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Modi appeared in the northern Indian city of Ayodhya to inaugurate a grand temple to 

the Hindu warrior-god Ram at the same site where Hindu nationalists demolished a 

16th-century mosque in 1992. He called the current era a "new dawn." 

Something else took place in the last five years: India overtook China to become the 

world's most populous country, with 1 .4 billion people. A key driver of this population 

boom is the country's youth. They face the hopes as well as the harsh realities of India as 

it stands today-and they will determine which way it goes from here. How have they 

viewed the events shaping India and the world since 2019, and who will have their vote? 
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Between 2019 and today, I have interviewed more than 100 young 

adults across India through my reporting and research. My first book, Dreamers: How 

Young Indians Are Changing the World, was published in 2018, and I wondered how 

much had changed. I began reporting Dreamers one month after Modi first became 

prime minister in 2014-a time of hope for India's youth, many of whom believed that 

the new leader would break down barriers between them and their dreams. 

Just before COVID-19 hit in 2020, I embarked on a collaboration with the photographer 

Prarthna Singh to depict India's young generation through portraits and conversations 

with people ages 18 to 25. In the years between the 2019 and 2024 national elections, the 

project, titled "2024: Notes From a Generation," took us to the small towns where we 

grew up and the big cities we now call home. No two conversations were alike: The 

people we met represented diverse backgrounds, cultural values, and political leanings. 

Themes began to emerge. Most of the individuals we interviewed were dealing with 

challenges rooted in the political, social, and economic contexts of today's India. These 

conversations comprised a historical record of a particularly fraught moment in the 

country's journey. How young Indians confront the hurdles they are up against

whether finding jobs, forming identities, or exercising freedoms-will shape their own 

lives and India's trajectory. 

The "2024: Notes from a Generation" project began in Jaipur, Singh's hometown, in a 

tent we set up on the roof of her parents' house. Two conversations there came to 

represent opposite viewpoints on today's India and young people's place in it. Saba Naz, 

who was 21 years old in 2020, arrived on a cold morning wearing a denim jacket and a 

hijab. She was enrolled in a medical college to pursue dentistry and focused keenly on 

her studies. 
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However, things were heating up at Naz's college in Jaipur. One day, a teacher asked the 

students about their views on the 2019 Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), which grants 

a pathway to citizenship for religious minorities from neighboring countries but excludes 

Muslims. (The CAA was implemented this March.) When a classmate said the law was 

necessary, Naz, who is Muslim, couldn't keep quiet. "I got up and confronted him," she 

said. "I asked, 'What is the need for this when the Indian Constitution already has a 

dedicated law dealing with asylum-seekers?"' The teacher shut her down. 

In 2019, India's Supreme Court also issued a judgment allowing for the construction of a 

Ram temple in Ayodhya-a decision that was controversial because the temple was to be 

built on the site of a mosque torn down by a Hindu mob. Naz was increasingly 

disillusioned with the situation in India. She started to closely follow the women-led 

protests against the CAA in Shaheen Bagh, Delhi. When a demonstration was organized 

in Jaipur, Naz went along with her sister to see what it was about. She returned the next 

day and the day after. 

When I met her in January 2020, Naz had just entered the world of 

political protest, but she knew she was in it for the long haul. I have 

since met many young Muslim women who were inspired by the 

Shaheen Bagh protests. In an increasingly polarized country, Naz felt 

that she couldn't afford to be indifferent. She now had 
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responsibilities beyond her plan to graduate college and open her own clinic. "As young 

people, we have to ask questions and demand change," she said. 

A few hours after meeting Naz, I interviewed Lakendra Singh Raythaliya, then 23, who 

was on a mission to mobilize local youth to back the government on the CAA. Raythaliya 

had just filed his nomination for student union president in an upcoming election at the 

University of Rajasthan. The students would vote for him, he said, because they knew he 

stood up for causes related to the BJP's nation-building. 

Raythaliya joined the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad, a student party affiliated with 

the BJP. He was inspired by Modi's own journey into politics-like himself, the prime 

minister came from nowhere, he said: "I grew up in a village near Jaipur. My father drives 

a truck, earning 10,000 rupees [around $125] a month. I am the first person in my family 

to go to college." Raythaliya argued that Modi's success challenged the system in which 

only people with wealth or connections could advance in politics. 
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Raythaliya also admired the prime minister for keeping his word, whether on removing 

Article 370 or building the Ram temple in Ayodhya: "Whatever he says he will do, he 

does." The student leader believed that India's biggest problems were poverty, 

unemployment, and economic inequality, but the fact that Modi hadn't tackled them yet 

didn't make him think any less of the prime minister's capability. He gave me several 

reasons why he continues to have faith. I would hear them again and again: "He is 

working day and night," "He is changing India's image in the world," "He is taking India 

into the 21st century." 

Naz and Raythaliya were alike in many ways: ambitious and opinionated, each driven by 

their responsibility as young people to change things for the better. Naz would like to see 

her country adhere to the secular ideals enshrined in its constitution, while Raythaliya 

envisions an India where individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds have equal 

opportunities as those born into privilege. 

However, Raythaliya was working toward the BJP's vision of India, which seems to be no 

place for a young Muslim woman with big dreams. He was focused on his own prospects, 

blending business and politics. "We have to do something by ourselves," Raythaliya said. 

"I have to support my family. It can't run on my father's salary as a driver." 
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India's youth face significant obstacles to social and economic mobility. 

The country's job market is shrinking, and education and skills hardly help people gain 

entry. As of 2021, 1 in 5 college graduates in India was unempl.QY.ed, according to the 

Mumbai-based Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE). In rural areas, working

age individuals are increasingly lining up for manual labor provided by the government's 

wage-guarantee scheme. Based on the latest government data, those with full-time 

employment are not seeing their salaries increase. 

Despite India's economy growing by about z.uercent annually, many young people feel it 

has nothing to offer them. The CMIE notes a troubling trend of people withdrawing from 

the job market, with the labor participation rate falling from 46 percent in 2017 to 40 

percent in 2022. The frustration among job seekers is palpable, and discontent has led to 

riots, such as those in 2022 in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. 

Most job seekers resign themselves to low-paid casual work or self-employment. Across 

India, I have run into young people who keep two jobs at a time: a chef who sells 

insurance policies, a carpenter who makes deliveries for a food start-up, a call center 

employee who draws additional income as a web designer. Some were also preparing for 

examinations for government jobs, but few genuinely entertained the chance of landing 

one. 

Last year in New Delhi, I met Mithun Kumar, a 19-year-old who had recently migrated 

from provincial Bihar, near the border with Nepal, to join a fast-growing workforce of 

underpaid gig workers. Between 10 million and 15 million people work as freelancers for 

Indian start-ups serving the needs of the country's urban elite: commuting, delivering 

food, and online shopping. Kumar delivered packages for an e-commerce company that 

assigned him work through a mobile app. Some months, he made as much as 15,000 

rupees (around $187) and could send some home to his family. 
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Kumar liked the freedom to work when he wanted to, but three months into the gig, he 

was feeling restless about his work status. He could earn money, but he didn't have a job. 

His employers owed him nothing, and each day was unpredictable. He heard the He 

heard the company was going to change the app so that the delivery workers could 

no longer refuse a job during their designated hours.








