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My Journey

Dear Reader,

Thank you for picking up this book. This is not a novel.
This is my first non-fiction compilation—a collection
of my thoughts about various issues facing India in the
past two years. | have felt equal passion writing these
chapters as I feel while writing an emotional story. I have
written them in various states of mind—anger, anguish,
frustration, sadness or hope. In these pages you will find
not only the India of now, but also the India of my dreams.
And read together, I hope that from this you will get an
overview of what India is today, and what India can be.

Why This Letter

Why do [ write about national issues? Why should a
popular fiction novelist comment on society and current
events? What right do I have to think that I can and should
give my take on issues facing the country? After all, 1
write stories about young people making out in confined
spaces, or drinking vodka on the terrace, or falling in
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love. How can | write about corruprion, elections,
political partics, economics and social challenges® Can
a person who works with Bollywood filmmakers ever be
2 meaningful voice on the nation's burning issues? The
purpose of this letter is to provide answers 1o some of
these questions as well,

The chapters that make up this book didn't just
happen. These were a part of my destiny, especially when
i look back at my life and see what shaped my views,
For this, you need 1o understand my background and my
relationship with India. a country thar has given me so
much, Let me take you on a quick tour of my life so far.
Childhood
Fcome from a simple middle-class family. Both my parents
worked for the government and I grew up in Delhi,
Throughout my childhood, 1 remember the shortage of
money being a constant theme in the house. We had
enough to run the kitchen and pay for unlities but lirde to
build assets on or make major expenses. For instance, we
couldn’t repair a broken sofa for years. When guests came
o our house, we found it expensive 1o serve Coke and
served lemonade instead, We rarely ate out in restaurants
and when we did, we did so with caution, figuring out
the cheapest and most-filling items on the menu.

Funmily enough, we nevér felt deprived. 1 took the
shortage of money as an essential factor of life. In a
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country like India, we were sull berter off than millions.
All T wanted was a decent job when | grew up and enough
money so that it wasn't a constant problem.

1 liked science subjects, and was told enginecrs get
guaranteed jobs, 1 also liked entertaining people. Since
childhood, my uncles and aunts used 1o ask me to tell jokes
at parties. I enjoyed this, but nobody ever took it seriously.
What was the point of entertaining people anyway? T was
told to focus on scence and prepane for entrance exams,
And that is what 1 did.

College

| prepared for the IIT exams, aiming high and hoping to
at least make it to a medium-ranked college. 1 studied
for two years, though in @ somewhat haphazard manner,
using Xeroxed notes and all sorts of texts ranging from
Russian physics books to correspondence class materials.
Nobody in my family had ever made it to an [T, Nobody
expected me to either.

However, with a stroke of luck, I made it. 1 even
achieved a decent rank, | joined Mechanical Engineering
at IIT Delhi, and that became a turning point of my
life. | joined in 1991, which was also a turning pomt for
India given the economic reforms, T did for me what
liberalization did for India—created opportunities and
changed me forever.

1 was never an exiraordinary student at 1T, It had some
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real geniuses and T was not one of them. While many
[ITians figured out machines, 1 realized something else. |
was more interested in people. I observed all the students
at lIT. They came from all parts of India, toppers in their
respective schools. Few had come there to research science
or learn about technology. Most had come to achieve
their middle-class dream—a better life. And that is what
the IITs promised them.

The interest in people made me join IIM-A to do an
MBA. 1 did far betrer in my MBA course than engineering
and ended up near the top of the class. Afier completing
my course, | joined a Hong Kong-based investment bank
called Peregrine. I had never been out of India and the
chance to go abroad was too exciting a prospect. The
money was good. | also wanted to see China develop.
Hong Kong gave me a chance to do that.

Hong Kong and My Economics Lessons

Hong Kong opened my eyes as soon as I landed in the city.
I'had never imagined, let alone visited, a place so developed
and affluent. The roads were smooth, the streets were clean
and the buildings slick. There were no poor people visible.
Public transport was better than private transport, unlike in
India. I spent my first few weeks in Hong Kong in shock.
How could a place be so well run? How had that society
figured it our? And eventually, the questions came—why
isn't India like this> Why are we so poor?

WHAT YOUNG INDIA WANTS

Bver since childhood. we are told that India is a great
gountry, Our past political leaders are shown as icons
and heroes. We celebrate their birthdays as if they have
done wonders for India. We never question them. Did
they take the best decisions for us? Were they honest
and capable?

| was also told all my life that the Indian people and
our cultore is wonderful. As a child, 1 was supposed to
be proud of everything Indian. Now all those beliefs lay
shattered.

Questions started popping in my head at regular
intervals. Why are we one of the poorest nations on
garth? Why do we have all sorts of social illst Why are
we so divided, so oppressive, so unfair and so corrupt?

Hong Kong stoked my desire to understand nations
and economies better. | feel everyone who has a chance
should step out of India for a while to really see what it
is like out there. My job in the investment bank gave me
a chance to see how money flows around the world. And
| could see that India didn't matter. Even though in India
we had all sorts of statistics supporting our greatness,
{oreign investors cared litde for India (this was in the late
nineties. India is somewhat more important now).

In some ways, Hong Kong shook me up, | was no
longer someone who went to great colleges in a great
country. | came from a poor, irrelevant country. Period.
The world was much richer, smarter, fairer and, from what
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I could tell, happier. All our spirituality, diverse cultural
identities, policies had brought us nowhere,

The Guilt

Meanwhile, I prospered. [ did reasonably well in the bank.
There were some hiccups. The bank 1 started my career
at, Peregrine, collapsed in the Asian crisis of 1997, | spent
a few jobless months in expensive Hong Kong, but ended
up in Goldman Sachs, one of the leading investment banks
of the world,

At Goldman, I joined the ratings advisory department.
Along with my seniors, we guided the governments of
Thailand, Malaysia and Philippines on how to improve
their credit ratings. We also helped them liaise with
the strict international rating agencies. It was a tough
assignment, but one of the most exciting jobs 1 have
ever had. We met finance ministers, rating agency heads
and economists. I pored over government data and tried
to make sense of it. It was there that I learnt a lot
about a nation's economy, 1 spent months in Thailand
and Philippines, working with the government as they
handled a balance-of payments crisis. Because of that
exposure, | became well-versed in economics. 1 found a
different approach among politicians in these countries,
Sure, they were politicians and prone to people-pleasing
tactics, even at the expense of the nation. However, they
took economic growth and foreign investment seriously.

WHAT YOUNG INDIA WANTS

All Far East Asian countries have been wansformed by
fareign investment, The politicians realize the potential
of international capital coming into the nation. Finance
ministers in these countries lobby with Silicon Valley
companies to set up factories in their country, something
that is unthinkable in India. Foreign investors need a level
playing field, free and fair markets, ease of running a
business and the government’s commitment towards
creating world-class infrastructure. They also need a
transparent and strong legal system, These requirements
are good for the citizens of the nation anyway. Hence,
foreign investors, if brought in well, can help in the
nation's development. The Indian government wants
foreign investment but ignore the basic expectations
that come with it. Hence we receive a fraction of the
foreign direct investment compared to some of the Asian
economies. In Far East Asian countries, politicians play
dirty politics too, However, they don’t mess with business.

