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism, and the largest
holiday in Northern India. His usual firm tone was nowhere to be found. Bowing his head, Modi said:
"l brought these laws with a pure heart, but | failed to convince some of the farmers." It was the
moment the man who had never retreated since taking office first admitted his defeat.

It was not the opposition or international pressure that brought him to his knees. It was the farmers
who drove their tractors up to the capital.

Three Laws, One Anger
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The incident dates back 14 months. In September 2020, amid the chaos of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the Modi government passed three agriculture-related bills in Parliament. The crux of the bills was to
open the agricultural distribution market to the private sector. The government's logic was clear: by
moving beyond the existing government-managed wholesale markets, known as Mandis, and
allowing farmers to trade directly with corporations, middleman commissions would decrease and
income would increase. It was an extension of Modinomics: "Just as 'Make in India' changed
manufacturing, we will modernize agriculture through market forces."

However, to the farmers of Punjab and Haryana, these bills were read as a 'death warrant for their
survival.' The core issue was the Minimum Support Price (MSP). MSP is a system that has been the
backbone of Indian agricultural policy since the Green Revolution in the 1960s, a mechanism through
which the federal government guarantees a minimum purchase price for major crops like wheat and
rice. If the government-managed Mandis are weakened, the MSP system itself is bound to be
shaken. The farmers sensed that if the power to determine prices passed to giant agri-food
companies like Adani or Reliance, they would be relegated to subcontracted laborers for them.

The process of passing the bills also fueled the anger. In the Rajya Sabha, the opposition's demand
for a vote was rejected, and the bills were processed via a voice vote in a manner close to being
railroaded. Legally, agriculture is a state subject, but the federal government pushed it through
unilaterally without the consent of the states. This provoked a backlash not only against the content of
the bills but also against the Modi-style unilateral management of state affairs.

Dilli Chalo: "I'm going to Delhi"

In November 2020, tens of thousands of farmers from Punjab and Haryana set out for New Delhi on
their tractors. 'Dilli Chalo' means "Let's go to Delhi" in Hindi. The police used tear gas and water
cannons to block their entry, but the procession of farmers did not stop. When entry into Delhi was
blocked, they occupied major border points on the outskirts of the capital, such as Singhu, Tikri, and
Ghazipur, and began a long-term sit-in.

This was no ordinary protest. The farmers built a kind of autonomous community equipped with food,
bedding, generators, and even washing machines. At the Langar, the traditional Sikh community
kitchen, three meals a day were provided for free, and volunteer doctors operated clinics. More than
200 farmers' organizations formed the 'Samyukta Kisan Morcha' (United Farmers Front), creating a
solidarity that transcended caste, religion, and region. It was a scene that would be recorded as one
of the largest protests in human history.

The government met them with a hardline stance. It drove iron nails and built concrete barricades
around the protest sites and cut the internet. Ruling party officials and pro-government media
maligned the protesters as 'Khalistani (Sikh separatist) terrorists' or 'anti-national forces.' On January
26, 2021, India's Republic Day, when the farmers' tractor march turned into some violence and some
protesters entered the Red Fort, the government used this as a pretext to further intensify the
crackdown.
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However, the farmers did not break. They held their positions for over a year amid the sub-zero cold
of December, the 50-degree heat of June, and the threat of COVID-19. In the process, more than 700
people lost their lives to cold, disease, accidents, and suicide, according to counts by farmers'
organizations. The government did not officially recognize this number and refused compensation for
the bereaved families.

Why Modi Retreated

So why did Modi, who had held out for over a year, suddenly apologize and withdraw the bills? The
answer lay in the way Indian politics works. In early 2022, elections in Uttar Pradesh and Punjab,
known as India's 'weather vanes of public sentiment,' were imminent. The fire of the farmers' protests
was spreading even to the Jat farmers of western Uttar Pradesh, a core support base of the BJP. If
they lost this vote, the path to Modi 3.0 could be blocked.

Modi painfully confirmed the fact that power ultimately comes from the ballot box. In December 2021,
Parliament officially scrapped the three laws, and the farmers ended their sit-in. However, the legal
guarantee of MSP demanded by the farmers was not achieved. In February 2024, farmers took to the
streets again. This time, the police dropped tear gas with drones. The laws were gone, but the roots
of the conflict remained in the soil. In November 2024, farmer leader Jagjit Singh Dallewal went on a
hunger strike demanding a legal guarantee for MSP. Dallewal's strike continued for 52 days, and as
the life of the 73-year-old was in danger, national attention was drawn. An unusual situation occurred
where the Supreme Court directly intervened to recommend ending the strike. Three years had
passed since the Modi government withdrew the farm laws, but the fundamental demands of the
farmers had not moved a step forward, circling in place.

The Muzzled Pen: The Fall of Press Freedom

If the farmers' protests were resistance on the road, another shadow of the second Modi term was
cast in an invisible space: silencing the press.

In the World Press Freedom Index published by Reporters Without Borders (RSF), India's ranking
has steadily plummeted since Modi took power. From 140th in 2014, the rank fell to 161st in 2023
and remained at 159th in 2024. It is in the lower tier of 180 countries, classified as 'very serious.' RSF
described India's media environment as an "unofficial state of emergency."

Control of the press operated at several levels simultaneously. First was the reorganization of media
ownership. As conglomerates close to Prime Minister Modi bought up major media outlets, critical
voices disappeared. Mukesh Ambani's Reliance Group built a massive media empire reaching 800
million Indians by owning more than 70 media outlets. At the end of 2022, the acquisition of
NDTV—India's representative critical media outlet—by Gautam Adani's group was decisive. RSF
evaluated this as a "signal that the pluralism of mainstream media has ended." Indian citizens called
such pro-government media 'Godi Media.' 'Godi' means 'lap' in Hindi, and it sounds similar to 'Modi." It
was a mockery of a lapdog press sitting on the lap of power.
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This situation might not feel unfamiliar to Korean readers. In the 1970s and 80s in Korea, there was a
time when the government merged and abolished media companies and sent down reporting
guidelines. The difference is that in India, instead of the state owning the media directly,
pro-government conglomerates are using market logic to achieve the same effect.

Second was the judicial suppression of critical journalists. The Modi government utilized sedition
laws—a legacy of the colonial era—and the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA), an
anti-terrorism law, as tools for media control. Siddique Kappan, a journalist from Kerala, was arrested
while on his way to cover a gang rape case in Uttar Pradesh and was imprisoned for over two years
on charges of conspiring to commit terrorism. Mohammed Zubair, co-founder of the fact-checking site
'Alt News,' was detained due to past tweets. The news portal 'NewsClick' underwent a UAPA
investigation on charges of receiving Chinese funding, and its founder was detained. In a country
where the act of reporting itself becomes a crime, journalists have no choice but to choose
self-censorship.

Third was retaliation against foreign media. In January 2023, the British BBC aired a documentary
titled "India: The Modi Question," which dealt with Modi's role during the 2002 Gujarat riots. The
Indian government immediately invoked emergency measures to block links to the video on YouTube
and Twitter. Students who tried to screen the documentary on university campuses were detained. A
few days later, tax authorities raided the BBC offices in Delhi and Mumbai for an intensive
investigation. It was a clear retaliation for critical reporting (for the connection with Modi's security
nationalism stance, see Chapter 4, Section 4.5).

India also set a world record for internet shutdowns. According to counts by the digital rights group
'Access Now,' the number of internet shutdowns implemented in India since 2016 has exceeded 700.
From long-term shutdowns in Kashmir to shutdowns at the sites of farmers' protests and shutdowns
under the pretext of preventing exam cheating, it was a record of being the country with the most
internet shutdowns in the world for five consecutive years. Freedom House demoted India from a
'Free’ country to a 'Partly Free' country.

The farmers broke through the barricades. Their tractors stopped the runaway legislative train and
proved that the democratic mechanism of elections could check power. However, at the same time,
the microphones that would convey that victory were being turned off one by one. The voices of 1.4
billion people grew louder, but the channels to transmit those voices were narrowing. India in the
second Modi term was such a country.

5.4 The Adani Crisis: Allegations of Crony Capitalism

On January 24, 2023, a report was posted online from an office in New York. It was written by
Hindenburg Research, an American investment firm specializing in short-selling. The title was as
follows: "Adani Group: How The World’s 3rd Richest Man Is Pulling The Largest Con In Corporate
History." The revelations contained in the 106 pages subsequently wiped out $150 billion—about 200
trillion Korean won—in market capitalization within ten days. The entire Indian stock market wobbled,
and the shockwaves of the report crossed the ocean to shake the political scene in New Delhi.

62



There is a reason why this incident went beyond a corporate scandal. It was because the fate of the
Adani Group overlapped precisely with the power of Prime Minister Modi.

The Chai-Selling Boy and the Diamond Broker

Gautam Adani is a figure who dropped out of college and started as a diamond broker in Mumbai.
Like Modi, he is from Gujarat, is self-made, and takes pride in his humble beginnings. The trajectories
of the two men began to intersect in the early 2000s, during Modi's tenure as the Chief Minister of
Gujarat.

When Modi held the 'Vibrant Gujarat' investment promotion events, Adani was the partner in the front
row providing funds and executing projects. Modi allocated land and eased environmental
regulations, while Adani built ports and power plants. Behind the 'Gujarat Model' examined in Chapter
3 lay this symbiotic relationship between the two (see Chapter 3, Section 3.3).

In May 2014, when Modi was elected Prime Minister and headed to New Delhi, the fuselage of the
plane he boarded clearly bore the word 'ADANI.' The scene of a prime minister-elect entering the
capital on a specific company's private jet was unprecedented in Indian political history. Critics
remember this as a single photo that encapsulates the relationship between the two.

The Birth of an Infrastructure Empire

Since Modi took power, the speed of the Adani Group's expansion has been phenomenal. Ports,
airports, power, coal, defense, green energy, and media. As the government pushed for the
privatization of airports, the Adani Group, which had zero experience in airport operations,
monopolized the operation rights of six major airports, including Mumbai. Coal mines were approved
in areas where environmental regulations were eased, and it expanded overseas by acquiring the
Port of Haifa in Israel. Gautam Adani's assets surged, placing him at one point as the third richest
person in the world.

Critics called this the '2A Economy.' The 'A's stand for Adani and Ambani. The criticism was that the
Modi government's core economic policies were designed to favor these two conglomerates.
Opposition leader Rahul Gandhi held up a photo in Parliament showing Modi and Adani together and
asked: "How did Adani's assets increase like this after you became Prime Minister?" Modi ultimately
never mentioned Adani's name directly.

This setup might feel familiar to Korean readers. It resembles the Korean chaebol model in that the
state concentrated resources on specific companies to lead high-speed growth. However, there is a
decisive difference. While the growth of Korean chaebols was verified through fierce export
competition, Adani's growth was primarily based on the monopolistic winning of government
infrastructure projects. The suspicion that political connections, not the market, were the engine of
growth is the core of the Adani crisis (refer to the discussion on crony capitalism in Chapter 3, Section
3.3).

Hindenburg's Bomb
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The Hindenburg report released on January 24, 2023, was the result of a two-year tracking
investigation. The core of the report was condensed into three points.

First, the allegation was that the Adani family established dozens of paper companies (shell
companies) in tax havens such as Mauritius, the UAE, and the Caribbean and artificially inflated stock
prices by purchasing large quantities of Adani subsidiary shares through these companies. Second,
the analysis was that it had a dangerous leverage structure of expanding business by taking out
massive loans using the inflated stock prices as collateral. Third was the suspicion that it bypassed
the Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) regulation limiting major shareholder stakes to
75% by using offshore entities. Hindenburg concluded that the Adani Group's major listed companies
were "overvalued by more than 85%."

The market's reaction was immediate and destructive. Within ten days of the report's release, the
Adani Group's market capitalization was halved. In the words of one media outlet, the amount that
evaporated was double the entire GDP of Costa Rica. The $2.5 billion follow-on public offering
ambitiously pursued by Adani Enterprises was abruptly cancelled, and Gautam Adani immediately
dropped from 3rd to outside the top 20 in the world's rich rankings. Citigroup set the collateral value of
Adani bonds to zero, and S&P excluded Adani Enterprises from the Dow Jones Sustainability Indices.

"An Attack on India"

The Adani Group issued a 413-page rebuttal. Dismissing Hindenburg's claims as "calculated lies"
written by a "Madoff of Manhattan," it defined the real purpose of the report as a "calculated attack not
just on a specific company but on the independence and growth story of India." It was a strategy to
substitute allegations of corporate corruption with an attack on the nation.

The Modi government and the BJP also jumped onto the same logic. They either remained silent or
ignored the opposition's demand to form a Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC). In Parliament, the
microphones of opposition members were turned off, and the records of their remarks were deleted
from the transcripts. Rahul Gandhi even lost his seat as a member of Parliament for a time after being
found guilty of defamation for remarks related to Adani.

Meanwhile, the Indian Supreme Court ordered SEBI to investigate, but SEBI's response was
lukewarm. In January 2024, the Supreme Court ruled that a separate Special Investigation Team
(SIT) was unnecessary and that it trusted SEBI's investigation. However, in August 2024, when
Hindenburg raised suspicions through a follow-up report that the SEBI chairperson herself had a
conflict of interest relationship with the Adani Group, the independence of the regulatory body itself
came under scrutiny. A structure where there is no one to watch the watchers—that was the
fundamental problem facing the Indian financial market.

And in November 2024, the Adani crisis entered a completely new phase. The US Department of
Justice (DOJ) indicted Gautam Adani and his nephew Sagar Adani on bribery and fraud charges. The
contents of the indictment were shocking. The core allegation was that the Adani side provided $265
million (about 350 billion won) in bribes to Indian government officials to win Indian solar energy
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contracts. According to the indictment from the US District Court for the Southern District of New
York, these bribes were in exchange for securing favorable power purchase agreements in several
Indian states. The US Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) also separately filed a civil
lawsuit.

The Adani Group immediately denied all allegations. Gautam Adani stated, "l will prove my innocence
by mobilizing all legal means." However, this indictment brought within the US judicial system carried
a weight of a different dimension than the Hindenburg report. A report from a short-selling investment
firm could be left to the judgment of the market, but an indictment by a federal grand jury was a path
leading to a criminal trial. Kenya cancelled its airport construction contract with the Adani Group, and
several international financial institutions began to re-examine their transactions with Adani.

The Indian opposition immediately demanded an explanation from Prime Minister Modi. "The
businessman closest to the Prime Minister has been indicted on bribery charges in the US, so why is
the Prime Minister silent?" However, Modi and the BJP did not open their mouths this time either.

The Shadow of the Growth Model

The questions left by the Adani crisis go beyond the corruption of a single company. This was a
qguestion about the structural contradictions of Modinomics.

Modi's economic strategy is the 'National Champion' model—a way in which the state fosters a few
giant corporations to build infrastructure and drive growth. It has similarities to Korea's developmental
experience. However, while Korea's chaebol capabilities were verified through global competition in
semiconductors, automobiles, and shipbuilding, Adani's business was mostly based on a monopoly
of domestic infrastructure. In a structure where political connections, not competition, are the key to
success, loyalty is rewarded over efficiency, and networks over innovation.

The opposition called this 'Crony Capitalism.' Under the slogan of 'Atmanirbhar Bharat' (Self-reliant
India), it was a question of whether the state-led growth was actually for the benefit of a few close
conglomerates. Added to this was the criticism that the 'Electoral Bonds' system introduced by the
Modi government became a channel for opaque corporate donations to flow to the ruling party.

Nevertheless, the Adani Group survived. Global investment firm GQG Partners invested $1.9 billion,

restoring confidence, and the stock price gradually rebounded. Around June 2024, the Adani Group's
market capitalization recovered most of its pre-Hindenburg levels. Gautam Adani also returned to the
top of the world's rich rankings. However, with the US indictment in November of that year, the stock

price plummeted again, and the Adani Group once again stood at a crossroads of survival.

Power sometimes hides itself behind glamorous airport terminals and massive port cranes. Just as
Robert Caro tracked the power of Robert Moses behind New York's roads and bridges, the Adani
crisis was an event that allowed a look at the inner workings of power hidden behind India's highways
and power plants. The suspicions that began with Hindenburg's report spread to the US DOJ's
indictment. Numbers can lie. However, the question of who monitors those numbers, and who
monitors the monitors, remained a heavy task for India as it entered the Modi 3.0 era.

65



Previous Chapter
Next Chapter
Kim Kyung-jin Al Library

kimkj.com

© 2026. All rights reserved.

66



Chapter 6. Global Leadership

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter
6.1 Multi-alignment Strategy: Balancing the US (Quad) and Russia (BRICS)

On the evening of July 8, 2024, at the Novo-Ogaryovo presidential residence on the outskirts of
Moscow, Narendra Modi—having secured his third consecutive term less than a month
prior—stepped off his private plane. He was greeted by Vladimir Putin. Instead of a handshake, the
two leaders opened their arms and shared a passionate embrace before the world's cameras.
Western media dubbed it the 'Bear Hug.'

The timing was problematic. That very day, Russian missiles had struck the Okhmatdyt Children's
Hospital in Kyiv, killing dozens of civilians. The following day, a summit celebrating the 75th
anniversary of NATO was scheduled to begin in Washington. Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky posted photos of the hospital ruins on social media, writing: "It is a huge disappointment
and a devastating blow to peace efforts to see the leader of the world's largest democracy hug the
world's most bloody criminal in Moscow on such a day."

Modi, however, appeared unperturbed. He spent over four hours in conversation with Putin, sipping
chai on a terrace and touring the residence's stables in a golf cart. Choosing Moscow as his first
overseas destination after taking office, instead of a traditional South Asian neighbor, was a break
from convention. From a Western perspective, this scene bordered on betrayal, but for Modi, it was a
thoroughly calculated grammar of power.

Why did he choose this specific time and place?

To find the answer, one must trace the trajectory of the 'Multi-alignment' diplomatic strategy designed
by Modi.

In the past, during the era of Jawaharlal Nehru, India's diplomatic principle was 'Non-alignment.' It
was a form of passive neutrality that declared, "l will not take anyone's side." India maintained this
principle for some time even after the Cold War ended and the world reorganized into a US-centered
unipolar system. Modi's strategy, however, is fundamentally different. He has chosen an offensive
pragmatism that says, "l will stand on everyone's side to take only India's interests." In Korean terms,
it is a clever social skill of staying friendly with all the neighborhood's powerful figures while taking
only what is needed from each. The only difference is that the 'neighborhood' is the entire planet and
the 'powerful figures' are superpowers armed with nuclear weapons.