For a while, I was full of ideas and enthusiasm on what
India can do, '‘Open the economy’; ‘Attract investment’;
‘Make the environment business friendly’ became my
buzzwords.

Sure, these were all great thoughts. However, they
were also naive, I knew the solutions bur 1 didn't know
why India couldn’t implement them. I also didn’t have
the means or the way to convince my country—both the
common people and the policymakers—that we were on
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the wrong path. [ wanted to scream from the rooftops,
‘We will lose the race to these nations if we don't focus!”
However, | had no way to do ir,

Despite all the love and optimism for my country, a
sense of cynicism and frustration had set in. | became the
typical armchair NRI advisor. Whenever 1 heard about bad
policies created by Indian politicians, 1 became depressed.
Every time there was news about communal or regional
vialence, I was in pain. "What the hell were we doing?’
T used to ask at NRI parties. “The finance minister of
Malaysia went to meet Intel and lobbied for a chip plant
near Kuala Lumpur, Our politicians fought with each other
or planned scams!’

‘Forget it, this is India. It will never change,’ my friends
told me.

Sure, I could and should have forgotten about it. We
had a good life. We had worked for several years. We had
enough money in the bank, air-conditioned homes and an
mvestment-banker lifestyle that allowed us to travel the
world in luxury. People gave us further advice, “Focus an
youtself. Anyone who is smart gets out of that messed
up country.’

However, 1 couldn’t forget about it. I don’t know why,
1 just couldn’t disconnect myself from India. Not a day
passed when 1 didn't keep track of what was happening
in India. 1 was the confused soul who liked the riches of
Hong Kong but yearned to make India a better place—
without knowing how.

xiv
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I felt guilt at having so much. I moved into the posh
middevels area of Hong Kong, where annual rents are more
than the price of an apartment in New Delhi. | travelled
W & new Asian capital every week, flying business class
und staying in style, We had $100 per meal allowances in
the finest hotels, even as people in my country found it
difficult to get a job for that amount every month, 1 had
# good life mainly because of the degrees 1 had earned in
my own country and [ wanted to do something in return.
never thought 1 could ger a chance to do so. After all, this
way 2001 and 1 didn’t know what life had in store for me.

Destiny: From Banker to Author

Indians believe in destiny. Some call it luck. Whatever
you call it, my life had a plan written for it. Little did 1
know that T would be able to communicate my ideas for
a better India not only 10 a few but to millions around
the country.

| was meant to be a banker, stay a banker. | was an
NRI, someone who earns in dollars and spends his evenings
being nostalgic about India. 1 had no idea | would quit
banking and be back on the streets of Mumbai. If there is
someone who should believe in destiny, it is L

All of this became possible because of the one little,
ignored aspect of my personality when 1 was a child—me
as the entertainer. It surfaced again and changed my life. 1
mentioned earlier how 1 used to entertain my uncles and
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relatives when I was a child. That same entertainer re-
emerged in Hong Kong. My other banker friends took on
hobbies like golf and bridge. Almost by chance, I decided
to do what I enjoyed: tell stories. Perhaps I wanted to
get over my depression and frustration. Maybe | wanted
to reconnect with India. Whatever the reason, 1 decided
to write a book.

The Books

Everyone found the tile of my first book odd. It took
me a minute to explain it to people. It referred to grade
point averages of the three students in IIT, whom the
story was about. Many found the entire book odd. 1 don't
want to go into the heroic story of how I struggled to
become an author. Let's just say it wasn't easy. Five Point
Someone released in May 2004. The book did well and
gave me a readership.

I continued to write more books, raking on social
issues in each of them. The second book, One Night @
the Call Center took on the plight of the call center
generation. The third book was a story about secularism
set in modern Gujarat, The 3 Mistakes of My Life. The
readership continued to grow and reached hundreds of
thousands,

The books gave me an outlet to express my thoughts
about India. However, for the most part, they were
entertainers. | could take on a social issue, but each book
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took two years to write, There was far too much going
on in the country that needed comment.

Quitting the job

After the three books became hits, | started to question
myself again. [ had a big readership; people had accepred
my style of writing; I had a fan base, if you can call it thar,
of regular readers who trusted me and read my work. 1
asked myself—could I not do more with this? [ had for
years wanted to create more awareness for a better India.
Wasn't now the time to do it with full gusto?

However, to put in my hundred per cent, I had to
quit my lucrative job. As an executive director in a major
international investment bank, | had several perks and a
big salary. To give it all up and write, hoping to effect
change in a country like India, sounded mad from the
start, However, | knew that without a streak of madness
I would never do this. The golden handcuffs of the bank
were hard to get rid of.

I deliberated for over two years. I realized [ may
fail in my mission if 1 quit and regret my decision to
leave, However, 1 also realized if 1 didn't leave, I would
regret not trying. Hence, at age thirty-four, 1 retired.
Yes, | emailed my resignation, cleaned up my cubicle
and came home.

My wife continued to work. I stayed at home. The
first few weeks were difficult—full of anxiety, loneliness
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and noching to di. | had only' 0 vague ides ol whst |
wonld do with the re of my lie.

I srarted another boolk, £ Srnes, on intercommuniny
marriages. It worked. It became a bigeer b than all
previous boaks, § Idiets, o film based on Five Print Sonseone,
released o few manths kiter. [t became the highest grossing
hitm i Bollywood history
Movivarional Speaker

Somewhere during this period, o talk cided “Spake” ag
an educational institue became a hit on the lueernes. It
went wiral and launched a new caveer for me. | became a
speaker and attended over & hundred evenits n mare than
seveny-five cithes, ranging from Amravati 1o New York,
Gorakhpur to Kochi and Guwahatl to Jaipur. 1 leamt more
whout India and ws youth. 1 realized that even though the
megional cultures were different, all Indians wanied the
samie thing—a better Hie in 4 good socety My travels
arvund the country refreshed my understanding, 1 was
no longer an NRI in Hong Kong who commented: on
Indsa. | was an Indian who spent more than hali b e
in the heartland interacting with the youth. My atage had
become bigger, the audience wider. The time had come
to tell whosoever T eould reach hew we ought to change
the nation. And just as destiny had planned it T recetved
an offer 1o write columns

WHAT TOUMG MDA WANTS

Writing Mewspaper Columns

i mid- 2008, the Hindi newspaper Dainik Bhaskar, which
kiew of my presence among youth in the heartland,
Approached me o write for them An English language
autlin i lndin wriring in Hindi weas unthinkable. English
haid o be elitiat; and authors especially so, However, [ was
livmigaed. | asked them if 1 could write about anything,
They seplied in the affirmarive.

[hainik Bluskar has a readership i croses. Destiny soood
o my dooe All my years in Hong Kong learning abour
eonamies, my books that had given me a readenship,
#_mﬁbﬁm@mhﬁ:ﬂwnhﬂjmmm
Mdmymmnjmﬂ]mbﬂpmmml
i, Thee Hindi audience gave me a chunce o reach the
majoriry, the real India, [ jumped ar the oppormusity.

In a few months, desting gave me another oppartunity
I‘IH.lﬂmhn‘ offer from The Times of Inafia, the biggest
Unglish langiage newspaper in the country (and even
the werld). Every two weeks, a combined readership of
four crore Inchans had access o my writings, OF course,
eritien uaked whar a novelist wis doing on the serous
Mpl#.hﬁﬂ'dl,lwmmuli:mulmﬁm
huir. 1 coulidn't unswer them, They were probably right
at powne level. However, this was desting. This was meant

10 huppen.
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Rocking the Boat

I met Joydeep Bose, the editorial head for The Times of
India. | took tips from him about writing. [ also told him,
‘I -am here to rock the boat'

He thought about it for a few seconds and then said,
'Good, that is what we want.’

I'started ecasy, writing columns analyzing the budget, or
commenting on simple policies in defence or agriculture,
When ook back, those columns carried less heat. Perhaps
I'was nervous to fully express myself at the start, Perhaps
there wasnt so much to ger aggressive about.

Then, the Commonwealth Games were held in India
in 2010 and it provided a turning point for me. It was
also the turning pomnt for many Indians on how they
look at our faulty system. The Commonwealth Games
scant was easily one of the biggest scams in mdependent
India’s history. Yer, the government in its smug arrogance
pretended as if nothing had happened. It was then that
I took a big risk. 1 wrote an essay for The Times of India
in which 1 asked people to boycotr the CUI!‘ImOr;Wl:aJI;h
Games. | wrote it in a state of anger, and the passion
showed. The newspaper, huge respect to them, carried
it without changing a word. My anger connected with
the readers. The essay went viral on the Internet and in
many ways established me as a writer of non-fiction. |
wouldn't say the column alone led 1o the intense scrutiny

xx
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on the games going forward. However, it was one of the
carly pieces reacting strongly to the scam.

Corruption: My Big Muse

Corruption, and all aspects related to removing it, then
became my muse. When the Anna movement started, |
tried my best to mobilize youth through my writings as
well as the social network. It was obvious—let alone the
morality of it; without reducing corruption, we could
never hope to become a rich country. Yes, we need new
laws like the Lokpal. Yes, the politicians should take a big
part of the blame, However, this alone is not going to be
enough to end corruption.

What Indians need to understand is that corruption
didn’t just start and end with politicians. We ourselves are
also to blame for it. We have a warped set of values that
allows so much graft to take place. We think cheating, in
reasonable amounts, is okay. These are not good values.
Thus, we as people need to take some responsibility too.
Only then true change shall happen.

Corruption is a way of life in India. It is 4 by-product
of a system that is power driven. Our society respects
power, not excellence or integrity. Power-driven systems
resemble the jungle. The lion is always right and the
lion's friends have a good life. Everyone else’s place in
life is dependent on their power. Sure, such societies can
function. However, they don’t progress much,
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Sacieties that value excellence, innovation, entre-
preneurship and integrity do well. If we want India to
be rich, we have to value excellence and honesty first.
This is where a reset, a re-prioritization of something
VErY core to society is required. This core is our values.

How Can We Change?

Yes, honesty pays but only if all of society is honest, If
only you are honest, but everyone else is not, you will
suffer. This is the bottleneck obstructing change in India
today. We all want to be honest, but we don’t want to be
the only one honest, for then we will suffer. This paradox
prevents change.

For example, suppose that a crowd of people is waiting
for a bus at a stop. When the bus arrives, everybody pushes
and shoves to getin. It makes life difficult for everyone, The
solution to this daily misery would be everyone queueing
up to get in. However, everyone needs to come on board
with the queuing system. If you are the only one queuing
up, while the others continue to rush in, you will be left
behind.

Thus, transformation will come about only if everyone
decides to change together. A majority of Indians have
to accept what we do is wrong and be ready to change
for a berter future. Society needs to reset and inculcate
good values. Right now, we don't even have a clear set
of Indian values. We need to create them. How will all

xxii
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this happen and that too at the same time? Well, this is
where leaders come in.
A leader is a human being who can reach a large part of

‘the papulation. If the leader is charismatic and influential,

e or she can create a lot of positive change in people’s
thinking. If we are lucky enough to have good leaders
ut the top, change will happen quickly. Unfortunately,
we don't. Given how divided India is, how corruption is
accepted and how we lack good values, it is impossible
{or us to choose a good leader at this point.

Deep down we all are skeptical and ashamed of
ourselves. Thus, anyone who even tries to change India
for the better is seen with cynical eyes. We know we are
all tarnished, so we doubt everyone else too. It is a sad
situation, where we need a leader but cannot really trust
anyone. Anti-corruption protestors are often doubted. 1
can bet some people reading this will be asking—what is
Chetan's agenda? What is he trying to achieve? Who is
he trying to please? What does he want? In fact, a leader
would be left explaining himself or herself rather than
doing any work.

In this chaos, I feel there is a role for artists. What
we lack in leaders can be made up to a certain extent by
art and artists. Movies, books, music—popular art forms
can inject people with modern messages and a new set
of Indian values. As a writer with reach, I can at least
attempt to present an alternative way of thinking. Sure,

wxiii
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I have no authority as a leader or as much power as an
official head, Yet, I have some qualities today what even a
senior politician may not have. I have the benefir of being
neutral. T am not aligned to any political party, themful;e,

the cynicism is also reduced. I also have no political

aspirations in the foreseeable future, so that reduces doubt
about my selfish interests. | make enough money as a
motivational speaker and | am not dependent on political
patranage. This credibility is priceless in today’s times.
That, combined with reach, can make a significant impact
an public opinion. And that is where, [ think, my writings
can be most influential.

Have I Made a Difference?

! have a long way to go as a thinker, opinion-maker and
writer. The last three years have been a fun learning
experience. | have been fortunate enough to make many
new acquaintances and friends, many in the corridors
of power These friendships are not for any purpose
other than mutual exchange of ideas and understanding
each other better. And unless T understand politicians, |
vannot propose practical solutions, something extremely
important to me. Unless the politicians hear what T am
trying to say. which is usually what the youth feels and
wants, change will never happen. Across parties, [ have
met several MPs and ministers in the past two years and
tried to explain my thoughts to them.

xaiv
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Jor reasons of confidentiality, 1 cannot reveal each

derail of my meetings, However, here are a
ples:

central government minister called me to discuss

with Air India after 1 wrote harshly about the

1¢. He explained his side of the srory and promised

‘1o take a tough stance. He ook a firm position when

the airline went on strike.

The leader of a major political party quored a piece

1'd written about the prime minister at a pohtical rally.

My writings on the Lokpal Bill gave me a chance t0
~meer members of the civil society and the govérnment
to try and bring about some consensus.

% A senior minister of the BIP called me and wrote a
Jetailed letter commenting on the issues [ had raised
about the party.

s The IAS community congratulated me and circulared
an essay | wrote on the need for our babus to have
more guts,

I don't want to give more examples. I was hesitant to
give even the above as it sounds like bragging. However,
that is not the intention, I only mention the above to show
you the limited, but still significant impact an individual

can have even today:

What Young India Wants
‘While this book covers a wide range of topics, there are

zEV
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some guidelines or common themes | follow, | either
comment on the system or on society. The system changes
with better policies. Society changes with better values. 1
have a bias towards youth-based issues, as most of India
is young. Corruption, education, secularism are the topics
1 focus on the most. And even though some people may
find it preposterous, 1 often propose solutions in my
writings. That is because if I offer no solutions, then all
I am doing is ranting. We must always suggest a way
out, however simplistic it may be. It is a more positive
attitude towards life.