The mechanism of this strategy is revealed in numbers. First, let's look at Russia. In 2021, before the
war in Ukraine broke out, Russian oil accounted for only 2% of India's total crude oil imports.
However, when the price of Russian crude plummeted by $15-20 per barrel below international
market rates due to Western sanctions, the Modi government did not hesitate. By the 202425 fiscal
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year, Russia became India's largest supplier, accounting for approximately 40% of its crude oil
imports. India surpassed China to solidify its position as the world's largest importer of Russian oil.
This represents a nearly 50-fold surge compared to pre-war levels. Indian refiners processed this
cheap crude into diesel and jet fuel and resold it to Europe, reaping massive profits. In December
2024, Reliance Industries even signed a long-term, 10-year supply agreement with the Russian
state-owned oil company Rosneft for 500,000 barrels per day.

India's External Affairs Minister, Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, responded to Western criticism by
saying, "Europe buys more Russian gas in one afternoon than India imports crude oil in a month." His
remarks were met with great enthusiasm within India. The message that "We are not a satellite state
of the US" stimulated the nationalistic pride of 1.4 billion Indians.

Yet, during the same period, Modi was receiving the highest level of treatment from the United States.
During his state visit to Washington in June 2023, President Joe Biden invited Modi to a White House
state dinner. He was also granted the rare honor of addressing a joint session of the US Congress.
On this occasion, Modi became the first Indian Prime Minister to address a joint session twice. The
gifts were also impressive: agreements were announced for the transfer of technology for
co-producing the advanced US fighter jet engine (GE F414), the acquisition of high-altitude drones
(MQ-9B), and investments in India by the semiconductor company Micron.

Why did the United States tolerate Modi's move toward closer ties with Russia? The reason is clear:
the giant variable that is China. In the US Indo-Pacific strategy, India, with its 1.4 billion people, is the
only counterweight to check China. Modi exploited this point precisely. While actively participating in
the Quad (US, Japan, Australia, India)—a four-nation security dialogue led by the US—he firmly
rejected its transformation into a military alliance like NATO. From India's perspective, if the Quad
were seen as an 'outpost for an anti-China blockade,' relations with China would deteriorate
irreversibly. Instead, Modi utilized the Quad as a practical, functional grouping for maritime security,
critical mineral supply chains, technology standards, and infrastructure cooperation. It was a way to
maximize benefits while minimizing military burdens.

At the same time, Modi was an active core member of BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO), both led by Russia and China. When BRICS expanded in 2024 by admitting
Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, and the UAE, India used this platform as leverage to demand reform of the
dollar-centered financial structure and increased representation for the Global South. However, he
was wary of BRICS leaning toward an anti-Western block led by China. His attitude was: "l will sit at
the same table as China, but | will not let it become China's table."

However, starting from the second half of 2023, unexpected discordant notes began to ring in this
sophisticated balancing act.

In September 2023, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau made a bombshell statement in
Parliament. He revealed the existence of "credible allegations” that the Indian government was
involved in the death of Hardeep Singh Nijjar, a Sikh separatist activist murdered in British Columbia
in June of that year. India immediately denied the claim. Both countries expelled each other's
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diplomats, and India-Canada relations plummeted to their worst in decades.

The repercussions did not end there. In November 2024, the US Department of Justice (DOJ)
indicted Nikhil Gupta, identified as an Indian government operative, for conspiring to assassinate Sikh
separatist activist Gurpatwant Singh Pannun on American soil. The allegation that India, a US ally
and democratic partner, attempted to assassinate a US citizen was a matter that shook the
foundations of the relationship between the two countries. Although the Indian government
announced that it had formed an internal investigation committee, the Western gaze turned cold. A
deep blemish appeared on the image of a 'responsible democracy' that Modi had built on the
international stage (see Chapter 3, 3.4).

To make matters worse, the second Trump administration, which took office in January 2025,
presented a new testing ground for India. President Trump called India a "big abuser" of trade and
took issue with its imports of Russian oil. Pressure through tariffs on Indian products began, and the
US strongly demanded the opening of agricultural markets and the resolution of trade imbalances.
The honeymoon period of India-US relations built during the Biden era entered a phase of
recalibration.

The Modi government was not intimidated. It showed the audacity to push back against the US by
playing the card of improving relations with China if necessary. India's diplomatic flexibility was closer
to the dynamics of a seesaw, shifting weight to the other axis when one was shaken.

Modi's moves have many points that overlap with Korea's diplomatic dilemma. Korea also walks a
tightrope between the security pillar of the ROK-US alliance and the reality of ROK-China economic
relations. However, there is a decisive difference. While Korea worries about 'strategic ambiguity'
while watching the moods of superpowers, Modi asserts 'strategic clarity' with the weapons of a 1.4
billion population and a giant market. "India is on the side of peace, and India's national interest is the
top priority." There is no ambiguity in this sentence.

It is often said that power is strongest when it is not revealed. But Modi flipped that rule. He
showcased power brilliantly on the world stage. The hug with Putin, the handshake with Biden, and
the summit with Xi Jinping were all scenes in a play for the survival and rise of 1.4 billion Indians. For
Modi, diplomacy is not a world of justifications. It is a thorough business, and multi-alignment was the
final puzzle piece for India to join the ranks of the great powers.

How to avoid getting lost among the great powers. Modi is now showing the world his own solution.
However, the diplomatic crisis with Canada and the US, and the tariff pressure of the second Trump
administration, are the first cracks testing the durability of this solution. No one knows yet whether
those cracks will turn into gold or be sealed.

6.2 G20 Presidency: Leader of the Global South

On the morning of September 9, 2023, inside the newly built Bharat Mandapam convention center at
the Pragati Maidan complex in central New Delhi, Prime Minister Narendra Modi struck a golden
gavel from the chair's seat. "We welcome the African Union as a permanent member of the G20." As
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the Chairperson of the African Union (AU), representing 55 countries, walked to the podium, Modi
stood and gave him a warm embrace. Applause erupted in the hall.

It was a moment of dramatic expansion since the founding of the G20. Following the European Union
(EV), it was the second regional organization to become a permanent member. The African
continent, with its 1.3 billion people, officially gained a seat at the table of global economic
governance. And the person who staged this historic scene was Modi.

One might ask: what is so special about holding the G20 presidency once? But for Modi, the 2023
G20 was more than just an international event. It was a political coronation that etched the narrative
that "India is now the center of the world" into the hearts of 1.4 billion citizens. It was no coincidence
that this occurred ahead of the 2024 general election.

By tracing how Modi designed this stage, the mechanism by which power feeds on images becomes
clear.

First, Modi did not confine the G20 to the single city of New Delhi. By holding over 200 related
meetings in 60 cities across India, he turned the entire country into a G20 exhibition hall. Under the
name of 'Jan Bhagidari,' or 'People's Participation,' even students in rural villages were made to
participate in G20 quiz competitions. According to an Indian government announcement, more than
70 million people were mobilized for these participation activities. Modi's declaration that "the G20 is
not a feast for bureaucrats but belongs to all citizens" was essentially a political message saying,
"This success is my success, and soon it will be your success."

Just as the 1988 Seoul Olympics instilled a sense of pride in Koreans that "we did it too," Modi sought
a similar effect with the G20. The only difference was that the Olympics is a sports event, while the
G20 is a diplomatic stage.

The notable leadership Modi showed at the G20 was his self-appointment as the spokesperson for
the 'Global South." Well before the G20 plenary session, in January 2023, Modi convened the 'Voice
of Global South Summit' virtually, inviting leaders from more than 125 developing countries. "Your
priorities are India's priorities." This single sentence resonated strongly with countries in Africa, South
America, and Asia that were tired of a world order centered on great powers. In November 2024, by
successfully hosting another G20 summit in a virtual format, he showed that his leadership as the
chair was not a one-time event.

The Global South. This term may be somewhat unfamiliar to Korean readers. Simply put, it refers
collectively to the rest of the world that does not belong to the G7 club of advanced nations, mainly
developing countries in Asia, Africa, and South America. In terms of population, they are the
overwhelming majority of the world, but they have long been alienated from the tables where the
international order is designed. Modi stepped forward to represent the voices of this massive majority.

A representative achievement was the African Union's admission to the G20. In June 2023, Modi sent
letters directly to the leaders of G20 member states, proposing the AU's permanent membership. The
idea was to bring Africa's 55 countries into global economic discussions as a single voice. From
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India's perspective, this proposal was a move where several interests overlapped. By securing the
support of African countries, India could gather the votes necessary for its bid for a permanent seat
on the UN Security Council and establish a bridgehead to expand its influence in Africa against
China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

The management of the G20 summit itself was a scene where Modi's diplomatic skill shone. At the
time, the G20 was in a situation where the adoption of a joint declaration was uncertain due to
extreme confrontation between the West and Russia/China over the war in Ukraine. Agreements had
already failed several times at preliminary meetings that year. Xi Jinping did not attend, and Putin did
not come either. There was an atmosphere predicting failure even before the meeting began.

However, Modi engaged in fierce behind-the-scenes negotiations over the phrasing. Instead of the
expression 'invasion of Russia' demanded by the West, he inserted the ambiguous phrase 'war in
Ukraine' and proposed a compromise emphasizing the human suffering caused by war and the
principle of territorial integrity. As a result, the 'New Delhi Leaders' Declaration' was issued, with all 83
clauses adopted unanimously. Covering a wide range of agendas such as growth, climate, energy,
digital transformation, development finance, and support for small and medium-sized enterprises, this
declaration was a diplomatic victory proving the capabilities of "India the Mediator."

Modi did not stop there. He wanted to make the G20 a platform for tangible results rather than just a
talk shop. He launched the Global Biofuel Alliance to preempt the agenda of energy transition and
successfully brokered the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for the India-Middle East-Europe
Economic Corridor (IMEC). IMEC is a railway, port, energy, and data connectivity initiative connecting
India through the UAE and Saudi Arabia to Europe, attracting attention as a Western alternative to
China's Belt and Road Initiative. The US, Saudi Arabia, UAE, EU, France, Germany, and Italy
participated in the signing, and President Biden evaluated it as a "historic agreement." However, as
the Gaza conflict that intensified after October 2023 shook the dynamics of the Middle East,
substantial progress on IMEC has been slower than expected. It is as if reality caught up before the
ink on the MOU had even dried.

Another noteworthy point was India's proposal to spread its Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) to the
Global South. It planned to provide its national biometric identity system 'Aadhaar’ and the 'UPI'
unified payment system to other developing countries for free (see Chapter 4, 4.2—4.3). The message
"Our technology will help your growth" was a strategic move to elevate India from a country that
receives aid to one that provides solutions. It is a point that overlaps with Korea's experience of
transitioning from an aid recipient to a donor country. However, India went one step further, revealing
its ambition to spread its own technology model as a global standard.

Yet, behind this brilliant festival, the shadow of power was also dark. Slums along the routes used by
the leaders were thoroughly hidden behind large screens. Thousands of street vendors were driven
off the streets. To show a 'Shining India,' the lives of poor people had to be temporarily erased.
Throughout the meeting venue, nameplates read 'Bharat,’ the ancient Sanskrit name for the country,
instead of 'India,' which was an expression of Modi's nationalistic will to erase British colonial legacy
and assert the identity of a Hindu civilizational state (see Chapter 3, 3.2). Human Rights Watch urged
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G20 member states to "confront the backsliding of civil and political rights in India," but that voice was
buried in the noise of the festival.

The compromise over the wording regarding Ukraine in the joint declaration was also controversial.
Some in the West criticized it for "abandoning principles." But for Modi, what mattered was not a
moral judgment. His goal was to demonstrate to the world the capability of the chair to lead an
agreement. On this stage, Modi stood not as a moral judge but as a thorough seeker of pragmatism.

The success of the G20 was immediately converted into domestic political assets. Posters featuring
Modi's face and the G20 logo covered the streets of India, and the ruling BJP campaigned that "India
has returned as Vishwa Guru (Global Teacher)." One of Modi's strong political assets that led to his
third consecutive term in the 2024 general election was this G20.

The title "Leader of the Global South" is not a position that can be earned through slogans alone.
True leadership comes from the ability to translate the desperate problems of developing
countries—such as development needs, debt burdens, climate finance, food prices, and the digital
divide—into documents and systems of international conferences, and in the process, persuade or
pressure developed countries. Modi demonstrated precisely that ability while serving as the G20
chair.

Of course, there are limits. Since India itself is a giant emerging and market-based economy, it
cannot avoid the dual identity of being both a "spokesperson" and a "stakeholder." Conflict of interest
exists even within the Global South. Coordinating between debtor and creditor nations, oil-producing
and non-oil-producing nations, and nations that want to keep their distance from China versus those
that want to be close cannot be solved with a single declaration.

Nonetheless, after the brilliant lights of Bharat Mandapam were turned off, one thing became clear:
India is no longer a country that waits for orders from the West. Through the stage of the G20, Modi
elevated India from a 'meeting operator' to an 'agenda designer.' He sought to prove that becoming
the voice of those who had no voice is a sophisticated way for power to operate in the 21st century.
There is still a long way to go before that proof is complete. But the first step has clearly been taken.

6.3 Indo-Pacific Strategy: Act East, Countering China

November 2014, Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar. Standing at the Southeast Asian Summit, Narendra Modi
threw out a single sentence: "India's 'Look East' policy will now become an 'Act East' policy." He had
only changed 'look' to 'act,’ but the atmosphere in the hall changed. For over 20 years, India had only
been 'looking' at Southeast Asia. It was a declaration that it would now stop just watching and jump
in. Why did Modi be so quick to change the label of foreign policy just six months after taking office?

To know the answer, one must first look at what was happening in the waters off India. China was
moving. The giant net called the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) proposed by Xi Jinping was slowly
tightening around India. The port of Hambantota in Sri Lanka, the port of Gwadar in Pakistan, the port
of Kyaukpyu in Myanmar, and the naval base in Djibouti. If you look at a map, these points form a
screen surrounding India. Strategists called this the 'String of Pearls.' It was a beautiful name, but for
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India, it was closer to a noose tightening around its neck. Modi knew that if he just kept watching, he
would suffocate.

The essence of Act East was not about getting closer to Southeast Asia. It was a geopolitical leap for
India to find its place in the vast maritime space connecting the Indian and Pacific Oceans beyond the
fence of South Asia. Modi immediately took action. In 2018, he showed an unconventional move by
inviting all the leaders of the 10 ASEAN countries to the Republic Day event. It was unprecedented in
Indian history. The fact itself that Southeast Asian leaders walked side by side on New Delhi's
Rajpath boulevard was a visual declaration that "India will no longer stay only in South Asia."

However, the decisive turning point in Modi's eastward move was not a conference room but a
battlefield. In June 2020, Indian and Chinese troops clashed in the Galwan Valley of the Himalayas
(see Chapter 4, 4.5). For the first time since 1975, there were fatalities on both sides. In accordance
with the convention of the border region where the use of firearms is prohibited, soldiers on both
sides fought with iron pipes, spiked clubs, and stones. Twenty Indian soldiers were killed. This
primitive battle, taking place in a cold, dark canyon over 4,000 meters above sea level, shattered an
illusion for India: the belief that "if we cooperate economically with China, peace on the border will

follow."

After Galwan, the Modi government's strategy toward China pivoted sharply from 'management' to
'‘containment.’ Hundreds of Chinese apps, including TikTok, disappeared from the Indian market
overnight. For Koreans, it would be a shock similar to blocking KakaoTalk and Naver at the same
time. Government prior approval became mandatory for Chinese companies' investments in India,
and the joining of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) was also withdrawn at
the last minute. It was judged that Chinese manufactured goods flooding in without tariff barriers
would crush 'Make in India." Modi established the principle externally that "there is no normal
relationship without peace on the border" and internally cried for 'Atmanirbhar Bharat' (Self-reliant
India) (see Chapter 4, 4.1). It was the moment when decoupling from China was set as a long-term
national task.

At this point, the diplomatic card Modi pulled out was the Quad. It is a four-nation security dialogue
framework with the US, Japan, and Australia. In the past, India had been passive toward the Quad in
accordance with its tradition of non-alignment. However, before the blood of Galwan had even dried,
Modi changed his position. He actively participated in the Quad summits and led practical
cooperation in areas such as vaccine partnerships, new technology supply chains, and maritime
domain awareness (MDA). In the Malabar maritime exercises, the navies of the four countries
performed anti-submarine warfare and air defense operations together, building interoperability at a
practical level.

Nonetheless, Modi drew an exquisite line. He showed clear reluctance for the Quad to develop into a
military alliance like NATO. Much of India's defense weaponry was still Russian-made, and even after
the war in Ukraine, India imported large quantities of Russian crude oil at a discounted price. When
the West asked, "Whose side are you on?" Modi's answer was consistent: "We are on the side of
peace." This is the substance of the 'Strategic Autonomy' that India speaks of. It checks China in the
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Quad, shakes hands with the non-Western camp in BRICS, buys cheap oil in Russia, and receives jet
engine technology from the US. It means sitting at all tables but not being completely tied to any one
side.

Meanwhile, in October 2024, unexpected signs of a thaw appeared. India and China reached a
military disengagement agreement at the Line of Actual Control (LAC). The tension on the Himalayan
border, which had been in a stalemate for over four years, was lowered by one level. In the same
month, at the BRICS summit held in Kazan, Russia, Modi and Xi Jinping had their first official bilateral
meeting in five years. The two leaders confirmed the importance of border stability and agreed to
restore communication channels in the diplomatic and security fields. It was the moment when the
thread of sealing was sewn into a relationship stained with the blood of Galwan.

However, a new security crisis erupted on India's western border. In April 2025, a terrorist attack by
armed groups occurred in Pahalgam, Kashmir. The Indian government defined it as the work of a
Pakistan-based terrorist organization, and relations between the two countries rapidly chilled. The
fact that the crisis with Pakistan escalated the moment tensions with China eased revealed the
structural instability of Modi's multi-front diplomacy. It is a geopolitical dilemma where sealing one
front opens another.