I believe India has major problems. However, 1 also
believe they can be fixed.

Thank you for reading this long letter!

Crdan, 6aey

04 July 2012

xxvi

OUR SOCIETY

For any lasting change to happen in the country, society
has to chonge in terms of its behaviour, aoffitudes and
values. It is easy, even fun, to blame politicions for every
wrong in the notion. However, politicians only reflect what
wocitely thinks. Thus, a big focus erea for me hos been
my commerifary on Indian society. This isn't easy, as | am
asking my readers to themselves take responsibility for some
of the problems. However, it is necessary.

In ‘Adding Values to Life’, | introduce the concept and
need for the common Indian valves that we lack. In ‘Being
Rich, Being Goaod', | compare Western society with ours,
and see if they are really as bad as we think them to
be. In ‘The Great Indian Social Meiwork’, | talk about
the way our indusiry is organized—around nepotism and
connections. In ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy', 1 iry to inspire
Indian women. | hope you will get @ befter understanding
of Indian society after you read this section,



Adding Values to Life

“What should an 'gv

swork o sfrive barin Rer or his e -

cople always talk abour how we should respect and
P uphald Indian culture and abide by Indian values. So
what is culture, exactly? Our culture isn't just our foed,
arts and traditions. In a broader sense, culture defines
us—who we are as people, how we aim to live our lives,
what sort of behaviour is acceptable or unacceptable and
who should be rewarded or punished according to societal
norms. Most important, our culture containg the implicit
rules by which we live-——our values. Jusk as an example, one
might say the United States values wealth, competition,
individualism and religion. These preity much constitute
the essence of American society and culture.

When we think of Indian values, we normally think
of personal values such as family, religion and respect
for elders. However, ask someone to articulate Indian
community values and there won't be a clear answer. Do
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we value wealth or education? Do we value democracy,
where people have a greater say in how they are governed,
or do we believe in power in the hands of a select few
to whom the laws don't apply? Do we value honesty or
do we value getting the job done anyhow? Do we believe
in frugality or do we want to show off our wealth? Do
we value our local communities or do we value being
part of India?

These questions have no easy answers. And there
are conflicting responses to any of these in the India we
see around us today. Scholars, unable to account for this
conflict, make profound statements such-as ‘there are many
Indias within India’. Some romantic types even call this
‘the beauty of India, where everything is unpredictable’.

I call it confusion, Values cannot be unpredictable;
they are consistent, even in volatile times. Indian society
has spent a long time living with a muddled set of values.
And what we are hoping for is a ‘values clarification’,
especially for the new generation. A clear set of values
helps tell people what the purpose of their lives is and
what is worth working for. Values tell people what is
good and important. They bind society. Social scientists
believe that without values, a society could disintegrate,
a risk often present in India. Religious heads believe that
without values, human life is meaningless and all worldly
pleasures will not lead to any satisfaction. Yes, a lack of a
set of good values is why scams happen, nepotism exists
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wil why the government doesn’t care about its people.
Lie values are wital to any society and human being,

S0 why are we in such a confused state? Where have
we gone wrong? Are Indians less moral, despite being the
most religious people in the world? No, we are perfectly
e, Belonging to the land where Buddha and Gandhi
beécame icons, purely on the strength of their values,
means ours is a society that understands goodness. The
reason there is no concreéte set of Indian values yer is
because the concept of India nself is new.

Just over six decades ago, there was no India. We had
i collection of princely states, with kings and queens,
which the British ruled ar gunpoint. When the lacter left,
we loosely stitched these states together. cut off a large
chunk with Partition and labelled the result India. After
that, another revised set of values was never fully agreed
upon. In sixty-five years, India has mixed, modernized and
defined itself somewhar, but there is still a long way to
go. Today, different subsets of society have their own set
of values, which frankly doesn’t help much at the national
level and leads to what we have now: confusion.

It is critical that along with our efforts to build up
our economy, alleviate poverty and so on, we spend time
building our values. L.eaders, opinion-makers and all of us
in our discussions should continue to bring up this single
question: what should an average Indian live, work and
strive for in his life?
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At present, there is no easy answer. There is also
deep cynicism. But if we keep looking and contribute
to the quest for the right answer, we will find it. The
answer to this fundamental question will determine our
Constitution, our laws and where we will go as a society
and nation in times to come.

Being Rich, Being Good

n 26 October 2011, Rajat Gupta, ex-CEO of McKinsey
O and one of the most high-profile corporate figures in
America, was arrested on insider-trading charges. He was
secused of having tipped off Raj Rajaratnam, who once
ran a hedge fund worth §7 billion. Rajaratnam, who, at his
peak, had a net worth of $1.8 billion, has been sentenced
tor eleven years in prison, along with thirteen others. This
would seem surprising to many who see America as a
nation associated with relentless greed, materialism and
consumerism.

When we were growing up, we were often told that
‘Western values’ are extremely harmful for sociery. We
Indians were supposed to be more humane, loving, caring,
spiritual and genuine. The West was an embodiment of all
things wrong—from excess consumption to decline in family
values. We were the good ones (or is it Gls these days?)

7
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Yet, it is America that comes down hard on those who
break other people’s trust. Punishment for taking more
than your fair share—whether through insider trading or
corruption—is severe. In Gupta's case, he may not even

have benefited directly—he may have merely tipped off

his friend, as alleged, unaware of how that tip would be

used. Bu still, if proven, that was reason enough for the
American system to punish him.

Yes, America is marerialistic. It is even greedy to a
certain extent. However, Americans have created a system
in which wealth is created with hard work, innovation,
talent and enterprise. People who display these qualities
move upin life. Every generation in America has produced
several innovators and billion-dollar global corporations,
created without government connections. Americans may
have a hundred flaws, but they are extremely protective of
their system, Anyone who tries to break it to come up in
life using unfair means is punished severely. Schools and
colleges have a strict honour code against cheating. And
no matter how high profile the person, society doesn’t
flinch at teaching the wrongdoer a lesson.

We, on the other hand, don't even have good laws
to prosecute the blatantly corrupt, forget insider trading.
Many may not even see insider trading as wrong—we see
it as a privilege of being in a position of status or power.
Any Dalal Street vereran will tell you that despite regulator
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ANy commendable efforts, insider trading is rampant
the high and mighty. This corruption is not limited
the stock market. The real-estate developer who finds
the zoning master plan of the government beforehand
pre-emptively buys real estate, is also guilty of insider
Wading. However, such people are never punished.

In fact, our government attacks almost every anti-
porruption crusader. It is as if the governments in power
pesolve to protect the corrupt. Prime ministers, regardless
ol the scams that happen on their watch, remain in power
\sing every excuse—from ‘I did not benefit’ to T did not
lnow anything’. Sadly, corruption is so widespread that
opposition parties have as many corrupt members a’s
ruling parties. Hence, today, even if we want, we cant
yote in an honest government.

What happened? Weren't we supposed to be the good
ones? And yer, it is the greedy, Western ‘baddies’ who
seem to be doing a better job at being just, truthful and
equal. They are not only richer; they seem better, too.
It is disheartening to face this ugly truth. After all, the
poor person is supposed to be the better person—at least
that's what they show in the movies.

Well, we don't have good leaders because in the
past, we haven't cared. We've only wanted leaders from
our caste or religion. We have been enamoured less by
honesty, more by dynasty. We do not have a merit-based
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system that generates wealth, nor anything in place to
protect it. The Westerners do. Hence they are richer and,
in many cases, better than us. The system we have, in
which there are a few kings and lots of commeon people,
cannot generate wealth. It kills innovation and keeps the
powerful as rent-seeking controllers of resources. It will
eventually turn us into a nation of clerks for the world,
Innovators will rule the world; we will be left to serve
them. We may not get colonized politically, but we will,
economically.

Can we change this? Of course we can. Society does
change, even if slowly. There was a time when we used
to practise sati. We realized it was wrong and now we
don’t practise it any more. To change, first, let us accept
our shortcomings. We Indians lack some essential good
values. Being part of a corrupt society has made us all
somewhat corrupt. From copying assignments to faking
our children’s ages on railway tickets—we have all done
some wrong or accepted something wrong as part of life,
We need to define a set of new values and propagate
them in our social circles. We also need to support positive
initiatives like the Lokpal Bill. We need to remind ourselves
that individuals don’t matter; it is the cause that makes
sense and needs support. The new Indian quest has begun.
It is to be rich, and also to be good.

The Meaning of True Wealth

o earn Lakshmi,

uring Diwali, we worship Lakshmi, the goddess of

wealth, but although we use the word ‘Lakshmi’
almost as a synonym for money, they are not the same.
Here, 1 am reminded about a panel discussion I once
participated in, conducted by Oliver Stone, the director
of Wall Street (1984), In the film, Michael Douglas played
Gordon Gekko, a crafty, unscrupulous, yet dashing
financier. Gekko, with his signature line 'Greed, for lack
of a better word, is good', became one of the most
memorable characters in US cinematic history.

I asked Oliver why he thought Gekko became so
popular. He said it was because Gekko is successful,
especially in terms of money. It doesn't matter that he
is unethical, selfish, greedy or a terrible human being,
Americans had become obsessed with material wealth in
the 1980s. ‘Greed is good’ was just the validation they

11



CHETAM BHAGAT

sietded at the time. No one cared abour a person's values;

they cared about 3 person’s money

‘Creed is good' @ valid for us too. Why clie do our
political leaders loot the very people who elected them?
Why do they stuff their own pockets with hundreds of
cromes, money they can't possibly spend in their Efetimes?
Why wonld an army general want o pocket a flat meant
for s soldier's widow? Why do so many intelligent,

educated, respected burcancrats succumb 1o cormuption?
The answer is simple: money, or rather, the impormnce

our society has begun o attach o meney,
Don't gee me wrong, Money is exoremely important.

Poverty is a discase, and surviving well in the modern:

world does require a certaim amount of material weakth,

However, above this level, people don't seek money o
satisfy material needs. Beyond thut level, meoney has other

uses. There are many reasoma why our politicians and
government afficials steal ic

Cme, money provides stamare—bigger houses, more
bavish parties and more high-end places to shop at—and
gives ome a certain place in sociery today thar is “above
others’. We have newspapers filled with ads for luxury
goods, us i scquiring thern should be life's ultimate aim,
We celebrate “the-most-rich-and-famous” lists and idolise
those who live i expensive houses. We make and avidly
watch TV shows sbout expensive weddings and judge
people by thelr residential addresses. Today, a woman
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ke in jewellery, with a designer bag and shoes, may be
en as being of a higher stature than, say, 3 schoolieacher
0 4 eotton sari who teaches bundreds of kids. Executives
3 parn high salaries make move news than, say, brave
prnalists who expose scams or selfless docrors wha help
e fiar In such a socletal semap, the tempration 1o seck
‘wealth, irrespective of the mcany, i expecially high.

. Two, money gives a sense of security Thiy is @
piiine benefit of momey, @ retirement planning
o, building assets in your working life which can be
later However, politicians have a greater sense of
seurity cwing to the innately uncertain nature of thelr
They can be elected w and out of office. Money
Wiidlien by politicians is often loepe for their party campaigns,
i fight the next election. Being in power and retaining
b position s more imporant—and gets you mone
themtion—than being a real leader and role model. So
o have elected MPs robbing ditizens. Since the majority
il fovchian citivena doesn't care about cotruption isues and
willl wote based on caste, religion or even dynasty aver
performance, the loonng never stops,

Stature and secunty are constructs of the mind, The
Arany i, no marter how much money you have, i you
don't fundamentally value yoursell from within, you will
mirver pealize that truth despite the eroves srashed away.
Thai is why the corrupt keep on scarmulating money until
they get caught. They hope the money will give them a

13
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better place in life. However, since they have stolen, not
carned, the wealth, the crime gnaws at them from within
and they can never be at peace. They have accumulated
money for sure, but they haven’t accumulated Lakshmi.

Lakshmi is wealth accumulated through honest and fair
means. Money can be stolen as well, but Lakshmi brings
peace and happiness to the person who earns it. Stolen
money only brings emptiness to the soul. If you notice
Lakshmi's idol, she has gold coins around her, signifying
wealth. However, she is also seated on a lotus flower,
and holds lotuses in her hands. The lotus is a symbol of
purity and peace, signifying spiritual well being; a symbol
of purity and beauty even in the muddy waters of the
world. Withour this peace, wealth has no meaning.

So, next Diwali, when you pray, ask not for money
but for Lakshmi—wealth attained through pure means
that keeps the mind as peaceful and beautiful as the lotus.
The corrupt who steal from us don’t know this difference
and merely collect money. No matter how big their Diwali
parties or how lavish their puja ceremonies, true Lakshmi
will never come to them. She only comes to those who
are pure at heart,

The Great Indian Social
Network

a million

ich. Indignsl’

ark Zuckerberg is a global business icon who has
Mpenetmted the consciousness of many youngsters.
The movie based on his life, The Social Network, helped
the process. The Social Network tells a semi-fictional story
about the creation of Facebook (based on the book The
Accidental Billionaires). While the film is extraordinarily
well made, the story it tells is even more amazing. Mark
Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook, is, at twenty-six, the
youngest billionaire in the world. Mark started Facebook
from his college dorm in 2004. When the company went
public in 2012, its IPO was valued in billions. The movie
is path-breaking in that it is about talent, talented people
and a country that celebrates talent. .
For only in the USA can a boy in his twenties, coming

15
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from nowhere, create a company worth billions in eight
years and the country will celebrate him by making a
maovie on him. Ironically, Mark never cared about making -

money when he founded Facebook. His main motivation
was to do something innovative, entrepreneurial and, most
importantly, cool. At one point in the film, he states,
‘Money, or the ability to make money, doesn't impress
anyone around here.’