From Korea's perspective, Modi's Indo-Pacific strategy has direct interests at stake. Modi saw Korea
as a key partner with the technology and know-how to replace Chinese manufacturing. Samsung
Electronics building the world's largest smartphone factory in Noida and Hyundai Motor rising to
second place in the Indian domestic market are part of a national design to place Korea as one axis
of the supply chain to replace China—Modi's 'China Plus One' strategy (discussed in detail in Chapter
7, 7.3). The deployment of Korea's K-9 self-propelled howitzers on the Himalayan border under the
name 'Vajra' (Thunderbolt) is also in the same context. For the Indian Army facing the Chinese
military, Korea's technological prowess was a strategic asset.

But where there is light, there is also shadow. Modi promised Korean companies to "remove red tape
and roll out the red carpet," but the reality is not that easy. While participating in the IPEF
(Indo-Pacific Economic Framework), a US-led economic framework, India did not participate in trade
negotiations. This means it intends to maintain high tariff barriers to protect its own market. The
contradiction of India—Iluring companies with the promise of opening the market while not lowering
the threshold—is the reality faced by Korean companies.

As a result, Modi's Indo-Pacific strategy has made India a 'swing state' in the US-China hegemony
competition. It is about becoming an existence needed by both sides without tilting completely to
either side. Managing tensions with China through a disengagement agreement while further
strengthening strategic ties with the US through the Quad and the Artemis Accords. That is the
survival method of 21st-century India designed by Modi. As that strategy accelerates, the invisible
string connecting the Korean Peninsula and the Indian subcontinent will tighten even further.

6.4 Space Power: Chandrayaan-3 Moon Landing
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At 6:04 PM (IST) on August 23, 2023, at the ISRO control center in Bengaluru, hundreds of scientists
were staring at screens. India's lunar probe 'Chandrayaan-3' had begun its final descent toward the
lunar surface. It was what the industry calls the '15 minutes of terror.' Reverse thrusting the engines
to slow down, sensors reading the terrain, and software correcting the landing site in real time. Since
it takes 1.3 seconds for a signal to reach from Earth, at this moment, the machine must judge for
itself. Just a few days prior, Russia's Luna-25 had lost control at this stage and crashed into the lunar
surface. Could India pass the gateway that even the space power Russia had failed at?

The altitude reading of the lander 'Vikram' decreased. 100 meters, 50 meters, 10 meters. And then 0.
When the phrase "India is on the Moon" appeared on the screen, the control center was overturned
with cheers. Female scientists wearing sarees with bindis on their foreheads hugged each other.
Prime Minister Modi, who was attending the BRICS summit in South Africa, waved the Indian flag in
front of a video screen. "This is a victory for India and a victory for all of humanity."

India became the fourth country to succeed in a moon landing, following the United States, the Soviet
Union, and China. More importantly, India was the first to set foot near the Moon's South Pole, where
no one in human history had ever landed before.

There is a reason why this success was even more dramatic: the failure four years prior. In 2019,
Chandrayaan-2 lost communication just before landing and crashed into the lunar surface. When
ISRO Chairman K. Sivan broke down in tears of despair, a scene of Prime Minister Modi hugging and
comforting him, saying "There are ups and downs in life," was broadcast live. All of India wept with
that hug. The success of Chandrayaan-3 was the answer to those tears. ISRO analyzed the failure
data of Chandrayaan-2 line by line. They reinforced the lander's legs, increased fuel, and completely
redesigned the landing algorithm. They applied 'Failure-based Design,' simulating all failure
scenarios. Failure became the blueprint for success.

What the world noticed was not just the landing itself. It was the cost. The budget invested in
Chandrayaan-3 was about $75 million, which is approximately 100 billion Korean won. It means they
went to the moon with less money than the production cost of the Hollywood movie 'Interstellar' ($165
million). How was this possible?

In India, there is a word called 'Jugaad.' It means the wisdom of improvisation to solve problems by
making the most of what you have in a state of lacking. Translated into Korean, it would be something
like 'if you don't have it, you make do without it." This spirit was also melted into Chandrayaan-3.
Instead of flying straight to the moon with a high-power rocket like NASA, India chose the 'Slingshot'
method of circling the Earth's orbit and using gravity to increase speed. Thanks to this, fuel was
dramatically saved, but it took more than 40 days to reach the moon. A slow but cheap, and cheap
but accurate path. The survival sense of a boy who learned how to save every penny while selling
chai seems to have permeated the nation's space engineering (see Chapter 1, 1.1).

In fact, India's space story begins much further back than Chandrayaan. In the 1960s, India was a
country struggling with poverty and hunger. Criticism poured in, asking "What kind of space when we
can't even eat?" However, the thoughts of Dr. Vikram Sarabhai, the 'father of Indian space
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development,' were different. To deliver weather information to hundreds of millions of people
scattered across a vast territory, forecast disasters, and send educational broadcasts to schools in
remote areas, artificial satellites were absolutely necessary. Space technology was not a luxury but a
tool for survival. Early ISRO scientists carried rocket parts on the back of bicycles to the launch pad
and transported satellite nose cones on bullock carts. They even borrowed a church building to use
as a control center. The 'hungry spirit' of those days is still engraved in ISRO's DNA 60 years later.

Prime Minister Modi built a new layer on top of this legacy. He opened the doors of the space
industry, which had been monopolized by the state, to the private sector. In 2020, he established
'IN-SPACe,' a private space promotion agency, to allow startups to utilize ISRO's facilities and data.
Skyroot launched India's first private rocket, and Agnikul began manufacturing rocket engines with 3D
printing. Modi declared that he had "unshackled the space sector.”" What he dreamed of was the birth
of an Indian version of SpaceX.

Targeting the lunar South Pole was itself a strategic calculation. There are many permanently
shadowed regions at the lunar South Pole, so there is a high possibility that water exists in the form of
ice. Water can not only become drinking water but, if electrolyzed, oxygen and hydrogen can be
obtained. Hydrogen is rocket fuel. If a lunar base is built in the future and we move from there to
Mars, the lunar South Pole could be a place that becomes a 'space gas station.' This is why both the
US's Artemis program and China's Chang'e program are targeting the lunar South Pole. By reaching
there first, India secured its own stake in the resource competition for the lunar South Pole, which
does not belong to anyone yet.

In June 2023, India signed the US-led Artemis Accords. It became the 27th signatory. This
agreement is a multilateral framework that stipulates the principles of space exploration, such as the
moon and Mars, and was essentially a strategic choice to join the US space order. In a situation
where China and Russia are pursuing a separate International Lunar Research Station (ILRS)
project, India planting its flag on the Artemis side clearly established one axis of 'multi-alignment’ in
space as well. It is the same logic as shown in the Quad. A two-pronged strategy to share technology
with the US while not giving up its own capabilities.

Modi named the landing site 'Shiv Shakti." It is a combination of Shiva, the Hindu god of creation and
destruction, and Shakti, which means cosmic energy. The crash site of Chandrayaan-2, which fell in
2019, was named 'Tiranga' (the Indian tricolor flag). He put the name of the national flag on the site of
failure and the name of a god on the site of success. Modi's narrative strategy of putting civilization
over science and identity over technology was working even in space (see Chapter 3, 3.2).

The achievements that poured out after Chandrayaan-3 should also be noted. The solar observation
satellite 'Aditya-L1,' launched in September 2023, successfully settled at the Lagrange L1 point in
January 2024. This point, about 1.5 million kilometers from Earth, is the gravitational balance point
between the sun and Earth, a position where a satellite can constantly observe the sun with minimal
fuel. India stepped into the frontier of solar observation following the lunar South Pole.
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The next goal is the manned project 'Gaganyaan' (Celestial Vehicle), which will launch Indian
astronauts in an indigenous spacecraft. In February 2024, an unmanned test flight (TV-D1) was
successfully completed. It confirmed that the crew escape system and the spacecraft module were
operating normally. The target timing for the manned flight has been reset to 2026. If successful, India
will become the fourth country to independently put an astronaut into orbit, following the US, Russia,
and China. A long-term roadmap was also announced to build an independent space station by 2035
and send an Indian to the moon by 2040.

To Korean readers, this story gives a strange resonance. Korea is also a country that proved its
independent space launch capability by launching the Nuri rocket. What possibilities would open up if
India's low-cost, high-efficiency launch technology and Korea's sophisticated electronic and
communication technology were combined? In fact, both countries are discussing lunar exploration
data sharing and space cooperation. The fact that both countries are signatories to the Artemis
Accords means that the institutional foundation for cooperation in future lunar exploration is already in
place.

The country that used to carry satellites on bullock carts has left the first human footprint in the dark
and cold place of the moon, launched an observatory toward the sun, and completed test flights of a
manned spacecraft. That journey is not the achievement of Modi personally. The dreams of scientists
who ran with rocket parts on bicycles 60 years ago have settled on the dust of the lunar South Pole
380,000 kilometers away through the fingertips of tens of thousands of engineers. And now that
trajectory is stretching beyond the moon. How far can this country go? The answer has not been
written yet.
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Chapter 7. Korea and India: Special Strategic Partners

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter

7.1 Historical Foundations: Tagore’s 'Lamp of the East', the Legend of Queen Heo, and the 1973
Diplomatic Ties

February 22, 2019, Grand Intercontinental Seoul Parnas. Prime Minister Narendra Modi stood at the
podium for the Seoul Peace Prize. After announcing that he would donate the entire $200,000 prize
to the Clean Ganga Fund, he stated, "This award does not belong to me as an individual but to the
1.3 billion people of India." Before taking his seat, he added one more remark: "India is proud to have
contributed to peace on the Korean Peninsula.”

Where are the roots of that pride? To find the answer, one must travel back 2,000 years.

The *Samguk Yusa* (Memorabilia of the Three Kingdoms) tells a strange tale in its "Record of
Garakguk." In 48 AD, Princess Suriratna of the Kingdom of Ayuta followed a divine revelation that
appeared in her parents' dreams and crossed the sea by boat. She arrived in Garakguk, where she
married King Kim Suro and became Heo Hwang-ok—Queen Heo. Today, the Gimhae Kim and
Gimhae Heo clans of Korea honor this legendary couple as their founding ancestors.

There is ongoing debate regarding how much of this story can be considered historical fact. It is
difficult to confirm whether "Ayuta" refers to Ayodhya in northern India or another region in Southeast
Asia. There are no contemporary Indian records, and the possibility of later nationalistic
reinterpretation cannot be ignored. However, the lack of historical evidence does not diminish the
power of this narrative. In diplomacy, a good story sometimes lasts longer than a treaty. Once a
narrative takes hold in the human heart, cold numbers—such as summits, investment agreements,
and defense contracts—can be built steadily upon it.

Prime Minister Modi grasped the diplomatic value of this legend more accurately than anyone else.
During his 2015 visit to Korea, his 2019 Seoul Peace Prize acceptance, and meetings with the
Korean diaspora, he repeatedly stated that "Korea and India are countries joined by marriage." This
was no mere pleasantry. The legend aligns perfectly with Hindu nationalism, his political foundation.
Ayodhya is the birthplace of the Hindu deity Lord Ram and a core holy site for the Hindu revivalist
movement led by Modi and the ruling BJP. A narrative of kinship stretching from the lands of ancient
myth to Korea: for Modi, this was the perfect material to gain both religious symbolism and diplomatic
utility simultaneously.

Actions followed. In November 2018, at Prime Minister Modi's invitation, First Lady Kim Jung-sook
made a solo visit to India. It was the first solo overseas trip by a Korean First Lady in 16 years. Modi
invited her as the chief guest for the Diwali festival in Ayodhya, and the two attended the
groundbreaking ceremony for the Queen Heo Memorial Park together. This was "emotional
diplomacy" shared under the lights of a festival rather than stiff diplomatic protocol. The scene
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transformed the image of Korea in the eyes of the Indian people from a "distant country” to a "country
of relatives." How this cultural link connects with K-pop and K-dramas to form a new Hallyu (Korean
Wave) diplomacy will be discussed in Chapter 9, Section 9.4.

Closer in time than the legend of Queen Heo, but no less resonant emotionally, is a connection left by
the Indian poet-saint Rabindranath Tagore: a four-line poem.

It happened in 1929 when Tagore was visiting Japan. A Korean reporter asked him to visit Korea, but
his schedule did not permit it. Tagore contributed a short poem as a gesture of apology and solidarity.

"In the golden age of Asia / Korea was one of its lamp-bearers / And that lamp is waiting to be lighted
once again / For the illumination in the East"

A four-line poem. Yet, the impact this poem had on colonial Joseon far exceeded its length. Asia's
first Nobel laureate in literature had declared to a nation suffering under the same imperialism: "You
are not a forgotten, weak nation, but a shining lamp." It was both a comfort and a prophecy. And that
prophecy came true. Korea rose from the ruins of war to become one of the world's top ten
economies, and Tagore’s poem remains in Korean textbooks to this day, ensuring India is
remembered as a "spiritual brother."

Prime Minister Modi did not miss the value of this poem either. During a meeting with the Korean
community in Seoul in 2015, he directly quoted Tagore's poem, saying, "As Tagore prophesied,
Korea has become the Lamp of the East and is radiating its light." The skill of converting a past
literary heritage into a current diplomatic asset: this is the core of Modi-style "storytelling diplomacy."

Between the legends and the poems, there is a bond forged with bullets and scalpels.

When the Korean War broke out in 1950, newly independent India chose neutrality. Instead of
combat troops, it sent a medical unit: the 60th Parachute Field Ambulance, consisting of 346 medical
personnel. Led by Lieutenant Colonel A.G. Rangaraj, they were deployed to the front lines
immediately after arriving in Busan in November 1950.

Though they held scalpels instead of rifles, the war they experienced was as harsh as that of any
combatant. In the winter of 1950, as Chinese forces broke through UN defense lines, the 60th Unit
was ordered to retreat but refused to abandon its medical equipment. Lacking transport vehicles, they
found an old steam locomotive, loaded their gear, and escaped. In March 1951, they participated in
"Operation Tomahawk," the second-largest airborne operation of the Korean War, alongside the U.S.
187th Airborne Regimental Combat Team. Twelve Indian officers, including Lt. Col. Rangaraj, donned
parachutes and jumped into enemy territory. Medical officers had volunteered for an airborne
operation. Over three years, they treated more than 20,000 casualties and received unit citations
from both the U.S. and South Korean militaries. They earned the nickname "Maroon Angels."

India's role was even more decisive during the armistice negotiations. India served as the chair of the
Neutral Nations Repatriation Commission (NNRC), mediating the repatriation of approximately
22,000 prisoners of war (POWSs) rejected by South Korea, North Korea, and China. Under the
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command of General K.S. Thimayya, about 5,000 Indian troops were deployed to the Demilitarized
Zone (DMZ). These forces were not for combat; their mission was to manage the POWs, confirm their
intent for repatriation, and execute the return procedures. It was an extremely difficult task, both
diplomatically and militarily, requiring them to take no sides while earning the trust of both parties.
General Thimayya became a legendary figure in the Indian military for completing this mission and
later rose to become the Chief of Army Staff.

This experience, where 346 medical personnel wiped away blood and 5,000 soldiers mediated
POWs, showed India's "active involvement" hidden under the name of "neutrality." Because they did
not fire weapons, India's name is often omitted from Korea's memories of the war, but it is
guestionable whether the final piece of the armistice agreement could have been fitted without India.

Because of this history, the official establishment of diplomatic ties in December 1973 was less a
beginning of a new relationship and more an institutional confirmation of an old bond. However, for a
while after established ties, the two countries remained merely "polite neighbors." Under the Cold
War structure, India was a leader of the Non-Aligned Movement, while South Korea was a staunchly
anti-communist state. India's socialist-style closed economy and Korea's export-led economy ran on
different tracks.

The tide turned after India's economic liberalization in 1991. As India opened its doors, Korean
companies began to move: LG Electronics (1997), Hyundai Motor (1996), and Samsung Electronics
(1995). They boldly entered the Indian market at a time when most multinational corporations were
hesitant. And when the 1997 Asian financial crisis struck, while many foreign firms withdrew from
India, Korean companies stayed. This choice became trust, and trust turned into market share.

From Queen Heo’s boat to Tagore’s poem, from the Maroon Angels to the 1973 diplomatic ties, and
the entry of Korean companies in the 1990s—the relationship between Korea and India cannot be
explained by a single event. There are stories stacked layer by layer over 2,000 years, and today's
diplomacy, economy, and security cooperation stand upon those stories. Narendra Modi was a
politician who knew the value of these narratives. He knew how to convert ancient legends into
modern diplomatic assets, a poet’s prophecy into a Prime Minister’'s speech, and wartime friendship
into strategic trust.

7.2 Elevation to a Special Strategic Partnership: Modi’'s 2015 Visit and Deepening Cooperation
Across Administrations

July 2018, Noida, near New Delhi. The leaders of the two nations stood side-by-side at the
completion ceremony of Samsung Electronics' world's largest smartphone factory. President Moon
Jae-in and Prime Minister Narendra Modi traveled to the factory via subway instead of protocol
vehicles. A photo of the two suited leaders standing among passengers, holding onto handrails,
spread throughout India. It might have been a performance based on political calculation, but the
message conveyed by that single photograph was clear: Korea and India are moving in the same
direction.
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The background that made this scene possible was a decision made in May 2015.

When Prime Minister Modi made a state visit to Korea the year after taking office, the two countries
added the word "Special" to their existing "Strategic Partnership." Adding one word to diplomatic
rhetoric might seem trivial. However, the number of countries to which India has granted the status of
a "Special Strategic Partnership" is very small. Korea’s inclusion on this list alongside traditional
powers like Japan and Russia shows how Modi positions Korea.

The "elevation" of the relationship is important because it changes how individual projects are
handled. Before the elevation, issues—whether trade or investment—were handled on an ad-hoc
basis. After the elevation, multiple tracks of diplomacy, economy, and security operate simultaneously
under top-level agreements. A structure is created where, even if one field falters, others hold firm.
This is how the "Special Strategic" framework actually functions.

There is a notable passage in the 2015 joint statement. Modi called Korea a "privileged partner" in the
"Make in India" policy (refer to Chapter 4, Section 4.2 for the full vision and strategy of the Make in
India policy). He also promised to establish "Korea Plus," a dedicated investment facilitation cell for
Korean companies, within India's Ministry of Commerce and Industry. Creating a dedicated window
within a government department for companies of a specific country is an unusual measure. For
Korea, it would be similar to setting up a separate "India Investment One-Stop Center" within the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Had this elevation ended with a single summit, it would have been mere diplomatic rhetoric. It did not.

Whenever the administration changed in Korea, the policy of prioritizing India, far from wavering, was
actually strengthened. This is a unique feature of the Korea-India relationship.

The Park Geun-hye administration elevated the relationship. The Moon Jae-in administration filled it
with practical substance. President Moon Jae-in announced the "New Southern Policy,"” which
elevated ASEAN and India to core cooperation targets on par with the U.S., China, Japan, and
Russia, and India became a key partner in this policy. Prime Minister Modi’s "Act East Policy" and
Korea’s "New Southern Policy" mirrored each other. Korea sought to broaden its diplomatic scope
toward ASEAN and India, while India sought to expand into East Asia to strengthen its economy and
security. Their directions aligned.

President Moon Jae-in's state visit to India in 2018 was the moment this synergy took concrete form.
Prime Minister Modi took the unusual step of personally greeting him at the New Delhi airport. In
diplomatic protocol, a Prime Minister’s airport reception is the highest level of hospitality. Guided by
Vice Chairman Lee Jae-yong, the two leaders toured the production lines at the Samsung Electronics
Noida factory. A site where Korean technology produced goods for the global market through the
hands of Indian workers on Indian soil: for Modi, this factory was a showcase proving the success of
"Make in India," and for President Moon, it was a fruit of the "New Southern Policy."

In November of the same year, at Prime Minister Modi's invitation, First Lady Kim Jung-sook visited
India alone. She attended the groundbreaking ceremony for the Queen Heo Memorial Park and the
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Diwali festival. Although it was a visit by the First Lady rather than the head of state, its impact was no
less significant. Indian media gave it major coverage, stating, "Korea's First Lady was with the Indian
people under the lights of the festival." Emotional diplomacy where hearts met, rather than rigid
diplomacy: this served as the catalyst that rapidly boosted the sense of intimacy toward Korea among
the Indian people.

The momentum continued under the Yoon Suk-yeol administration. 2023 marked the 50th
anniversary of diplomatic ties between Korea and India. President Yoon and Prime Minister Modi held
two summits: at the G7 Hiroshima summit and the G20 New Delhi summit. They discussed
expanding defense cooperation, stabilizing supply chains, and cooperating on core technologies.
With the activation of the Electronic Origin Data Exchange System (EODES) between the customs
authorities of both countries, a practical hurdle to utilizing the Korea-India Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Agreement (CEPA) was removed. The Yoon administration sought to elevate
cooperation with India within the framework of the "Indo-Pacific Strategy," and under this stance, the
6th Foreign Affairs-Security Dialogue was held in Seoul in February 2026. The regularization of
vice-ministerial dialogue channels shows that the relationship between the two countries has moved
beyond personal chemistry between leaders and into the realm of bureaucratic habit.

In terms of numbers, bilateral trade has not yet reached its target. As of the 2024-25 fiscal year,
Korea-India trade volume stands at approximately $26.9 billion. To reach the goal of $50 billion by
2030, it must nearly double. Even after CEPA took effect in 2010, Korea's exports to India did not
explode as expected. This was due to bottlenecks such as India's complex state-level regulations,
low logistics infrastructure, and the low degree of liberalization in CEPA itself. Negotiations to improve
CEPA are currently underway, with both sides discussing expanding the scope of tariff reductions on
goods and further liberalizing the service and investment sectors.

Nevertheless, the reason both countries do not give up on this relationship is clear: there is a
structural necessity. For Korea, India is an alternative market and production base that can reduce
dependence on China. For India, Korea is a mentor and investor with advanced technology and
manufacturing know-how. This complementarity does not disappear even if the administration on
either side changes.

Thus, the 2015 elevation to a "Special Strategic Partnership" was not diplomatic rhetoric; it was an
act of placing the bilateral relationship on an institutional framework rather than relying on personal
ties or temporary needs. Creating a structure that persists even when leaders change, the economy
wavers, or the security environment shifts is a rare and difficult feat in diplomacy.

7.3 Korea as an Economic Model: The "Make Guijarat Like Korea" Remark

October 7, 2018, Dehradun, northern India. At the opening of the Uttarakhand Investors Summit,
Prime Minister Modi looked back on the past.

"It was on October 7, 2001, when | first became the Chief Minister of Gujarat. | didn't even know what
government was. | had zero experience. | was a complete novice. A reporter asked me, 'Who is the
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role model for Gujarat's development?' Usually, people answer 'like America' or 'like Britain' to such a

question. | answered differently: 'l want to make Guijarat like Korea.

The reporter was reportedly puzzled. Modi continued his explanation. "The population of Gujarat and
the population of Korea are similar. | studied that point very precisely. If we move in that direction, we
will not stop."

While this remark was first made public in the 2018 Dehradun speech, Modi's obsession with the
Korean model began much earlier. From immediately after his inauguration as Chief Minister of
Gujarat in 2001 to the moment he said, "l want to transplant Korea's development experience to
India" during his visit to Seoul in 2015, he repeatedly mentioned Korea. This was not diplomatic lip
service, but the analysis of a pragmatist.

What did Modi see in Korea? Why Korea, among so many countries?
There were four reasons.

First, similarity in scale. The population of Gujarat is approximately 60 million, while Korea's is about
50 million. Modeling after the U.S. or China would not be a realistic benchmark due to the massive
difference in scale. Korea was a size comparable to Gujarat.

Second, state-led industrialization. Korea succeeded in industrialization through a structure where the
government drew the blueprint, the bureaucracy allocated resources, and private enterprises
executed. An example of maintaining a democratic system while enforcing a strong role for the state.
Between authoritarian industrialization (the Chinese style) and pure marketism (the American style),
Korea showed a middle path that Modi could take.

Third, export-led growth. Korea, with its small domestic market, targeted the global market from the
beginning. Gujarat was also a hub for maritime trade within India, and Modi wanted to convert this

tradition into modern export industries.

Fourth, the Chaebol system. The way the Korean government fostered a few large corporations like
Hyundai, Samsung, and POSCO as "national champions" to create global competitiveness. Modi
sought to assign similar roles to large Indian corporations such as Reliance, Adani, and Tata. The
government-chaebol cooperation structure of the Park Chung-hee era became a reference point for
setting up government-business relations in Gujarat.

Modi experimented with this structure in Gujarat. He created the "Vibrant Gujarat" Global Investors
Summit, rolling out the red carpet for businesspeople worldwide (refer to Chapter 3 for the start and
growth of Vibrant Gujarat). He established one-stop administrative services that stably supplied the
power and water needed for factories. When Tata Motors abandoned a site for its Nano factory in
West Bengal due to political conflict, Modi showed the decisiveness to attract it to Gujarat in just a
few days. His saying, "l will lay out a red carpet instead of bureaucratic red tape," was an Indian
version of the "Pali-pali" (hurry-hurry) administration that the Korean government had shown in the
1960s and 70s.
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Physical points of contact with Korea existed in Gujarat. Korea's POSCO operated a cold-rolled steel
sheet plant in Gujarat, and the Hazira plant, where Hanwha Aerospace and L&T cooperated to
assemble K-9 Vajra self-propelled howitzers, is located in Gujarat. To Modi, Korean companies were
not slogans but a reality that created jobs and transferred technology within his jurisdiction.

After becoming Prime Minister, Modi expanded the Gujarat experiment to all of India. The core logic
of the "Make in India" policy was borrowed from the Korean model. The judgment was that India,
which had a deformed growth structure centered on the service industry (IT outsourcing), must plant
manufacturing industries that have a large job-creation effect. And as the model answer for that
manufacturing, he pointed to the factories established by Korean companies in India.

The Samsung Electronics Noida factory became a symbol of this strategy. This factory, completed in
2018, is the world's largest smartphone production facility. The message Prime Minister Modi sent to
the world while cutting the completion ribbon alongside President Moon was simple: "India can do it
too." Hyundai Motor's Chennai plant became the foundation for the second-largest domestic and
largest exporting company in India, and LG Electronics swept the Indian home appliance market. The
stories of each company's Indian business are covered in detail in Chapter 8.

Modi actively promoted the success of Korean companies as his own policy achievements. At the
same time, he applied the way the Korean Chaebol system laid the foundation for the national
economy to India. He fostered large Indian corporations like Reliance, Adani, and Tata as "national
champions" and provided them with policy support. In terms of structure, it is a method resembling
how the government nurtured Hyundai, Samsung, and POSCO during Korea's Park Chung-hee era.

Of course, there are limits to this comparison. Korea is a single nation of 50 million people. India is a
federal nation of 1.4 billion people where 28 states each have different regulations and tax systems. It
is impossible to replicate the Korean model exactly. The fact that Modi compared a state-level unit
like "Gujarat" to Korea reflects this reality. While the entire continent of India cannot be compared to
Korea as a whole, the calculation was that one piece called Gujarat could be.

Recently, this cooperation has been expanding beyond consumer goods into high-tech fields such as
semiconductors, electric vehicles (EVs), and Al. India has made "semiconductor self-reliance" a
national task and is attracting investment by providing extraordinary incentives (Production Linked
Incentives, PLI) to Korean companies, which are leaders in memory semiconductors. For Modi,
Korea is a "senior he wants to learn from" and at the same time a "realistic partner" who will turn
India's potential into reality.

"Make Guijarat like Korea." This 2001 remark is being realized across the stage of all India now, 24
years later. However, whether that process can be as fast and smooth as Korea's remains an open
question.

7.4 Defense and Security Cooperation: K-9 Vajra, Military Intelligence Sharing, and NSG Support

January 2019, Hazira, Gujarat. Prime Minister Modi stood atop a K-9 Vajra self-propelled howitzer at
L&T's defense plant. The photo of him giving a thumbs-up spread throughout India. A scene where a
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Prime Minister personally climbs onto a weapon is rare even in Indian politics. What he intended to
show was clear: this weapon was not bought from abroad but made on Indian soil by the hands of
Indian workers.

The K-9 Vajra is considered the first visible achievement in Korea-India defense cooperation. "Vajra
refers to the thunderbolt weapon used by the deity Indra in Hindu mythology. The name itself is a
product of combining Korean technology with Indian identity.

The project dates back to 2015. The Indian Ministry of Defence held an international tender for
155mm 52-caliber self-propelled howitzers to replace its aging artillery. Korea's Hanwha Aerospace
(then Hanwha Techwin) was selected, beating Russia's 2519 Msta-S. There were two decisive
factors: performance and local production.

In accordance with the Modi government's "Make in India" principle, a structure was designed where
the first 10 units were manufactured in Korea and the remaining 90 units were assembled and
produced by India's L&T at the Hazira plant in Gujarat. The formal contract was signed in April 2017,
and all 100 units were delivered by 2020. A structure where Korea transfers technology instead of just
selling finished products, and India makes them itself: this was the method Modi wanted, and it was
the method Hanwha Aerospace agreed to.

The K-9 Vajra met its true testing ground in 2020. In June of that year, India and China had a bloody
clash in the Galwan Valley of the Himalayan highlands. It was the first time in 45 years that casualties
had occurred (refer to Chapter 6, Section 6.3 for the full course of the Galwan clash and its impact on
India-China relations). The Indian military urgently deployed K-9 Vajras to the Ladakh plateau. An
environment over 4,000 meters above sea level and 30 degrees Celsius below zero. Conditions
where thin air reduces the output of general engines and the limits of equipment designed for deserts
are easily revealed. The K-9 Vajra proved its mobility and strike capability in these adverse
conditions. The Indian military leadership was satisfied.

Satisfaction led to additional orders. In December 2024, the Cabinet Committee on Security (CCS)
officially approved the second K-9 Vajra project—the introduction of 100 additional units—and the
contract was signed in the same month. In April 2025, Hanwha Aerospace held a signing ceremony
for a parts supply contract worth approximately $253 million at the Indian Embassy in Seoul. The
local production rate in India, which was 50% in the first project, will increase to 60% in the second
project. An increase in the localization rate means that the transfer of technology from the Korean
side deepens, and it also means that the Indian defense industry's own capabilities rise to the next
level. According to reports, discussions are also underway for the introduction of 200 more units,
which may include engine upgrades optimized for high-altitude operation. If this materializes, the K-9
Vajra will become the backbone of the Indian Army's artillery power.

In the defense industry, additional orders are more difficult than the first. The first order is achieved
through expectations and promises. An additional order is only made after confirming the results of
actual operation, the stability of the maintenance system, the reliability of parts supply, and
performance in various environments. The fact that the K-9 Vajra received an additional order means
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that India's trust in Korean weapons systems has moved beyond promises on paper to trust verified
in the field.

It is not just about arms deals. The two countries have also proceeded with the institutionalization of
security dialogue. A vice-ministerial 2+2 dialogue channel for foreign affairs and defense was newly
established, and joint naval exercises and mutual port calls have expanded. A foundation for sharing
maritime security information in the Indian and Pacific Oceans was laid through a military intelligence
protection agreement.

All of this forms a single system. Defense cooperation is the hardware, information sharing is the
software, and the 2+2 dialogue is the operating system. Only when the three are combined does the
system called a security partnership function.

Mutual support on the international stage cannot be overlooked either. Korea supports India's early
entry into the four major export control regimes, including the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG). This is
not just diplomatic protocol. It means that Korea, a core member of the NSG, recognizes India as a
"responsible nuclear-armed state" and is a declaration that it will stand by India despite China's
opposition. India highly values this support.

There is also support in the opposite direction. India has consistently supported Korea's position
regarding North Korea's nuclear provocations and has participated in implementing UN Security
Council sanctions against North Korea. A relationship that watches each other's backs on core
security issues: while economic cooperation can be shaken by economic fluctuations, such mutual
support based on norms is a way of building long-term trust.

When the muzzle of the K-9 Vajra is pointed toward the Himalayan highlands, Korean technology,
Indian needs, and the strategic trust between the two countries are loaded within it together.

7.5 Indo-Pacific Strategic Partners: A Similar Dilemma Between the U.S. and China

If you ask a Korean diplomat, "What is the most difficult question?" the likely answer will be: "The
question of where you will stand between the United States and China." If you ask an Indian diplomat
the same question, a similar answer will return. Only the terminology is slightly different. Korea calls
this "strategic ambiguity," while India calls it "strategic autonomy." The words are different, but the
structure of the dilemma that causes sleepless nights is the same.

Let's look at Korea's situation. The core of its security is the ROK-U.S. alliance. 28,500 U.S. troops
are stationed on the Korean Peninsula, and a nuclear umbrella deters North Korea's threats. Yet, its
largest trading partner is China. China is a market that absorbs about 20% of Korea's exports. The
economic retaliation China imposed on Korea during the 2016 THAAD deployment showed how
realistic this dilemma is.

Let's look at India's situation. India simultaneously manages the Quad, traditional friendly relations
with Russia, and a 3,000-kilometer border confrontation with China. Modi's "multi-alignment”
strategy—an approach of flexibly aligning on an issue-by-issue basis without belonging completely to
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any one camp—emerged from this complex equation (refer to Chapter 6, Section 6.1 for the specific
aspects of India's multi-alignment strategy and participation in Quad/BRICS, and Chapter 6, Section
6.3 for the overall framework of the Indo-Pacific strategy).

A comparison of the structures reveals similarities. Both countries are closely linked to the United
States in terms of security, intertwined with China in terms of economy, and feel a direct threat due to
their geographical proximity to China. For Korea, there is the existential threat of North Korea, with
China standing behind it. For India, there is its long-time enemy Pakistan, also supported by China.
This is not a coincidence, but a similarity in geopolitical structure.

This similar dilemma makes the two countries natural partners. When countries that cannot fully
choose one side between the U.S. and China join hands, they gain bargaining power that is
impossible as individual nations. This is the core logic of Korea-India cooperation in the Indo-Pacific
strategy.

In October 2024, India and China agreed on the disengagement of troops along the Line of Actual
Control (LAC). It was a partial resolution of the military confrontation that had lasted for more than
four years since the 2020 Galwan clash. With this agreement, India's strategic environment seemed
to ease somewhat. However, as the "Pahalgam incident" broke out in April 2025, India fell back into
tension with Pakistan (refer to Chapter 4, Section 4.5 and Chapter 9 for the development of the
Pahalgam crisis and India-Pakistan relations). A pattern where, when one front quiets down, a fire
breaks out on another. India's security environment is complex in a different way than Korea's, but
with a similar intensity.

There is a space where this common dilemma leads to concrete cooperation: the restructuring of
supply chains. As the U.S.-China conflict spreads beyond a trade war into a tech hegemony war,
"China Plus One" has become a survival task for both countries. Korean companies must diversify
their production facilities concentrated in China. India seeks to be the beneficiary of this
diversification. The participation of both Korea and India as founding members of the U.S.-led IPEF
(Indo-Pacific Economic Framework) is the institutionalization of this logic.

Reducing dependence on China in the supply chains of core materials such as semiconductors,
batteries, and rare earths is a common interest for both countries. Korea can provide semiconductor
design and production technology, while India can provide a huge market and labor force. This is not
just business; it is a matter of economic security.

There is a larger picture. India identifies itself as a leader of the "Global South," representing
developing and underdeveloped nations. Korea aims to be a "Global Pivotal State" that bridges
advanced and developing nations. A structure where the two countries can together play the role of a
bridge filling the gap between the Western G7 and the rest of the world. Korea's active cooperation
when India held the G20 presidency in 2023 was a preview of this possibility.

In April 2025, two things happened in Seoul. The signing of a K-9 Vajra parts supply contract between
Hanwha Aerospace and L&T took place at the Indian Embassy. In the same month, a
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Korea-India-U.S. 1.5-track dialogue was held in Seoul to discuss the vision and synergy of trilateral
cooperation. It is no coincidence that a defense contract and a strategic dialogue took place in the
same month. It is a signal that hardware and software, economy and security, are moving as a single
package. The emergence of the Korea-India-U.S. trilateral dialogue shows that bilateral relations
have begun to expand into trilateral ones.

Korea and India are becoming "essential" rather than "choices" for each other. Because they are
countries that cannot make a perfect choice between the U.S. and China, there is a high possibility of
developing "cooperation that does not force a perfect choice." A rules-based maritime order, supply
chain resilience, joint defense production, and high-tech cooperation: these agendas move in the
language of "capability building" rather than the language of "taking sides."