Compare this to India’s celebrated businessmen. The
corporate czars we celebrate—with some exceptions—
are second- or third-generation tycoons who run huge
empires comprising dozens of unrelated businesses.
Traditional management theory will wonder how a
company can be in food, telecom, power, construction
and financial sectors all at the same time. However, in
India, such conglomerates thrive. The promoters of
these companies have the required skill—navigating
the Indian government maze. Whether it is obtaining
permission to set up a power plant, or to use agricultural
land for commercial purposes, or to obtain licences to
open a bank or sell liquor—our top business promoters
can get all this done, something ordinary Indians would
never be able to. This is why they are able to make
billions. We then load them with awards, rank them
on lists and treat them as role models for the young,

In reality, they are hardly icons. They have milked
an unfair system for their personal benefir, taking
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Wjypitunities that would have belonged to the young on
| | playing field. Indian companies make money from
eking behaviour, creating artificial barriers of access
tegulators, thereby depriving our start-ups of weahrh-
rating opportunities. None of the recent technologies
Aht have changed the world and created wealth—relecom,
womputers, aviation—have come out of India. Yet, our
promoters have figured out a way to make money from
them by bulldozing their way into their share of the
ple, rationing out the technology to Indians and setting
themselves up as modern-day heroes. In reality, they are
1o heroes. They are the opposite of cool and, despite their
hillions, they are what young people call ‘losers’,

For if they are not losers, why have they never
raised their voices against governmental corruption? Our
corporate honchos don't think rwice before creating a
cartel to fleece customers, Yet they have never even thought
about creating a cartel to take a stand against corrupt
politicians. They scream about the Radia tapes being leaked
but do not reflect on their disgusting content. None of
our blue chips have the capability to invent technology like
the cell phone but being opportunists, they jump at the
chance of making money off spectrum allocation.

International investors already know this, and while
they see India’s potential, they understand that the Indian
corporate-political nexus is actually keeping the country
poor, not making it rich.
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This can be fixed. Quite frankly, it has to be fixed
if we want India to be the great nation our forefathers
dreamed of. The net effect of this nepotism is high—it's

often debilitating for start-ups in India, vital to the broad-
based growth of any economy. If we want to set this

right, there is a role to be played by corporate houses,
the government and individuals.

First, the few corporations who really care have

to form a cartel against corruption and nepotism, If
promoters take a public stand that their business group
will not pay bribes, it will send a strong message. They
should compete on innovation, not the ability to bribe.
That's what is cool. Meanwhile, the current billionaires
should stop flaunting their money and consider the fifry-
seven richest billionaires of America who pledged to give
away more than half their wealth to charity (yes, Mark
Zuckerberg included).

Second, our government has to understand the
meaning of protecting Indian industry. It isn’t to protect
the established fat cats, who could, frankly, do with a
dose of healthy competition. Protecting Indian industry
means evolving policies that help new Indian companies
thrive, an environment where start-ups are glorified and
inherited princes are not put on a pedestal. Innovation,
not inheritance, should be considered cool.

Third, we, as individuals, have to stop admiring and
glorifying the parasitic billionaires of India. They may not
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be doing anything illegal technically, but there is definitely
nothing great about using connections to get something
you couldn't have had if there was fair competition. We
should be celebrating innovation and entrepreneurship,
ot money, consumption and power.

Yes, these businessmen employ some of us, and
we have seen increased affluence amongst some of our
fellows. Maybe we have a million rich Indians now. But it
't enough. With the right business environment, India
can be a dramatically different place, offering a better life
to not just a few, but to all of us. After all, to modify a
dialogue from the film, "You know what's cooler than a
million rich Indians? A billion rich Indians.’



The Great Indian Psychotherapy

ountless articles, books, theses, papers and research
reports have tried to answer the question: "What
is wrong with India?’ Global experts are startled that
a country of such massive potential has one of the
largest percentages of poor people in the world. Isn't
it bafiling that despite almost everyone agreeing that
things should change, they don’t? Intellectuals give their
intelligent suggestions—from investing in infrastructure
o improving the judicial system. Yet, nothing maves.
Issues dating back to thirty years continue to plague India
today. The young are ofien perplexed by this. They ask,
will things ever change? How? Whose fault is it that they
haven't?
Today, I will attempt to answer these tricky questions,
although from a different perspective. I will not put the
blame on everyone's favourite punching bags—inept
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liticians. That is too easy an argument and not entirely
¢t, After all, we elect the politicians. So, for every MP
{ there, there are a few lakh people who chose him or
I won't give ‘policy’ solutions either—build power
, improve roads, open up the economy. It isn't the
k of such ideas that is stalling progress. No, blocking
ress is part of Indians’ unique psyche. There are three
gralts of our psyche, in particular, that are not good for
e country and for us. Each comes from three distinct
sources—our school, our environment and our home.

The first trait is servility. At school, our education
system hammers out our individual voices and kills our
nutural creativity, turning us into servile, course-material
slaves. Our kids are not encouraged to raise their voices
in class, particularly when they disagree with the teacher.
And of course, no subject teaches us imagination,
¢reativity or innovation. Curricula are designed for the
no-debate kind of teaching. For example, we ask: how
many states are there in India? Answer: Twenty-eight.
Correct. Next question: how is a country divided into
states? What criteria should be used? No answer. Since
issues like these are never discussed, children never develop
their own viewpoint or the faculty to think.

‘The second trait is our numbness to injustice. It comes
from our environment. We are exposed to corruption from
our childhood. Almost all of us have been asked to lie
about our ages to the train ticket-checker, to claim to
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be less than five years old and get a free train ride. This
creates a value system in a childs brain that ‘anything
goes’ so long as you can get away with it. A bit of lying

here, a bir of cheating there is seen as acceptable, Hence,
we all grow up slightly numb to corruption.

The third trait is divisiveness. This is often taught at
our home, particularly our family and relatives, where we
learn about the differences amongst people. Our religion,
culture and language are revered and celebrated in our
families. Other people are different—and often implied to
be not as good as us, We've all known an aunt or uncle
who, though a good person, holds rigid biases against
people from different communities. Even today, most of
India votes on one criterion—caste. Dalits vote for dalits,
Thakurs for Thakurs and Yadavs for Yadavs. In such a
scenario, why would a politician do any real work? When
we choose a mobile network, do we check whether Airtel
or Vodafone belong to a particular caste? No, we simply
choose the provider based on the best value or service.
Then why do we vote for somebody simply because he
belongs to the same caste as us?