Capability building lasts longer than diplomatic rhetoric. And only that which lasts deserves to be
called strategy.
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Chapter 8. Korean Companies Rooted in India

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter

8.1 Samsung Electronics' 30 Years: 1995 Entry, World's Largest Smartphone Factory, and Al
Transition

July 9, 2018, Noida, on the outskirts of New Delhi. Prime Minister Narendra Modi stood on one side,
and President Moon Jae-in stood on the other. Spread out before them was a factory the size of
twenty-four soccer fields. It was the inauguration of Samsung Electronics' new Noida factory. Prime
Minister Modi remarked, "When Korean technology meets Indian manufacturing, the world's best
products will be born." That factory was the world's largest mobile factory in a single building, capable
of producing 120 million mobile phones annually. A single photograph of the two leaders standing
side-by-side pressing a button encapsulated the relationship between Korean corporations and the
Indian government.

This factory was not always this massive. When Samsung Electronics first stepped onto Indian soil in
1995, the Noida facility was a small operation where a few hundred employees assembled TVs. At
the time, India had opened its doors through economic liberalization in 1991, but the shadow of the
'License Raj' still loomed large over the streets. In an era where bureaucrats held all sorts of licensing
power, India was both an opportunity and a maze for foreign companies.

Samsung was a company determined to walk through that maze. It established a factory in Noida in
1996 to begin TV production and expanded its production line to refrigerators in 2003 and mobile
phones in 2007. It did not leap all at once but climbed up one step at a time. This 'step-by-step
localization' was a textbook approach to navigate India's complex tariff structure and meet local
component mandatory usage ratios.

The secret to Samsung's survival in India lay in its adherence to the principle of 'Making in India, for
India." India's voltage is unstable, and power outages are frequent. Samsung specifically designed
TVs and refrigerators that would not break even when the voltage fluctuated. They equipped products
with powerful sound features favored by Indian consumers and developed data-saving modes
considering the high cost of data. These features were not born at the Seoul headquarters but at
Samsung's Indian research centers in Bengaluru and Noida. The Bengaluru center is a major
Samsung software research hub outside of Korea, where thousands of Indian engineers are
employed.

The expansion of the Noida factory in 2018 marked a turning point where Samsung's India strategy
shifted from quantity to quality. Samsung invested $700 million to double its production capacity from
68 million units to 120 million units. Galaxy smartphones made at this factory were not just sold within
India; they were exported to the Middle East, Africa, and Europe. Prime Minister Modi's slogan, 'Make
in India, Make for the World,' became a reality at this factory (see Chapter 7, 7.3).
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The Modi government's Production Linked Incentive (PLI) scheme fueled this growth (see Chapter 4,
4.2). This system, where the government pays cash subsidies for increasing production in India, saw
Samsung become a leading global company to receive these benefits. In Korean terms, it is similar to
the government giving a prize to companies that run their factories extensively. For Samsung, a
structure was completed where the more they manufactured in India, the greater their profits became.
Under the PLI scheme, Samsung receives incentives across various sectors including smartphones,
IT hardware, and electronic components, accelerating its efforts to reshape India into a global export
hub rather than just a domestic market.

Now, 30 years later, Samsung is entering a new phase in India: the 'Al Transition.' 'Galaxy Al,' which
incorporates artificial intelligence into smartphones to provide real-time translation for Hindi and other
regional Indian languages, received an explosive response in a country where 22 official languages
are used. Al is also at work inside the factories. Manufacturing Al that automatically filters out
defective products and self-regulates processes in environments with unstable power is boosting
productivity at the Samsung Noida factory.

However, the story is not without its shadows. In September 2024, 1,500 workers stopped working at
the Samsung home appliance factory in Sriperumbudur, near Chennai. Signs reading 'Indefinite
Strike' were erected in front of the factory. The workers had three demands: a wage increase from
25,000 rupees to 36,000 rupees, an 8-hour workday, and the recognition of their newly formed labor
union. The Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU) supported the strike, and local politicians stood with
the workers.

The strike lasted for 37 days. Samsung responded firmly, calling it an 'illegal strike,' and after
mediation by the Tamil Nadu state government, the strike ended on October 16. Samsung agreed to
pay a productivity incentive of 5,000 rupees per month, but the issue of union recognition moved to
the courts. On January 27, 2025, following an order from the Madras High Court, the Samsung India
Workers' Union (SIWU) was officially registered. This was the second instance worldwide where a
union was officially recognized at a Samsung Electronics factory. The first was Samsung Austin
Semiconductor in Texas, USA, where union representation rights are recognized.

This strike held significance beyond a mere wage dispute. It was a signal that as the Indian economy
grows, workers' awareness of their rights is rising accordingly. It was a scene reminiscent of Korea's
great workers' struggle in 1987. The demand that the fruits of high growth reach the people working
inside the factories is a voice that inevitably emerges at a certain stage of economic development in
any country.

Samsung Electronics' 30 years in India overlap with the growth graph of Modinomics. A small factory
that assembled a single TV in 1995 has become the world's largest manufacturing hub, churning out
120 million smartphones a year. In the process, Samsung became a company that Indians want to
work for and a success story the government wants to boast about. Simultaneously, it stands before a
new challenge: labor issues. This is because India itself is changing.

8.2 Hyundai Motor's Challenge and Success: 1996 Sole Investment, 2024 Largest IPO
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In 1998, a strange rumor circulated among Indian car dealers. It was said that a car company from
Korea had built a car with a raised roof so that the heads of turban-wearing Sikhs would not touch the
ceiling. The name of that car was the Santro. It was Hyundai Motor's first strategic model for the
Indian market. This small car, nicknamed the 'Tall Boy,' sold tens of thousands of units in its first year
and joined the ranks of India's national cars. The idea of building a car that fits the Indian physique
was the seed of Hyundai's success myth in India.

Hyundai Motor first set foot in India in 1996, two years before the Santro's launch. They broke ground
for a factory in Chennai, in the southern state of Tamil Nadu. At the time, most global car companies
entered India by forming joint ventures with local Indian firms to share the risks. The Indian market
was dominated by the giant Maruti Suzuki, road infrastructure was poor, and tariffs and regulations
were as complex as a maze. Jumping into such a market alone was akin to a reckless gamble for a
foreign company.

Chairman Chung Mong-koo chose the gamble: 100% sole investment. This meant Hyundai would
make all decisions without a joint venture partner. The core of this decision was quality. He judged
that having a joint partner would slow down decision-making and make it difficult to maintain the level
of quality control Hyundai desired. Chairman Chung's philosophy that 'quality cannot be
compromised,' established in Korea, was carried through to India.

This bold move succeeded due to thorough localization. Hyundai equipped its cars with heavy-duty
suspensions to withstand India's bumpy roads, powerful air conditioners to beat the heat that soars to
50 degrees Celsius, and high-durability horns considering the culture of frequent honking.
Establishing a supply chain to procure over 90% of parts locally in India was also decisive. Ford and
GM entered India only to withdraw after losing trillions of won. While those two companies tried to
apply global standards to India, Hyundai created new Indian standards. That difference determined
their fates.

In the mid-2010s, a wind of change blew through the Indian auto market. After the Modi government
took office, road infrastructure improved, and as middle-class incomes rose, demand for SUVs
exploded. Hyundai read this trend accurately. They released a compact SUV called the Creta, which
dominated the Indian SUV market. While Maruti Suzuki focused on small hatchbacks, Hyundai came
to compete for the top spot in the new battlefield of SUVs. As of 2024, 63% of Hyundai's sales in India
are SUVs.

The Chennai factory is not just a place to sell cars within India. It serves as a hub for exporting cars to
over 80 countries, including Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia. Hyundai had been practicing
Prime Minister Modi's slogan of 'Made in India for the World' even before the Modi government was
inaugurated (see Chapter 7, 7.2).

In October 2024, Hyundai wrote another chapter of history in India. It listed its Indian subsidiary
(HMIL: Hyundai Motor India Limited) on the Mumbai stock exchange. The offering size was $3.3
billion (approximately 2.787 trillion rupees), or about 4.5 trillion Korean won. It was the largest Initial
Public Offering (IPO) in the history of the Indian stock market. They offered 142.19 million shares at
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1,960 rupees per share, and with a surge of institutional investors, the overall subscription was
oversubscribed by 2.37 times.

On the first day of listing, the stock price closed at 1,819 rupees, down 7% from the offering price.
The market's assessment was that it was 'sold too expensively.' There were also concerns about the
royalty costs paid to the Korean headquarters. The enterprise value at the time of listing was
estimated at about $19 billion. The first-day decline showed that the Indian capital market applies a
cold standard even to foreign companies.

Nevertheless, the meaning of this IPO runs deeper than stock price fluctuations. Through the listing,
Hyundai shed the label of a ‘foreign company' and became a company where the Indian public
participates as shareholders. In Korean terms, it is as if a foreign car company listed on the Korean
stock exchange and Koreans were buying and selling its shares. This was a strategic decision that
fundamentally changed Hyundai's position within Indian society, beyond just raising capital. When
facing government regulations or labor disputes, the presence or absence of a perception that it is
'our company' makes a significant difference.

From the 1996 groundbreaking ceremony of the Chennai factory, which no one paid attention to, to
the largest IPO in Indian history in 2024. It took 28 years. The density of that journey is by no means
light.

8.3 LG, POSCO, and 550 Companies: Household Appliance Dominance, Steel Mills, and Entry into
Diverse Industries

In an Indian home, a mosquito flies away while watching TV. It sounds like a joke, but it is a real
product. The 'Mosquito Away TV' made by LG Electronics for the Indian market emits ultrasonic
waves that are inaudible to humans but hated by mosquitoes. In a country where malaria and dengue
fever infect hundreds of thousands every year, the TV has become an appliance that protects health.
This single product explains LG's India strategy: adapting technology to the lives of Indians is how LG
came to dominate the Indian appliance market.

LG Electronics, which entered India in 1997, was obsessed with studying the daily lives of Indian
consumers. Realizing that vegetarians make up a significant portion of the population, they greatly
enlarged the vegetable storage compartments in their refrigerators. They added the 'Evercool' feature
to keep refrigerators cold even during frequent power outages. They equipped refrigerators with a
dedicated fermentation function to make 'Curd,’ the yogurt Indians enjoy. They even made
microwaves with a 'Tandoori Mode' tailored to spicy Indian food. As these products accumulated, LG
became a 'brand that understands our lives' rather than a foreign company in the eyes of Indian
consumers.

The results were reflected in the numbers. LG Electronics holds the number one market share in the
Indian refrigerator and washing machine markets and maintains a top-tier position in the TV and air
conditioner markets. It operates large-scale factories in Noida and Pune, employing over 15,000 local
staff. LG Electronics announced the construction of a new $600 million factory in Sri City, Andhra
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Pradesh. This factory was designed as a 'regional hub' targeting exports to neighboring countries like
the Middle East and Bangladesh in addition to the Indian domestic market. As the Modi government
supplies power even to rural areas across India, potential customers for LG appliances are emerging
in every village that receives electricity.

While LG conquered the consumers' living rooms, POSCO sought to supply steel, the backbone of
Indian industry. POSCO's story in India is less a tale of success and more a record of endurance. In
2005, POSCO signed an ambitious Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to build a $12 billion
integrated steel mill in the eastern state of Odisha. It was a scale comparable to the Pohang Steel
Works in Korea.

However, this project stopped before a single shovel could hit the ground. Residents living on the
factory site refused to relocate, and environmental groups staged protest movements. The state
government tried to acquire the land, but the courts stepped in. After the project drifted for over 10
years, POSCO eventually had to scrap the Odisha project. In Korean terms, it is similar to a
large-scale industrial complex construction being abandoned after wandering for over 10 years due to
resident opposition and administrative lawsuits. POSCO learned a costly lesson: in India's federal
structure, no matter how much the central government welcomes a project, it can be halted if the
state government and local communities block it (see Chapter 3, 3.2).

POSCO changed its strategy. Instead of a massive integrated steel mill, it pivoted toward a
processing-focused business producing cold-rolled steel sheets for automobiles in the state of
Maharashtra. The steel sheets from this factory are supplied not only to Hyundai and Kia but also to
major Indian automakers such as Tata Motors, Mahindra, and Volkswagen. As the Indian auto
industry grows, so does POSCO's presence. POSCO is now exploring the construction of a
green-steel integrated mill in partnership with the Adani Group. The vision is to implement a
hydrogen-based steelmaking process in India to reduce carbon emissions. This persistence—falling
in Odisha, rising in Maharashtra, and now challenging again in the new arena of green steel—might
be the very way to survive in India.

Beyond Samsung, Hyundai, LG, and POSCO, there are invisible companies. More than 550 Korean
companies are spread across India. Hyosung operates a spandex factory, and Lotte has captured the
taste buds of Indians with Choco Pie. Mirae Asset has achieved rare success for a foreign asset
manager in the Indian financial market, with assets under management exceeding trillions of won. KB
Kookmin Bank, Shinhan Bank, and Woori Bank have opened local branches, targeting both corporate
and retail finance.

The name of Korea also appears in the defense industry. Hanwha Aerospace's K-9 self-propelled
howitzer is being produced locally in India via technology transfer under the name 'Vajra' (meaning
'lightning' in Hindi). Game company Krafton's '‘Battlegrounds Mobile India (BGMI)' has become a
national game among Indian youth. Though often hidden in the shadows of larger conglomerates,
these companies have permeated every corner of the Indian economy, from parts, materials, and
logistics to finance, food, and gaming. The structure where large corporations pave the way and
medium-sized companies and suppliers follow is turning Korean entry into India into an entire
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ecosystem rather than just a venture by a few firms.
8.4 Semiconductor Ambitions and Korea: ISM 70% Subsidy, Participation of Simmtech and Samsung

Prime Minister Modi has one great regret. "India had a chance to start semiconductors 50 to 60 years
ago. We missed that bus then." He has repeated this story in several speeches. In the 1960s, there
were seeds of semiconductor research in India, but under government indifference and bureaucracy,
those seeds failed to sprout. During the same period, Korea embarked on the path of semiconductors
through a company called Samsung, and Taiwan nurtured TSMC to occupy more than half of the
world's foundry market. India became a country overflowing with talent for designing chips but without
a single factory to manufacture them.

Prime Minister Modi declared that this time, he would sit in the driver's seat of the bus. That
declaration took shape as the India Semiconductor Mission (ISM). The core of this policy is money.
The central government subsidizes 50% of the project cost for companies building semiconductor
factories, and the state government subsidizes another 20%. The company only needs to bear 30%
of the total cost. It is an extraordinary condition where the government provides 70% of the project
funding. In Korean terms, it would be as if the government gave Samsung 70% of the construction
cost in cash when building a semiconductor factory in Pyeongtaek. A subsidy of this scale is
aggressive even compared to the US CHIPS Act or Europe's Chips Act.

The first to respond to these exceptional conditions was Micron of the United States. Micron decided
to build a semiconductor Assembly, Test, Mark, and Pack (ATMP) facility in Sanand, Gujarat. Iltis a
$2.75 billion project. Sanand is an industrial city that Prime Minister Modi has been developing since
his time as Chief Minister of Gujarat (see Chapter 7, 7.3). The fact that a semiconductor factory is
being built on industrial infrastructure directly designed by Modi carries symbolic meaning.

Korean companies are also jumping on this trend. Simmtech, a company specializing in
semiconductor printed circuit boards (PCBs), decided to build a factory near the Micron plant. This is
an investment of approximately $150 million. Semiconductors are not completed by the chip alone. A
substrate to hold the chip is required, and manufacturing that substrate requires precise technology.
Simmtech is a company with global competitiveness in this field. While it is a form of joint entry as a
supply chain partner for Micron, the Indian government's active recruitment efforts and subsidy
support played a decisive role.

The significance of Simmtech's entry goes beyond its scale. A semiconductor ecosystem is not
completed by a single factory. There must be a substrate company next to the chip manufacturer, a
packaging equipment company, and even companies to manage clean rooms. Simmtech's entry
means the first Korean link in this ecosystem has been forged. Once one company enters, suppliers
follow, and once suppliers enter, other companies take their place next to them. The floodgates have
opened for Korean semiconductor component companies to move to India.

The Indian government's courtship of Samsung Electronics is persistent. Every time Prime Minister
Modi meets with Samsung executives, he has requested semiconductor investment. Samsung has
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not yet made an official announcement about building a semiconductor fabrication plant (fab) in India.
A semiconductor fab is a massive investment that must calculate hundreds of variables, including
power, water, wastewater treatment, supply chain, and geopolitical risks. Building a factory in
Pyeongtaek, Korea, or Texas, USA, involves different risks than building one in India. However,
Samsung is dipping its toes into the Indian semiconductor ecosystem by having thousands of Indian
engineers participate in semiconductor design and software development at its research centers in
Bengaluru and Noida. This is a strategy of weighing the timing for a manufacturing entry while
maintaining an R&D base in India.

The movements of homegrown Indian companies are also noteworthy. Tata Electronics announced it
would build a semiconductor fab in Gujarat in partnership with Taiwan's PSMC (Powerchip
Semiconductor Manufacturing Corporation). The fact that India's largest conglomerate, the Tata
Group, has jumped into semiconductor manufacturing means this industry has moved beyond
national will into a realm of substantial investment by private capital.

India's semiconductor ambitions are both an opportunity and a test for Korea. The extraordinary 70%
subsidy and a market for electronic products with a population of 1.4 billion are attractive. At the same
time, unstable power, a lack of ultra-pure water, and complex bureaucracy threaten the basic
conditions for semiconductor manufacturing. Nevertheless, the money and will India is pouring into
semiconductors are serious. Depending on what position Korean companies take in this arena, the
center of gravity for the economic relationship between the two countries for decades to come may
change.

8.5 Challenges and Issues: Power Outages, Water Quality, Bureaucracy, Labor Conflicts, and Tax
Terrorism

At the Samsung Electronics Noida factory, diesel generators run without rest in the summer. India's
power grid cannot handle the demand when summer heatwaves arrive. Power is cut without notice,
and voltage fluctuates. If power is interrupted for even a second on a smartphone production line, the
product in process becomes defective. Therefore, Samsung maintains its own power generation
facilities inside the factory. This is to avoid stopping the production line, even if it means burning
diesel that is several times more expensive than regular electricity. This is something unimaginable in
Korea, where the stability of industrial power supply is among the best in the world. Running a factory
in India also means 'building another power plant next to the factory.'

The water problem is even trickier than power. Semiconductor and display manufacturing require
massive amounts of Ultra Pure Water—water with extremely few impurities. India is a chronically
water-scarce country. Chennai experienced a severe water shortage in 2019 that nearly paralyzed
city functions. Floods occur during the rainy season, while reservoirs dry up during the dry season.
Climate change is further increasing this volatility. Korean companies are responding by building their
own water purification and wastewater recycling systems within their factories, but this is an added
cost. Even if the Indian government offers a 70% subsidy to attract semiconductor factories, those
factories cannot operate at full speed if basic infrastructure like power and water does not keep up.
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Bureaucracy is an issue complained about by every foreign company doing business in India. Prime
Minister Modi promised to "remove the red tape of bureaucracy and roll out the red carpet for

investors." India's ranking in the World Bank's 'Ease of Doing Business' index jumped from 142nd to
63rd. In terms of numbers, it is a great advancement. The landscape on the ground is a bit different.

Even if the central government introduces policies welcoming foreign investment, the story often
changes at the level of state governments and local bureaucrats. Legal disputes during the land
acquisition process can last for years, and the interpretations of tax authorities can change
unpredictably. In India, this is called "Tax Terrorism.' There is a reason this expression is not an
exaggeration. Finland's Nokia faced a retroactive tax claim worth hundreds of billions of won from tax
authorities while operating its Indian factory. The case of the UK's Vodafone was even more
dramatic. When Vodafone acquired Indian operations from Hong Kong's Hutchison Whampoa in
2007, Indian tax authorities retroactively levied a capital gains tax of about $2 billion on the
transaction. Although the Indian Supreme Court ruled in favor of Vodafone, the Indian Parliament
amended the law in 2012 to legalize retroactive taxation. Taxing a transaction that was already
completed was possible in India. It was not until 2021 that the Modi government abolished this
retroactive tax provision and refunded the collected amount to Vodafone, but the image of 'Tax
Terrorism' remains ingrained in the memories of foreign investors (see Chapter 10, 10.4).

Korean companies are not free from these risks. Instances occur on the ground where classification
standards for component import tariffs change or where the payment of promised incentives is
delayed.

POSCO's Odisha project is a representative example. The central government was very welcoming,
but the project was blocked for over 10 years by land acquisition and environmental permits at the
state government level. No matter how strong Prime Minister Modi's will may be, in India's federal
structure, central policies often fail to be consistently implemented down to the local level. This
'implementation gap' is a variable that Korean companies must take into account when planning
business in India.

Labor-management conflict is a rapidly emerging risk factor. The 37-day strike at the Samsung
Chennai factory in 2024 became a new milestone for the Indian labor movement. It was a signal that
Indian workers' awareness of their rights is growing as fast as the economic growth rate. Workers
demanded three things: a wage hike, an 8-hour workday, and union recognition. The strike was led
by the Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU), an organization linked to the Communist Party of India
(Marxist). The Madras High Court's order for the official registration of SIWU was a judgment where
the judiciary prioritized the workers' freedom of association over the employer's opposition. This ruling
could act as a precedent for other Korean companies in India. Just as the farmers' resistance to the
agricultural reforms pushed by the Modi government grew into a massive social movement (see
Chapter 5, 5.3), social conflicts accompanying economic growth are an unavoidable challenge.

In India, labor unions have a different meaning than in Korea. Indian unions are closely linked to
political parties. When a strike begins, local politicians side with the workers, and labor disputes
become political issues. It turns into a power struggle between the corporation and political forces.



There are also points where Korea's unique 'Palli-palli' (hurry-hurry) culture and vertical management
style clash with the discussion culture and rights awareness of Indian workers. It is difficult for local
employees to understand from the start the quality standards at a Samsung factory that do not allow
even a 0.1mm error. The distance between the Indian-style flexibility of 'Chalta Hai' (it's fine, it'll do)
and Korean-style precision can only be narrowed through education and time.

High turnover rates of skilled personnel are also a problem. The value of India's excellent engineers
is rising rapidly, and the competition for talent among companies is fierce. This means India's appeal
as a 'low-wage production base' is gradually being diluted.

Despite all this, no Korean company can leave India. A population of 1.4 billion, a large economy
growing rapidly in the world, and a young workforce with an average age of 28. The gravity created
by these numbers is irresistible. The manufacturing infrastructure Samsung has built over 30 years,
the parts supply chain Hyundai has established over 28 years, and the brand trust LG has carved
deep into Indian households were not made overnight. When power failed, they ran generators; when
water was scarce, they built purification facilities; and when blocked by bureaucracy, they found
detours. That accumulation of endurance has made 550 Korean companies part of the Indian
economy.

India is a land of promise and a land of patience. For Korean companies, India is not a 'Next China' to
replace China. India is India. It is a massive game board where completely different rules than China
apply, and learning those rules takes time.
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Chapter 9. Hallyu in India

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter

9.1 The Beginning of Hallyu: From a Spark in the Northeast to Nationwide Expansion, a 370%
Explosion in OTT Viewership

In September 2000, a strange silence fell over the theater districts of Imphal, the capital of Manipur in
Northeast India. The Revolutionary People's Front (RPF), one of the region's oldest separatist militant
groups, had imposed a total ban on Hindi films and satellite channels. Cinema doors were shuttered,
and the face of Shah Rukh Khan vanished from television screens. The RPF's logic was simple:
Bollywood was a tool of 'Indianisation' and a form of cultural imperialism aimed at grafting the feudal
values of the Hindi heartland onto Manipur. The rebels seized and burned between 6,000 and 8,000
Hindi film video cassettes and CDs.

The cultural vacuum did not last long. Chinese, Thai, and South Korean electronics were flowing
through Moreh, a border trading town on the frontier with Myanmar, and among them were pirated
CDs and DVDs of Korean films and dramas. No one imagined that these bootleg discs—costing just
10 to 30 rupees, or roughly 200 to 500 Korean won—would completely transform the cultural
landscape of Manipur.

Why Korea? The seven states of the Northeast, known as the 'Seven Sisters,’ are distinct from
mainland India in terms of race, language, and culture. People in this region, who possess Mongoloid
features, routinely experienced racial discrimination in major cities like Delhi or Mumbai, and they
never saw faces that looked like theirs on Bollywood screens. The faces of Korean actors were
different. Their eyes, noses, and skin tones felt familiar to the people of the Northeast. The emphasis
on family, respect for elders, and restrained romance in Korean dramas resonated deeply with
traditional Manipuri values. Manipuri sociologist Otojit Kshetrimayum explains the phenomenon: "The
racial similarity and commonalities in clan-based community culture reduced resistance to Korean
content to virtually zero."

In 2008, Hallyu moved beyond pirated DVDs and into mainstream media as Arirang TV began
broadcasting on Manipur's cable networks. Family dramas, romance films, travel programs, and
cooking shows flooded in, and the youth of Manipur could not take their eyes off the screen. In the
markets of Imphal, posters of Korean singers pushed aside those of Bollywood stars. In hair salons,
photos of Song Hye-kyo and Bae Suzy were displayed as style guides. In 2008, the government of
neighboring Nagaland officially hosted the Indo-Korean Music Festival in Kohima, drawing thousands
of young people to performances by Korean musicians.

Yet, mainstream Indian society remained largely unaware of this phenomenon. In the media of Delhi
and Mumbai, the Korean craze in the Northeast was dismissed as a mere 'subculture.' No one
expected that a trend in a peripheral region inhabited by only tens of millions would eventually shake
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the entire nation of 1.4 billion.

There were two turning points: the Modi government's 'Digital India' policy and the COVID-19
pandemic.

In 2016, Mukesh Ambani of the Reliance Group launched the telecommunications company 'Jio,'
bringing 4G data prices down to virtually zero (see Chapter 4, Section 4.3). Behind this revolutionary
price disruption was the Modi government's nationwide investment in fiber-optic infrastructure. As the
price of 1GB of data dropped to 10 rupees (approximately 170 Korean won)—the lowest in the
world—YouTube and Netflix were placed in the hands of 1.4 billion Indians. On the digital highway
that Prime Minister Modi emphasized by saying "data is the new oil," Hallyu—once a tempest in a
teapot in the Northeast—began to race across all of India.

The decisive catalyst was COVID-19 in 2020. The nationwide lockdown imposed by the Modi
government was one of the longest and strictest in the world. Confined to their homes, 1.4 billion
people flocked to smartphones and OTT platforms. As English-language content began to run dry,
platforms like Netflix, Amazon Prime, and MX Player aggressively pushed K-dramas, which were
fresh and emotionally resonant. '‘Crash Landing on You,' 'It's Okay to Not Be Okay,' and 'ltaewon
Class' conquered the living rooms of the Indian middle class. Then, in 2021, 'Squid Game' exploded.

During this period, viewership of K-dramas on Netflix India surged by more than 370% compared to
the previous year. For Indian viewers tired of Bollywood’s characteristic exaggerated direction,
three-hour runtimes, and mandatory song-and-dance sequences, Korean dramas—with their
sophisticated 16-episode structures, restrained emotional lines, and polished
cinematography—represented a completely new grammar. OTT platforms began offering dubbing
services in Hindi, Tamil, and Telugu, expanding the Hallyu consumer base from the English-speaking
urban elite to the masses in small towns and rural areas. MX Player even created a separate
'K-Drama’' category. Korean dramas were no longer a 'niche taste'; they had become a third pillar
alongside Bollywood and Hollywood.

When the rebels in the Northeast banned Bollywood, they created a cultural vacuum. Korean content
filled that vacuum, and the Modi government's digital revolution carried it across the nation. It took 20
years for an alternative that started with a ban to become the mainstream.

9.2 BTS, BLACKPINK, and Gen Z: 15 Million Consumers, Creating Cover Dances and Fan Art

On a stage at a university festival in Mumbai, five seventeen-year-old girls are perfectly recreating
BLACKPINK’s choreography. The cheers from the crowd are indistinguishable from those at a K-pop
concert. In the dressing room behind the stage, one participant says, "We learned the choreography
from YouTube. We've even memorized most of the Korean lyrics. When our teacher asks why we're
learning Korean, we say, 'My dream is to go to Seoul."

This scene is repeated across India. India is a young country, with a median age of 28 and 65% of its
population under the age of 35. According to Facebook analytics data, there are approximately 15
million active consumers of K-pop and K-dramas in India—a number equivalent to the entire
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population of some countries. In terms of the size of global K-pop fandoms, India is already ranked
within the top six.

To India’s Gen Z, BTS is more than just a musical group. Their 'Love Yourself message has created
an unexpected resonance within the specific context of Indian society. Indian youth face some of the
most intense academic competition in the world. The acceptance rate for the Indian Institutes of
Technology (lIT) is a mere 1-2%, and student suicides following exam failures have become a grave
social issue. The shadows of the caste system, patriarchal family structures, and homophobia still
permeate daily life. BTS’s message to "love yourself" has become a psychological escape for Indian
youth living in this oppressive environment. As one Indian fan put it, "Until | met BTS, | thought |
wasn't good enough."

BLACKPINK delivered a different kind of impact to female fans. In Indian society, women’s
self-expression is still heavily restricted. The poise, confidence, and stylistic autonomy BLACKPINK
displays on stage have become a visual model of 'self-determination’ for Indian girls. BLACKPINK's
fashion and makeup have gone beyond mere imitation to become tools for declaring "this is how |

want to live" in a conservative society.

What is noteworthy is that Indian fans do not remain passive consumers. They are active
'prosumers'—consumers who also produce. Thousands of teams participate in the 'All India K-Pop
Contest' held annually by the Korean Cultural Centre India (KCCI). Preliminary rounds are held in
cities across the country, and more than 1,200 teams advance to the finals. Winning teams represent
India at the global competition in Korea.

This activity extends beyond cover dances. Instagram and YouTube are flooded with BTS fan art,
creative fan fiction, and reaction videos for Korean idol music videos created by Indian fans. On
Telegram and Discord, organized fan clubs plan streaming campaigns and engage in charitable
activities for idols' birthdays. In 2022, when a video of BTS member Jungkook humming 'Naatu
Naatu' from the Indian film 'RRR' was released, Indian ARMYs went into a frenzy, filling social media
with excitement. A bidirectional cultural circulation has begun, where Korean pop stars consume
Indian culture and Indian fans reciprocate with passion for Korean stars.

This craze has even broken down language barriers. On the global language-learning app Duolingo,
Korean is cited as one of the fastest-growing foreign languages in India. The desire to understand the
lyrics of favorite songs and watch live broadcasts without subtitles has led hundreds of thousands of
Indian youth to Korean language classrooms. The number of Korean learners in India is growing
exponentially, and according to Duolingo data, Korean is among the top foreign languages with
surging demand in India. In 2020, the National Education Policy (NEP 2020) announced by the Modi
government adopted Korean as a recommended second language for Indian schools, placing it on
the same level as French and German. While this decision was supported by joint recommendations
from the Korean Cultural Centre and the Indian Embassy in Seoul, the decisive factor was the
explosive demand from the ground up (see Chapter 7, Section 7.1).
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K-pop is also playing an unexpected role in Indian society. In a society constantly fragmented by
caste, religion, region, and language, K-pop fandom has become a 'neutral cultural space' that
ignores all these boundaries. A Brahmin (highest caste) girl and a Dalit (untouchable) boy dance in
the same cover dance team, and Hindus and Muslims participate in the same fan clubs. Before the
common denominator of K-pop, India’s chronic social barriers momentarily melt away. In the words of
one Indian cultural researcher, "For Indian youth, K-pop is a symbol of 'equal taste' that anyone can
enjoy, regardless of class."

The number 15 million might just be the beginning. India has over 800 million internet users, and
smartphone penetration is rising sharply every year. Hundreds of millions of Indian youth who have
not yet encountered K-pop are waiting as potential consumers. This is exactly why Samsung
Electronics uses K-pop imagery in its Galaxy smartphone marketing and why Korean companies are
focusing on target marketing for Gen Z.

9.3 K-Beauty, K-Food, and K-Fashion: Spreading Across the Entire Lifestyle

The admiration that began with dramas and music has moved beyond the screen and into the vanity
tables, dining tables, and closets of Indians. Affinity for Korean culture has begun to change
consumption patterns across the entire lifestyle.

Let’s start with K-beauty. The surge of Korean brands in the Indian cosmetics market can be
summarized in two words: 'Glass Skin.' Traditionally, the Indian beauty market has been dominated
by Western brands emphasizing heavy makeup, strong eyeliner, and bright skin tones. The
transparent, dewy skin of actors in K-dramas has flipped this formula. The Korean skincare
philosophy of "making the skin itself healthy rather than covering it with color" has begun to
fundamentally change Indian women's concepts of beauty.

The numbers prove this. The Indian K-beauty market is projected to grow from approximately $400
million in 2024 to $1.5 billion by 2030. With an average annual growth rate of 25.9%, it is more than
double the growth rate of the overall Indian beauty market (12%). The number of K-beauty buyers is
also predicted to increase from about 11.9 million in 2024 to over 27 million by 2030. On Nykaa,
India’s largest beauty platform, Korean brands have recorded a growth rate 2.5 times higher than the
platform average. Brands like COSRX, TONYMOLY, The Face Shop, and LANEIGE have secured a
place in Indian women's skincare routines.

One reason Korean cosmetics have succeeded in India lies in an unexpected point of convergence.
For consumers familiar with Ayurveda, India’s traditional medicine, Korean cosmetics emphasizing
natural ingredients like ginseng, green tea, snail mucin, and Cica were accepted without resistance.
The K-beauty philosophy of "natural ingredients over chemical ones" aligned with the naturalistic
tradition of Ayurveda. Product categories like the 10-step skincare routine, sheet masks, essences,
and toner pads quickly became mainstream through introductions by YouTube beauty influencers.

The spread of K-food is even more dramatic. Scenes of drama protagonists boiling ramyun in
nickel-silver pots or clinking soju glasses stimulated both the appetite and curiosity of Indian viewers.
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A key factor behind the success of Korean ramyun in India is the Indian preference for spicy flavors.
To Indian palates seasoned by masala and chili, the spiciness of Korean ramyun was not an alien
challenge but a familiar pleasure.

Samyang Foods’ Buldak Bokkeum Myeon (Fire Noodles) is a symbol of this connection. The 'Fire
Noodle Challenge' that started on YouTube spread like a rite of passage for YouTubers and
influencers across India. Samyang Foods' overseas sales in 2024 reached 1.34 trillion won, a 65%
increase from the previous year. Buldak Bokkeum Myeon has become a global hit with over 1 billion
units sold annually in 100 countries, and India is one of the core markets for this growth.

Korean ramyun, which used to be found only in the import sections of large supermarkets, is now
delivered within 10 minutes via quick-commerce apps like Blinkit and Zepto. Tteokbokki, gimbap, and
kimchi-jjigae have appeared on the menus of restaurants in Delhi and Mumbai. Localization to suit
India’s unique food culture is also progressing rapidly. Considering the significant vegetarian
population, vegan kimchi without fish sauce and vegetarian ramyun without meat components have
been released. For Hindus who do not eat beef, Korean menus based on chicken and mutton are
being developed. Eating Korean food provides cultural satisfaction beyond the culinary experience,
allowing fans to say, "I am eating the same food the protagonist in the drama ate."

The speed at which K-fashion is spreading is also formidable. Park Seo-joon's style in 'ltaewon
Class,' the tracksuits in 'Squid Game,' and BLACKPINK'’s stage costumes had an immediate impact
on the Indian online fashion market. Categories like 'K-Drama Style' and 'K-Pop Fashion' have
appeared on major fashion e-commerce sites like Myntra and Ajio. Oversized T-shirts, bucket hats,
pastel-toned clothing, and cargo pants have become the uniforms of Indian university campuses. The
neat, minimalist aesthetic of Korean fashion, which contrasts with the vibrant and primary-colored
traditional Indian attire, is becoming the standard of 'sophisticated modernity' for urban youth.