We need mass self-psychotherapy for the three traits
listed above, When we talk of change, you and 1 alone
can’t get a politician replaced, or order a road to be
built. However, we can change one thing—our mindser.
And collectively, this has the power to make the biggest
difference. We have to unlearn whatever is holding us back

22

WHAT YOUNG INDIA WANTS

definitely break the cycle so that we don't pass on
{raits to the next generation. Our children should
vreatively, have opinions and speak up. They should
that what is wrong is wrong, no matter how big or
. And they shouldn’t hate other people on the basis of
hackground. Let us also resolve to start working on
own minds, right now, A change in mindset changes
way people vote, which, in turn, changes politicians.
And change does happen. In the 1980s, we had movies
Gunda and Khoon Pi Jaaonga. Today, our movies have
Asetter content. They have changed. How? It is because
e expectations from films have changed. Hence, the
Mlmmakers had to change.
~If we resolve today that we will vote on the basis of
petformance alone, we will encourage the voices against
injustice, If we place an honest, though less wealthy person
o o higher pedestal than a corrupt, yet rich individual,
we will have contributed to India's progress. And then,
maybe, we will start moving towards a better India. Are
you on board?
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The answer to the first question—what’s going on?—
be the same cynical response: this is what India is.
¢ the politicians, corrupt officials, illiterate voters and
i seems to work. The question can also be answered by
usual ‘who cares’, especially for us city dwellers who
din't really see the impact of these fifieen-odd conflicts.
e Naxalites haven't attacked our five-star hotels, cinemas
d train stations—yet—and the north-east movements

The Wrong Diagnosis

too far away to be noticed. However, we have to
¢. Pecause the next question—where will all this lead
‘s simply not being discussed enough.
‘I'he fact is that despite liberalization of the economy,
ts are not reaching everyone. Yes, they reach the
) 10 per cent. However, the other 90 per cent are still
suched. In fact, these people get the worst of badly
mented capitalism—inflation kills their savings and
asing power, their land gets stolen by corporate
es and their politician cares only about the rich guys.
iy are not in any advertiser’s target group so the media
inisses them and they don't get a voice. Every now and
Hhen, a politician tosses cheap rice or wheat at them, keeps
I Whem alive on drip feed, and hopes to swing some votes.
Chi rural poor never see the benefits of liberalization.
Add 1o this, poor education, archaic caste-based social
iscrinnination, poorly implemented welfare policies and
# general lack of job opportunities, and it leads to a
Wind of passive frustration that urban citizens can never

ore often than not, violent and disturbing images

fill our television screens during news telecasts. It
is no wonder. Seven Naxal-affected states, disturbances.
in all seven north-eastern states and, of course, the ever-
present strife in Kashmir—fifteen of India’s twenty-eight
states have some internal conflict or the other. In addition,
we also have religion/caste/regionalism-based violence
in other parts of the country. If that's not enough, add
honour killings to the list. While no one strife dominates,
we are probably living in one of the most violent times in
independent India. All this, at a time when India is touted.
to be one of the fastest growing economies in the world,
when we have a relatively stable government and we see’
more affluence around us than at any other time. Three:
questions come to mind: what's going on? Where will all
this lead? Most importantly, what can be done about ir?
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50 while we might debate endlessly on whed:uu-'.
CRPF is adequate to fight the Naxals, or whether the ars

discussions, we are only addressing the symptoms,
are trying to bring the fever down when the infection s
what needs to be cured. We don't need Crocin; we need

strong antibiotics. And unless the rural or underpriviles |
Indian youth sees a berrer life coming, the infection is o o

going to grow. From fificen states, the infection co

spread to all twenty-eight states. Trouble is brewing, an rl

the cities are ignoring it,

The final question—what can be done abour itt—is

what we need to spend most of our time on. For one,
better politicians, who are commitred to developing their
local areas, need to be elected. However. currently, they
can’t be., In the interiors, as | have mentioned earlier, the
single-most important eriterion for voting is caste. No
matter how capable a candidate, if you don't match the
voter’s caste, you will not get his vote. In such a scenario,
there is no incentive for a candidate to do a good job.
Managing his caste alliances is the only real job he has,
And since most of our candidates come from the interiors,
we end up with a bunch of politicians who have given
us the India we have today. How will this change? The
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in-rural connection needs to be made significantly
er. Our most educated and forward-thinking citizens

ilation, these educated people can be ambassadors for
4 India in the villages.

One suggestion is to use the massive student
tion. A radical move—such as exchange
srammes between urban and rural colleges—where

city student spends time in the villages, and vice
u, will help a lot. This needs to be done on a massive

_'The city students will spend time in the villages,
se modern values there, and come back with a berter
lerstanding of rural issues. There can be other similar

{dleas, such as incentivizing MNCs to base themselves in

wmaller towns. Sure, there will be lots of challenges but,

frankly, there is no other way out. Unless we truly reform

the core of our country, things will never really change.

One insurgency curtailed will turn into another, TV
anchors will scream, politicians will offer a Crocin and
the infection will continue to spread. Surely that's not the
India we want to leave behind for the next generation.
It's ime to pop the antibiotics and, most importantly,
complete the course.
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n my way to another city, 1 was at the airport to
board a flight. I was told that the flight was delayed.
I was disappointed but had no choice. As compensation,

the airline gave me one sandwich. After three hours, they
told me the flight had been cancelled. However, this time
they gave me two sandwiches. 1 argued about my missed
flight. How would I reach my destination? They said they
were a caring airline and so they could give me three
sandwiches. The flight never took off. What would you
want to do with such an airline? Would you call it a
caring people’s carrier?

No, I am not talking about any particular airline
or ranting about my mishap at the airport. I'm merely
creating an analogy for the attitude of the government
towards farmers. On the surface, they are provided
subsidies, loan waivers and cheap rice. However, none
of these measures create real progress or change the face
of agriculture in India.
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And before we start blaming the rain gods yet again,
| want to know why we are so dependent on rain-fed
Iture even now. If India is an agricultural country,
Jdn't we have carried out some massive infrastructure
ects across the country? Over two-thirds of our
ultural land is dependent on rain. In contrast, only
third of China’s land is not irrigated. Developed
niries depend very little on rain, as this dependence
es high fluctuations in the output, year after year.
vt from the volatility, we are not efficient either. China
produce twice the amount of rice for every acre of
than us. Australia can produce five times the rice
acre than India.

Let's face it, the Indian farmer is not cared for. He is
drip feed in a hospital, sustained by subsidies and being
“hept alive only for votes. The cheap rice one-upmanship
pems great in the short term, but will it help close the
Wassive efficiency gap or the rain dependence? And if this
jup is not closed, can India ever really progress? There
e other downsides of subsidies too. The government has
16 borrow increasing amounts of money, which, in rurn,
loads to higher capital costs for power and transportation
inlrastructure projects. It also leads to inflation.

Yes, we can continue to live like this: constantly rising
jitices; the rare infrastructure project that is too little too
Jute; and poverty, with its attendant problems of poor
lealthcare and low literacy. But we have yet another option:
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ol his farm, thus helping production levels rise to meet
and in India as well as abroad. Two, we (rightly) don't
‘¢ pur corporate sector companies to sell their products
lusively in India. Then how can we force the farmer? To
it off a source of income and then offer cheap rice—is
i caring for our rural citizens?
 The government and quasi-government entities keep a
i control on dairy and farm produce for food-security
However, the fear is overblown and excessive
srnment  involvement has  prevented  world-class
yiput. Food that isn't grown due to poor efficiency is
il destroyed. The government is not saving food, it is
foro ing it. There are several companies who operate
srldwide. While they are private enterprises, they have
nefited millions around the world. Let's demand the
wame world-class treatment from our leaders.
 Agriculture can be India’s competitive strength globally
Il we become serious about it. The Indian farmer feeds
] un. We must nourish the nourisher to ensure he will sall
I around, for us and for generations to come.

all this can change. Many south-east Asian countries
in a similar situation twenty years ago. However, th
countries have implemented sound economic polic
focused on massive long-term developmental projects
(rather than cheap vote-bank politics) and changed the
face of their countryside.