At the foundation of this lifestyle expansion lies the brand trust built over 30 years by large Korean
corporations like Samsung, LG, and Hyundai (see Chapter 8, Sections 8.1 and 8.3). The sight of a
Samsung TV in the living room, an LG refrigerator in the kitchen, and a Hyundai car in the garage of
an Indian home has effectively reduced resistance to 'Made by Korea' to zero. This trust naturally
migrated to the new domains of cosmetics, food, and fashion. Indian consumers, who once perceived
Korea as a 'country that makes good products,’ have now begun to perceive it as a 'country with a
lifestyle to emulate.'

9.4 Historical Ties and the Reduction of Psychological Distance

The cultural affinity between Korea and India did not emerge overnight. From the legend of Queen
Heo Hwang-ok dating back to AD 48, to the poem Rabindranath Tagore sent to Korea in 1929, and
First Lady Kim Jung-sook's invitation as the chief guest at the 2018 Ayodhya Deepotsav festival, the
threads connecting the two nations are woven in multiple layers (this is covered in detail in Chapter 7,
Section 7.1).

What is noteworthy here is the practical impact this historical foundation has on modern Hallyu.

102



In cultural reception, there is a concept called 'psychological distance.' No matter how attractive
content is, if it comes from a completely alien culture, resistance to its reception arises. The legend of
Queen Heo, Tagore's poetry, and friendly exchanges between the heads of state have led Indians to
perceive Korea not as a 'complete stranger' but as something akin to a 'distant relative.' The success
of K-dramas in India is rooted in this deep-seated reduction of psychological distance.

An emotional common denominator is also at work. Korea'’s culture of 'Jeong' and its Confucian
values are surprisingly similar to the sentiments of India’s large-family-centered society. While
Hollywood content often deals with individualism and free-spiritedness, Korean content packages
values like family conflict and reconciliation, pure love, and the triumph of good over evil with modern
sophistication. It is no coincidence that Indians discover values they hold dear in Korean dramas and
resonate with them deeply.

The theory that hundreds of similar words like 'Umma' (Mom) and 'Appa’ (Dad) exist between Tamil in
South India and Korean adds an academic basis to this affinity. Scholars studying the phonological
and grammatical similarities between the two languages raise the possibility of exchanges via ancient
maritime trade routes. While not scientifically confirmed, this theory itself instills a perception among
the people of both nations that "we are closer than we thought.”

Food is a specific place where this cultural fusion occurs. There is a natural common denominator
between the Indian diet, which enjoys spiciness, and Korean food culture. Kimchi is placed next to
Indian roti or naan, and Korean seasoned chicken sauce is applied to Indian paneer dishes. This is
not a one-way cultural transmission, but a fusion based on mutual understanding and respect.

In November 2018, in Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh—one of the holiest cities in Hinduism—First Lady Kim
Jung-sook attended the Deepotsav festival as the chief guest. Inviting the Korean First Lady to a site
of Hindu nationalism, where tens of thousands of oil lamps lit the banks of the Sarayu River, was an
unprecedented move. Through this event, Prime Minister Modi delivered the message that Korea and
India are family linked by blood from 2,000 years ago. This narrative, connecting Ayodhya—the
presumed home of Queen Heo—with Gimhae in Korea, is becoming a psychological gateway
through which Indians embrace Korean culture beyond mere diplomatic rhetoric.

9.5 Economic Ripple Effects: 84.5% Favorability (2nd in the World), Over 70% Purchase Intent
Numbers do not lie.

According to the 2024 Overseas Hallyu Status Survey conducted by the Ministry of Culture, Sports
and Tourism and the Korean Foundation for International Cultural Exchange (KOFICE) among
25,000 people in 26 countries, India’s favorability toward Korean cultural content reached 84.5%. This
is the second highest in the world, following Indonesia (86.3%). This means more than eight out of
ten Indians have a positive image of Korean culture. The percentage of respondents who said their
perception of Korea turned positive after experiencing Korean culture was 85.3%, ranking second in
the world after the UAE (85.9%). This figure is overwhelming compared to Japan (38.8%) or Italy
(48.7%).
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This favorability directly translates into spending. In the same survey, the intent to purchase Korean
products or services among those who have experienced Hallyu was 70.7% in India, ranking it in the
top five globally after Egypt (75.6%), Saudi Arabia (73.0%), the UAE (72.9%), and Vietnam (72.1%).
The Korean products they wished to purchase were food (64.7%), travel to Korea (61.8%), visiting
Korean restaurants (61.4%), cosmetics (54.0%), and clothing (52.8%). The percentage of
respondents who said that consuming cultural content leads to the purchase of related industries
reached 57.9%.

Let's apply what these figures mean to the reality of Korean companies.

Samsung Electronics maintains a firm position as a premium brand in the Indian smartphone market.
Hyundai and Kia hold the second largest share of the Indian automobile market, dominating the SUV
segment. LG Electronics is a leading group in the Indian white goods market. The achievements of
these companies, built through 30 years of technological prowess and localization strategies, are
clear. However, Hallyu has provided these companies with an invisible asset: the 'Korea Premium.'

When LG and Samsung first entered India in the late 1990s, Korea's image was roughly that of a
‘country that makes good-value appliances.' Differentiation from Chinese or Japanese products was
not easy. Hallyu changed this perception. Korea is now a 'sophisticated, hip, advanced country with a
lifestyle to emulate.' Using a Samsung Galaxy smartphone, driving a Hyundai car, and using LG
appliances has gone beyond being a 'rational choice' to becoming a 'trendy choice.' In a situation
where Chinese products are launching low-price offensives and resistance to Chinese products has
grown due to India-China border conflicts since 2020, Korean products have established themselves
as an attractive alternative.

The institutional support of the Modi government is also noteworthy. The Indian government
established 'Korea Plus,' a one-stop service dedicated to Korean companies, and set up a system to
quickly resolve investment difficulties. When Prime Minister Modi personally attended the completion
ceremony of Samsung Electronics' world-largest smartphone factory in 2018 and praised it as a
"success model for Make in India," it was a national-level certification of Korean products. The two
countries have set a goal to achieve $50 billion in trade by 2030 (see Chapter 7, Section 7.2).

The economic ripple effects of Hallyu are not limited to large corporations. Krafton’s mobile game
'‘Battlegrounds Mobile India (BGMI)' has become a national game in India. Orion’s Choco Pie has
become a national snack. The K-beauty market is expected to grow to $1.5 billion by 2030, and
K-food is rapidly encroaching on the premium segment of India’s massive processed food market.
Opportunities for Korean companies to enter service industries such as edutech, webtoons, and
gaming are also widening.

However, there are shadows behind these rosy figures. In the same KOFICE survey, the percentage
of respondents in India who agreed with negative perceptions of Hallyu was 52.7%, the highest
among all 26 countries surveyed. The main negative factors cited were that it is "too

provocative/suggestive (24.9%)", "monotonous and cliché (22.0%)", and "too commercial (21.1%)".
As the popularity of Hallyu increases, so does the backlash. This paradox—where 84.5% favorability
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and 52.7% negative perception coexist—is also a signal that Hallyu has entered a period of
maturation in India. As the initial freshness fades, the next level of challenges, such as 'content
quality' and 'cultural sensitivity," are emerging.

Competition with Bollywood, India's massive entertainment industry, remains fierce. Prime time on TV
and radio is still dominated by Indian film music, and it is realistically difficult for K-pop to replace the
mainstream Indian music market.

Nevertheless, the 84.5% favorability and over 70% purchase intent tell a clear truth. Hallyu, which
has touched the hearts of 1.4 billion people, is not a passing fad but a structural driver redrawing the
economic map between Korea and India. More than eight out of ten Indians like Korea. That number
may point to the future of the two countries more accurately than any political declaration or
diplomatic rhetoric.
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Chapter 10. A Third Term and the Dream of 2047

Previous Chapter
Next Chapter
10.1 The 2024 General Election: Forming a Coalition Government and a Third Term

On the afternoon of June 4, 2024, at the BJP headquarters in New Delhi, the atmosphere grew
heavier with every vote count update on the large electronic screen. 240. The number stopped there.
Where had the confidence gone—the confidence Prime Minister Modi himself had displayed in
Parliament when he guaranteed that the "BJP alone would surpass 370 seats, and the NDA would
exceed 400"? With only 240 seats, falling 32 short of the 272-seat majority, it was a number the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) had not experienced in the past decade.

The election itself was an unprecedented exercise in democracy in human history. There were 970
million registered voters and 1.05 million polling stations. Across seven phases over 44 days, from
April 19 to June 1, 642 million people cast their ballots. Electronic Voting Machines (EVMs) were
carried on the backs of elephants to mountain villages 4,000 meters above sea level in the
Himalayas, and camels transported voting equipment across the Rajasthan desert. For comparison, it
was as if the entire population of South Korea took turns voting for a month and a half.

The pre-election mood was overwhelming. The success of the G20 summit as the host nation, the
landing of Chandrayaan-3 on the lunar south pole, and high-speed growth in the 7-8%
range—Modi’'s image of a 'Strong India' was at its peak. "Abki Baar 400 Paar" (Over 400 seats this
time). The election slogan was an expression of confidence that they would even reach the threshold
required for constitutional amendment. Exit polls also unanimously predicted a landslide victory for
the BJP.

However, as the ballot boxes were opened, a twist unfolded.

The epicenter of the shock was Ayodhya. In the Faizabad constituency—the heart of Hindu
nationalism and home to the Ram Mandir, where Modi himself presided over the consecration
ceremony in January 2024—the BJP candidate lost. In the very city where a 30-year aspiration of the
Hindutva movement had been realized, voters turned their backs (see Chapter 5, Section 5.1). The
situation was even more dire across the entire state of Uttar Pradesh. Out of 80 seats, the BJP took
only 33, a sharp drop from the 62 seats it swept in 2019. In its place, the opposition Samajwadi Party
(SP) made significant gains, securing 37 seats.

What weakened the potency of the 'Modi Magic'?

Experts point to the suffering of the common people hidden behind brilliant macroeconomic
indicators. A Congressional Research Service (CRS) report analyzed that "widespread poverty, high
youth unemployment, and inflation frustrated the BJP's electoral ambitions." In a pre-election opinion
poll, 27% of respondents cited 'unemployment' as their top concern. While the 8.2% GDP growth was
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felt in the skyscrapers of Mumbai and the IT campuses of Bangalore, it was a distant story for a
young person in rural Bihar.

The strong performance of the opposition alliance, the 'INDIA' (Indian National Developmental
Inclusive Alliance) bloc, was a decisive factor. The Congress party, led by Rahul Gandhi, nearly
doubled its seats from 52 to 99, and the INDIA bloc as a whole secured 234 seats. The narrative
pushed by Rahul Gandhi—that "if the BJP exceeds 400 seats, they will rewrite the
Constitution"—proved more powerful than expected. Fear spread among Dalit and Other Backward
Class (OBC) voters that "my reservation quotas could disappear." The quotas guaranteed by the
Constitution are almost the only ladder for Dalits and OBCs to access education and public office.
Faced with the fear that this ladder might be shaken, the emotional resonance of the Ram Mandir lost
its power.

Ultimately, Modi had to join hands with regional parties. The Telugu Desam Party (TDP) led by
Chandrababu Naidu in Andhra Pradesh with 16 seats, and the Janata Dal (United) (JD-U) led by
Nitish Kumar in Bihar with 12 seats, became the 'kingmakers.' While the NDA (National Democratic
Alliance) narrowly surpassed the majority with a total of 293 seats, this was a victory of a different
nature compared to the 336 seats in 2014 or 353 seats in 2019.

On June 9, Modi took his third oath of office at the Rashtrapati Bhavan, the presidential palace. This
was the first time since India's first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, achieved it in 1962—62 years
ago—that a leader had secured a third consecutive term. It is undoubtedly a historic record. However,
the status of the 'Imperial Prime Minister' enjoyed over the last 10 years has ended. Now, he has
become a 'coordinator' who must compromise with coalition partners and accommodate their regional
demands—fiscal allocation, infrastructure investment, jobs, and the expansion of state powers.

To compare it to Korean politics, it is similar to transitioning from a presidency of unilateral
administration to one of cooperation with an opposition-controlled legislature. The speed of pushing
through policies may slow down, but the durability of policies reached through consensus could
increase. The question is whether that consensus will move in a direction that improves 'policy quality’'
or devolves into the 'distribution of spoils.' The starting line for Modi 3.0 was placed right on top of this
dilemma.

After taking office, Modi told party members that he recognized the "Tees" (pain) of the people and
would work harder to alleviate it. It was a lesson taught by a victory that was not a landslide. What the
politician from a chaiwala background faced as he began his third term at the age of 74 was not the
pinnacle of power, but the redefinition of power.

10.2 Modi 3.0 Reforms: Consolidation of Labor Laws, GST Reform, FTA Agreements, and the
World's 4th Largest Economy

Even under the new political conditions of a coalition government, the engine of economic reform for
Modi 3.0 did not stop. Rather, the challenge of the 'suffering of the common people' revealed in the
election accelerated the pace of reform. In his 2025 Independence Day speech, Modi announced the
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formation of a "Task Force for Next-Generation Reforms," declaring that "reform is not forced upon
us; it is our conviction." The first test of that conviction was the labor laws.

India's labor laws were in a state well-deserving of the nickname 'regulatory jungle.' There were 29
central government laws alone, and when combined with state government regulations, hundreds
were intertwined. Laws added over different eras since independence in 1947 often contradicted
each other, or multiple laws regulated the same issue redundantly. To put it in a Korean context,
imagine if there were 20 versions each of the Labor Standards Act, the Act on the Protection of
Dispatched Workers, the Occupational Safety and Health Act, and the Employment Insurance Act.
For companies, the cost of compliance increased exponentially with more hiring, discouraging
recruitment. For workers, an ironic situation occurred where gig workers and platform workers, who
actually needed protection, fell into legal blind spots.

The Modi government pursued the task of consolidating these complex laws into four Labor Codes:
the Code on Wages, the Industrial Relations Code, the Social Security Code, and the Occupational
Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code (OSH). While the bills had already passed Parliament
during the second term, their actual implementation had been continuously delayed due to political
considerations, opposition from labor unions, and the lukewarm attitude of state governments. The
third-term government prepared to push through this task. The gist is to expand pension (PF) and
insurance (ESI) benefits to gig and platform workers, allow night shifts for women, and transparently
simplify corporate hiring and firing procedures.

Why is this important? Because for India to replace China as the 'world's factory,' an institutional
environment that allows global companies to undertake large-scale hiring is essential. Samsung
Electronics building the world's largest smartphone factory in Noida and Hyundai Motor producing
800,000 units annually in Chennai are examples that show the potential of Indian manufacturing, but
the rigidity of labor laws remains a stumbling block for foreign companies deciding on investment.

The second axis is the refinement of the GST (Goods and Services Tax) system. The GST,
introduced in 2017 under the banner of "One Nation, One Tax," was a historic achievement that
unified India into a single market (see Chapter 4, Section 4.4). By unifying indirect taxes that varied
by state, it sped up the flow of logistics and expanded the tax base. However, the still complex tax
rate brackets (0%, 5%, 12%, 18%, 28%) and frequent regulation changes were a burden to
businesses. The Modi 3.0 government pursued a reorganization aimed at significantly reducing these
rate brackets to just two: 5% and 18%. They announced tax cut policies to lower rates on daily
consumer goods and medicines, and to lower or exempt rates on small cars, health insurance, and
life insurance. They also implemented a tax exemption for income below 1.2 million rupees (approx.
19 million KRW, 12 lakh rupees). This is a move to increase the disposable income of the middle
class and stimulate consumption.

The third axis is the expansion of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) network. The Modi government
has walked a tightrope between protectionism and strategic opening. While withdrawing from the
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) at the last minute in 2019 was a choice to
protect domestic industries, they moved aggressively in bilateral agreements. Following the
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Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement with the UAE (CEPA, effective May 2022) and the
Economic Cooperation and Trade Agreement with Australia (ECTA, effective December 2022), they
signed the Trade and Economic Partnership Agreement (TEPA) with the European Free Trade
Association (EFTA: Switzerland, Norway, Iceland, Liechtenstein) in March 2024 and brought it into
effect in October 2025. The EFTA side promised an investment of $100 billion in India over 15 years.
The conclusion of a Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) with the UK was also
reached, and FTA negotiations with the EU entered the final stages.

The goal of all these reforms converges into a single number: the world's 4th largest economy.
According to the IMF's April 2025 World Economic Outlook, India's nominal GDP reached $4.187
trillion, narrowly overtaking Japan ($4.186 trillion). An economy that was 10th in the world when Modi
took office in 2014 rose to 4th in just 11 years—the fourth spot after the US, China, and Germany.
Per capita GDP also doubled during the same period from $1,438 to $2,880.

However, more important than the ranking itself is the quality of the industry supporting it. If GDP
growth of around 6% is driven mainly by the service sector and capital-intensive plant industries, and
manufacturing fails to absorb enough employment, India risks remaining only as a 'large domestic
market of a large country. The numbers have gone up. Whether the lives of the people living within
those numbers have also improved is a different matter.

10.3 Viksit Bharat 2047: The Vision of Entering the Developed World by the 100th Anniversary of
Independence

2047. This is the year that marks exactly 100 years since India gained independence from Britain.
Narendra Modi has set a massive slogan for this year: Viksit Bharat. 'Developed India,' or India as a
developed nation. He named the 25 years from the present to 2047 as 'Amrit Kaal' (the Age of
Nectar, or the Golden Age), declaring that during this period, India will shed its shell as a developing
nation and leap forward to become a developed country.

The target figures are ambitious: a GDP of $30—40 trillion, per capita income of $15,000-18,000, a
poverty rate below 5%, life expectancy over 80 years, and a literacy rate of 100%. Given that India's
current per capita income is approximately $2,880, it calculates to a five- to sixfold increase within 22
years. This is a goal achievable only by maintaining an average annual real growth of 7—10% for 22
years. It essentially requires a pace similar to the 'Miracle on the Han River' achieved by South
Korea, which grew at an average of 8-9% annually for 30 years from the 1960s to the 1990s.
However, South Korea had a population of 30 to 40 million at the time; India has 1.4 billion.

As the spiritual foundation of this vision, Modi presented the 'Five Resolves' (Panch Pran). First, the
firm goal of leaping into a developed nation. Second, the complete removal of a colonial mindset.
Third, pride in cultural heritage. Fourth, national unity and solidarity. Fifth, the fulfillment of civic
duties. This is a comprehensive project that includes not just economic figures but the
re-establishment of national identity. Using a nameplate that read 'Bharat,' an ancient Sanskrit name
for the country, instead of 'India’ at the G20 summit was a symbolic expression of this will.
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The physical foundation of the vision is infrastructure. The national infrastructure master plan known
as 'Gati Shakti' is a concept to drastically lower logistics costs by integrating road, rail, port, airport,
and telecommunications construction plans into a single digital platform. By connecting the
infrastructure projects of 16 central ministries and state governments based on GIS, they aim to
eliminate inefficiencies, such as digging up a road to lay gas pipes just a month after it was paved.
Over the past 10 years, Modi has doubled the speed of highway construction, modernized dilapidated
railways, and doubled the number of airports from 74 to 149. The blueprint for 2047 includes a
high-speed rail running between Mumbai and Delhi and smart cities connected by digital networks.

The core driver is the population. In 2023, India overtook China to become the world's most populous
nation. The average age is 28. While the rest of the world suffers from aging populations, India is the
only massive economy capable of supplying an abundant young workforce for the next 30 years. To
maximize this 'Demographic Dividend,' Modi placed youth at the center of the vision. He announced a
1-trillion-rupee (approx. $16 billion) employment plan called 'PM Viksit Bharat Rozgar Yojana' and
promised to provide job support funds to 30 million young people. Reforming education policy (NEP
2020) to strengthen education in future technologies such as coding, Al, and robotics, and revitalizing
the startup ecosystem through 'Startup India' are also part of the youth strategy.

Energy and space are the two wings of the vision. In his 2025 Independence Day speech, Modi
declared that nuclear power capacity would be increased tenfold by 2047, and the construction of 10
new reactors is underway. He announced that the 2030 goal of a 50% share of non-fossil fuel energy
was achieved early in 2025, taking on global leadership in the fields of green hydrogen and solar
power. In the space sector, they have planned the construction of an independent space station,
'‘Bharatiya Antariksh Station,' and are pushing the 'Gaganyaan' manned spacecraft program (see
Chapter 6, Section 6.4). More than 300 space startups have jumped into satellite technology and
space exploration innovation. The door opened by the successful landing of Chandrayaan-3 on the
lunar south pole in 2023 is expanding into the private sector.

The reason this vision is politically useful is clear: there is no better tool than long-term goals for
"justifying today's pain with tomorrow's greatness." Just as South Korea's 'entry into the developed
world' was achieved through the accumulation of specific industrial policies and education
investments over decades, Viksit Bharat must be broken down into measurable intermediate goals to
avoid remaining just a slogan. Manufacturing employment rates, educational achievement, the level
of administrative digitalization, and climate adaptation capabilities—if these do not follow in numbers,
Viksit Bharat could turn from a vision into empty talk as 2047 approaches.

Modi appeals to the people: "We do not want incremental change; we want a quantum jump."”
Whether that jump can carry all 1.4 billion people is something no one knows yet.

10.4 Remaining Challenges: Deepening Inequality, Youth Unemployment, Manufacturing Stagnation,
and Democratic Backsliding

Behind the brilliant numbers, there are always shadows. The shadows of India in the Modi era have
four names.
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First, inequality. India's economic growth is 'K-shaped.' There are those who go up along the upper
stroke of the K. Conglomerates like Adani and Ambani have accumulated astronomical wealth by
dominating core national infrastructure such as ports, airports, energy, and telecommunications (see
Chapter 5, Section 5.4). Their world is a market where consumption of premium SUVs, luxury
apartments, and luxury goods is exploding. And then there are those who go down along the lower
stroke of the K. Agricultural laborers in rural Bihar working for 200 rupees (approx. 3,200 KRW) a day,
or families of daily laborers living in cramped rooms in the Dharavi slum of Mumbai. According to an
Oxfam report, the top 1% in India owns more than 40% of the total national wealth. The reality that
the Modi government must distribute free food grains to over 800 million people paradoxically shows
how unequal that growth is. The free food program is evidence of good governance, but at the same
time, it is a confession that 800 million people cannot feed themselves.

Second, youth unemployment. This is the most painful of the four challenges. As of 2025, the
unemployment rate for young people aged 15-29 in India is approximately 14.9%. For young women,
it reaches 16.3%, and the youth unemployment rate for women in the state of Kerala is as high as
44%. A paradoxical situation is occurring where it is more difficult to find jobs as education levels
increase. "Graduated from university but no job." The scene of tens of thousands of master's and
doctoral degree holders flocking to apply for 10,000 low-level civil service positions has become a
daily occurrence in India.

South Korea also has a serious youth unemployment problem, but the scale in India is on a different
level. Every year, 12 million young people pour into the labor market. This means a number
equivalent to a quarter of the entire South Korean population goes looking for jobs every year. While
the 'Demographic Dividend' is the pride of the Modi government, dividends are not paid automatically.
If education and skills training do not match industrial demand, the demographic dividend turns into a
'Demographic Disaster.' A decisive reason why the ruling party struggled in the 2024 general election
was the anger of these young people.

Third, manufacturing stagnation. Modi shouted "Make in India" and publicly declared he would raise
manufacturing's share of GDP to 25%. The reality has moved in the opposite direction.
Manufacturing's contribution to GDP actually fell from about 17% in 2014 to the 13—-15% level. While
it is true that global companies like Samsung, Hyundai, and Apple's partner Foxconn have set up
factories in India, there were limits to their investment leading to large-scale employment. This is due
to automation and technology-intensive production methods. The Lowy Institute points out that
"India's GDP growth has been driven mainly by the service sector and capital-intensive industries
with low employment elasticity." Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) also did not flow in as much as
expected. According to the Reserve Bank of India's (RBI) own data, the FDI-to-GDP ratio plummeted
from 1.7% in 2016 to the 0.5% range.

The reasons why India has failed to become the 'world's factory' are not simple. Lack of
infrastructure, difficulty in land acquisition, instability of power and water, complex bureaucracy, and
unpredictable tax administration—these are all simultaneous equations that must be solved together.
The fact that more than 40% of India's total workforce is still engaged in low-income agriculture
shows how delayed the structural transition from agriculture to manufacturing is.
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Fourth, democratic backsliding. This problem cannot be measured by economic indicators, but it
could leave the deepest mark of the four challenges in the long run. Freedom House, in its 2025
report, classified India as a 'Partly Free' country and recorded that its score had fallen from the
previous year. The V-Dem Institute classifies India as an 'Electoral Autocracy' (see Chapter 5,
Section 5.3). Tax audits of critical journalists, the mobilization of investigative agencies against
opposition leaders, and exclusionary policies and hate speech against the Muslim minority are noted.
The government-friendly transformation of mainstream media has reached a point where the term
'Godi Media' (lapdog media) has emerged.

The Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), the stripping of Kashmir's autonomy (abrogation of Article
370), and the construction of the Ayodhya Ram Mandir—these three are core agendas of Hindu
nationalism and, at the same time, policies that have deepened religious divisions in Indian society.
Whether a society where more than 200 million Muslims out of a population of 1.4 billion feel
alienated can move forward as a unified nation is a key variable determining India's future. Out of the
543 members of the Lok Sabha elected in the 2024 general election, only 24 were Muslim, and not a
single one was part of the NDA. The reality that Muslims, who make up 14% of the Indian population,
do not even fill 5% of the seats in the lower house speaks to a crisis of representation in numbers.

India in the Modi era has shown remarkable achievements in speed and scale. However, whether
that speed carried everyone, and whether that scale reached everyone, is a different matter. In a
society where the fruits of growth are not shared evenly, growth eventually becomes fuel for
instability.

10.5 Implications for Korean Readers: Strategic Value and Risks of a 1.4 Billion-Strong Partner

For Korean readers of this book, what kind of country should India be? It is neither a 'rosy land of
opportunity' nor a 'desperate land of chaos.' India is a country where opportunities and risks grow at
the same pace.

Let's first look at the strategic value. As the US-China hegemony competition intensifies, a 'China
plus One' strategy has become a necessity, not an option, for Korean companies. If the supply chain
concentrated in China must be diversified, there is no country on Earth that can replace India, with its
1.4 billion people, a massive domestic market, and a young average age of 28. Vietnam has a
population of 100 million and Indonesia 270 million; they do not compare to India in scale.

Korean companies are already achieving meaningful results in India (see Chapter 8). Hyundai
Motor's 2024 IPO, the largest in the history of the Indian stock market, Samsung Electronics'
world-largest smartphone factory in Noida, and the deployment of the K-9 self-propelled howitzer
'Vajra' in the Indian Army are results of the trust Korean companies have built in the Indian market.
The Modi government's PLI (Production Linked Incentive) scheme provides new opportunities for
Korean companies in high-tech fields such as semiconductors, electric vehicles, and batteries.

South Korea's manufacturing technology and hardware capabilities and India's software design
abilities and abundant workforce are in a complementary relationship. South Korea's population is
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shrinking, while India's is overflowing. South Korea has the technology but a small market; India has
the market but a weak technological base. It is a structure where the puzzle pieces fit together.

Diplomatically, India shares a strangely similar dilemma with South Korea (see Chapter 7). A
diplomacy of 'strategic autonomy' where it is a core partner of the US but cannot completely sever
ties with Russia and China. A double-edged stance of participating in the Quad while also being a
member of BRICS. Just as South Korea walks a tightrope between the US and China, India faces
similar concerns. This common dilemma can be a leverage for both countries to expand each other's
diplomatic space.

New variables have also emerged. The terror attack in Pahalgam, Kashmir, in April 2025 and the
subsequent escalation of military tension between India and Pakistan served as a reminder that
India's economic growth narrative can be interrupted by a security crisis at any time. Both India and
Pakistan are nuclear-armed states. Security instability in this region is an item that cannot be omitted
from the risk assessment for Korean corporate investment in India.

However, we must face the risks.

India is also a place where many global companies have failed and withdrawn, earning it the moniker
'graveyard of global companies.' The wall that Korean companies hit on the ground is unpredictable
administration. Cases close to 'tax terrorism' are reported, where promised incentives are
retroactively canceled or massive taxes are imposed due to arbitrary legal interpretations. Basic
infrastructure issues like unstable power supply, water shortages, and poor road conditions also
persist. Different legal systems for each state, complex land acquisition procedures, and bureaucratic
licensing processes remain. While the Modi government claims to have reduced 'red tape,' the
temperature felt on the ground is still cold. When the 'Atmanirbhar Bharat' (Self-Reliant India) policy
operates as import regulations and strengthened tariff barriers, it can become a headwind for the
export-oriented Korean economy.

Then, what kind of relationship should South Korea design with India?

A shift in perception is needed, recognizing India not as an 'export market' but as a 'long-term partner
for growing together.' If you enter with expectations of short-term profits, you will be disappointed. An
'India-specific strategy' that deeply understands India's institutions, culture, and labor environment
must come first. At the government level, negotiations to improve the CEPA (Comprehensive
Economic Partnership Agreement) should be accelerated, and diplomatic support should be
strengthened so that Korean companies can take root in a fair environment in India. At the corporate
level, we must design 'co-existence' with local society beyond just 'localization.' A corporate citizen
who contributes to the region's education, hygiene, and environmental issues, rather than just
building a factory and leaving, will determine brand trust.

Prime Minister Modi has shown special affection for South Korea, considering it an "economic
development role model." He is the person who said, "l will make Gujarat like South Korea," during
his time as Chief Minister of Gujarat. South Korea was the country that caught the eye of the boy who

113



sold chai as he pondered ways to escape poverty. While this friendly atmosphere should be utilized
as an asset, it must be backed by a cool-headed strategy that does not rely on emotion.

In 2047, the 100th anniversary of independence, what will India look like? Will it be a developed
nation with a $30 trillion economy as Modi dreams, or will it remain a land of massive contradictions
suffering from the wealth gap and religious conflict? Probably both. India has always been that
way—a country where dazzling achievements and deep-rooted contradictions coexist in one body.
What is important for South Korea is the wisdom to understand that complexity as it is and find points
of mutual interest within it.

To walk alongside a giant elephant, one needs the patience to understand the elephant's stride and
habits and keep pace. Growing together with 1.4 billion partners will be one of the keys determining
the next 30 years of the South Korean economy.
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Epilogue: The Distance of a Cup of Chai

Previous Chapter

In a back alley of Delhi's Connaught Place, there is a chaiwala. | do not remember his name. What |
do remember is the dented angle of his nickel-silver pot, the direction his wrist would tilt as he poured
the milk, and the smile he gave instead of change after receiving 15 rupees for a cup of chai.

Narendra Modi was once such a person. A boy selling chai on the platform of Vadnagar Station. Modi
cherishes this fact. He brings it up at every election, speaks of it tearfully at rallies, and has

successfully made chaiwalas across India identify with him. The narrative of rising from a chaiwala to
prime minister is India's version of the American Dream, and it has truly made hundreds of millions of

hearts flutter.
But the reality was different.

That chaiwala in the back alley of Connaught Place will likely never become prime minister. He will
continue to sell 15-rupee chai. If he has a son, that son will also sell chai or, if lucky, become an Uber
driver. In Modi's India, the GDP has risen to the fourth largest in the world. The number of digital
payments through the Unified Payments Interface (UPI) has exceeded 228 billion annually, a system
the world envies. India has even sent a probe to the moon. Yet, that chaiwala's daily life hasn't

changed much.
This is the story | want to leave behind as | close this book.

There is one thing I've learned from visiting India for over twenty years: the more you know about
India, the faster the things you don't know grow. The same is true of Modi. Over ten chapters, this
book has traced one man's trajectory, but to be honest, there are still things that remain elusive.

We don't know what he saw or felt during the 2002 Guijarat riots. The courts cleared him of charges,
while his opponents call him an accomplice to a massacre. The truth likely lies somewhere in
between, but exactly where that 'somewhere' is, only Modi himself might know. Perhaps even he
doesn't know. When power lasts a long time, memories are edited. This is not a story unique to India.

Similar things have happened in Korea—in Gwangju, Yongsan, and with the Sewol ferry. For
decades, we have argued over what the state did and did not do. So, instead of passing judgment on
Modi, | decided to leave behind questions. | believe that is a more honest stance.

In Seoul, if you go to Itaewon, you'll find Indian restaurants. There are others in the alleys of
Haebangchon and near Dongdaemun. Order curry, and you get naan; order lassi, and you get mango
lassi. Koreans eat "India" there. It's delicious, and the atmosphere is nice.

But have you ever asked the Indian chef standing in that kitchen where his hometown is? What caste
he belongs to, why he came to Korea, whether he supports Modi, or where his family is? Most likely,
you haven't. For a long time, neither did I.
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Just as travel is not a greenhouse that grows only joy, understanding a country is not completed with
a single plate of curry. If this book has conveyed even a little of the complex circumstances of the 1.4
billion people beyond that plate of curry, then it has served its purpose.

One more thing. Regarding the relationship between Korea and India.

Diplomats call it a "Special Strategic Partnership." Samsung built the world's largest smartphone
factory in Noida, and Hyundai Motor recorded the largest IPO in the history of the Indian stock
market. There are 15 million Indian youths who sing along to BTS, and Korea's favorability rating is
reportedly the second highest in the world. Looking only at the numbers, the future looks rosy.

But | am reminded of the face of an Indian laborer | met near a Korean factory on the outskirts of
Chennai. He said he was proud to work for a Korean company—that his salary was three times what
he earned at his previous job. At the same time, he mentioned that the power goes out three or four
times a day, the drinking water is poor, and he feels hurt when Korean managers occasionally yell at
him. He said this with a smile. Most Indians do that. They smile even while expressing grievances.
You could read that smile as optimism, or you could read it as resignation.

The story of Queen Heo Hwang-ok existing between Korea and India 2,000 years ago is
beautiful—the legend of her traveling by boat from Ayuta to Gimhae. Prime Minister Modi brings this
up every time he visits Korea. President Park Geun-hye mentioned it, as did President Moon Jae-in.
This story is never missed when the leaders of the two countries meet. It's not a bad thing for a
legend to become diplomatic lubricant. However, an engine does not run on lubricant alone.

The real engine is that worker in the Chennai factory, the assembly line in the Noida plant, the
twenty-year-old student learning Korean at Delhi University, and the shop owner selling Indian
groceries in Daerim-dong, Seoul. It is the accumulation of these people's daily lives that forms the

relationship between the two nations. Their days are more important than photos of summit meetings.

And we must remember that India's trajectory is not a straight line. In April 2025, gunshots were fired
at tourists in Pahalgam, Kashmir. Military tensions soared between India and Pakistan. The two
nuclear-armed nations remained in a standoff at the border. The upward curve created by the world's
fourth-largest GDP and successful moon exploration can be shaken by a single gunshot. To
understand India is to understand its vulnerabilities as well.

Modi speaks of 2047. The 100th anniversary of independence. Entering the ranks of developed
nations. Viksit Bharat. It is a grand vision. By then, Modi will be 97 years old. He may or may not be
alive. But India will be there. A country where 1.4 billion people wake up in the morning to brew chai,
take the train, go to work, and in the evening, tear into roti while watching a cricket match. Whether
Modi is there or not, that daily life will continue.

The same is true for Korea. Even when presidents change, regimes shift, and at times the entire
nation seems to tremble, people go to work in the morning and return home in the evening. They
order fried chicken and tuck their children into bed. That is how a state endures. It is not the vision of
a great leader, but the repeated daily lives of nameless people that sustain a nation.
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So this book, in the end, is a story about one man and yet not a story about one man. It was a look at
a nation of 1.4 billion people through the lens of Modi, and through that nation, a reflection on
ourselves. We reflected India in the mirror of Korea, and Korea in the mirror of India. The image in the
mirror is not always pretty. But it is better than not looking in the mirror at all.

Finally, let me tell one more story about chai.

In India, there are still places where chai is served not in paper cups, but in small earthenware cups
called kulhads. After a sip or two, you set the cup down on the ground. Because it is earthenware, it
breaks. That is the etiquette: never to reuse a cup that has touched another person's lips. Some call
this a remnant of the caste system. Some call it a sense of hygiene. Others call it simply tradition.

| liked the sound of those kulhads breaking. A small, dry sound. The sound that something has
ended. This book ends here as well.

Once you have finished reading, you may set down the cup. The next time you visit an Indian
restaurant, try ordering a cup of chai. And take a look at the face of the person who made it. From
there begins the first step toward understanding a nation of 1.4 billion.
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