While it is easy to blame politicians, it is also true that
we elect them. And the fact is that subsidies do result
votes. The intoxication of cheap rice is heady. It mal
the voter believe that the government is doing something !
A lot of people may even think, Grab whatever you
can. The government won't do anything else anyway.
But can we sustain this? Is this good for the country in
the long term? Do you want to give your children the
same India that you inherited or do you want to leave
them with a better, improved country?

Development in agriculture is not only about setting.
up irrigation projects and enhancing crop yields. There
are many other areas of improvement. In Hong Kong
and Singapore, milk and butter are imported all the way
from Australia. If an Indian software company can provide
service abroad, there is no reason why an Indian farmer
should be denied such a lucrative market.

However, there are some who argue that we need o
keep the milk for our own country. There are two holes
in that argument. One, if a farmer makes more money,
he will invest in more cattle or in improving the efficiency
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Shopping for Consensus

aff @ bomb

he debate about allowing foreign direct investrment
(FDI) in the retail sector brought back a schodl
memory. Once, in class VII, a strict teacher gave us a

challenging assignment as homework. On the due date,

most students had not done it. However, just prior to the
teacher’s arrival, someone had a brainwave. He planted

a Diwali bomb with a long fuse under a vacant desk.

The teacher arrived. Within a minute, a deafening noise
interrupted class.

Shocked, the teacher rushed out and brought back
the headmistress. Throughout the rest of the period,
both of them tried to figure out who set off the bomb
and gave us lectures on our rowdy behaviour. The culprits
were never found. The period ended in an hour We

breathed a sigh of relief. Nobody had cared about the

homework.
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‘I'Mis is rather like the needless uproar over the
viiment's proposal to introduce FDI in retail—a
pingless distraction at best, a real disservice to the
wlion at worst. Reason suggests we cannot afford to rurn
olr noses at FDI. The aspirations of India's massive
pulation cannot be met by the capital generated
pially. We have opened up many sectors to FDL In
these sectors, service quality has improved while the
Bmestic industry has survived, Yes, the FDI investor
op a return, but not as a handout, The investor does
p work and takes the risk.

Our banks have thrived even after foreign banks came
o the country. Telecom, insurance, software—there
{nnumerable examples of FDI working well in India.
Where it hasn't worked well is usually because we created
slations that never actually opened up the sector for
iness.

Hven in FDI in retail, a more sensidve issue, it is

®

"ll.lilmly that it will kill our domestic small-scale retail.

Toian mega corporarions have al:tad)" entered the retail
sector, but the neighbourhood kirana stores and the street
wendors still survive quite well. These new Indian chains
have provided a superior shopping experience. They have
alsor created jobs and treat their employees better than
the kirana store-owners who have no employee welfare
policies to speak of. The Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia
and China—all of these countries have allowed foreign
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ol thousands of our software programmers work in the
U5, Our call centres have taken many US jobs. Should
they burn us down, too? The BJP has many good orators
bt no restraint.

The issue of FDI in retail is a free-for-all. However,
Il and when some sense prevails, the government, with
Jwimility, should involve everyone in Parliament to get a
;"nera.l policy consensus on FDI, not just for retail but
Mot all sectors across all industries.
Coming back to the school story, the next day, the
eacher came to class and asked for the assignment. Those
“who hadn't done it were punished, and extra severely, due
{6 the Diwali bomb set off the previous day. Distraction
works, but only for a while. Ultimately, the homework
has to be done.

retail stores and there has been no significant impact on|
the local industry.

Hence, FDI in retail is one of the rare issues on which
one can actually agree with the UPA government. But it
must be said that however well intentioned the initiative
may have been, the way the UPA handled it was a bit
of a disaster. .

If the entire FDL-in-retail issue was planned to be.
the bomb in the classroom, a shrewd political move
distract from other controversial ones, it backfired. If it
was done without thinking, then, of course, that ma
it so much worse. What it exposed was the Congress
inability and unwillingness to build consensus on almo
anything. Forget opposition parties and allies, e
Congress members did not like the way the policy was
thrust on them. The power of the family brand is useful
to keep dissent under wraps but some chinks do show
through. After all, it must be suffocating to be in the
Congress for some capable leaders who are completely
ignored, simply because they are not close enough to the
family. This internal simmering within the Congress is a
bigger threat to it than the opposition.

The FDI retail drama exposed a recurring problem with
BJP as well—the party’s inability to manage outrageous
statements by its leaders. One of their leaders wanted to
burn Walmart stores down. Great going, madam. Tens
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Altitude Sickness

Iwas on board a Delhi-Bangalore Kingfisher flight.

was typing, a lovely lady served me a tomato mozzare
sandwich on a beautiful white plate and her smile
she did so made it impossible to guess that the airl

she worked for was in trouble. However, the truth of

the n‘aatter was that the airine had received enormous
negative coverage in the media, Kingfisher had racked up
enormous losses and owed its creditors several rhousané"
crore rupees.

.These are mind-boggling numbers. Surely this level
o‘f debr and losses were not accumulated overnighr. How
did Kingfisher reach this point where several of its jets
mjrere grounded, caterers refused to supply sandwiches and
airports wouldn't let flights take off until the airline paid in
cash? Didn't the stakeholders involved—lenders, directors
vendors and others—ever express concern? What kept il:
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Financial analysts across the world will agree that
alrline sector is one of the worst sectors to make
y from and offers the poorest returns. The business
ires huge capital investments upfront, competition is
L and customers are price sensitive. These factors
it the Indian airline sector even more because here,
t rates are high, customers are extraordinarily price
umitive and the government regulations and taxes are
ippling. And yet, there are plenty of entrepreneurs who
nt to have their own airline. Wonder why?
Well, let’s face it, there are few businesses as sexy as
iwning an airline. You could be making hundreds of crores
W i fertlizer manufacturer, a packaging plant owner or
i garment exporter. Yet, at one level, all these businesses

are boring. Who cares if you have a thirty-acre, money-
Apinning industrial plant in a remote town? However, if

you have a dozen planes—flying on borrowed money, of
(ourse—you are the new man in town. Good-looking pilots,
charming flight attendants, flight schedules, exhilarating
tukeoffs, all make the 30,000-feet-in-the-sky business oh so
sexy. It is almost as glamorous as Bollywood.

Due to this sexiness, everyone wants to be a part of
it. Public sector banks line up to lend an airline thousands
of crores. This for a mere couple of points more interest
than if they had invested in risk-free but oh-so-dull RBI
bonds, Netas—even our super-elusive prime minister felt,
at one point in time, the need to make a comment about
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10 a far more manageable situation, Huwe?rer. who
whotit a few thousand crores of depositors’ money
is so much fun?

3 rl:::gﬁjher management’s claim that the
ent tax structure led to the decline i clmly
ly correct. And while the tax structure for airlines
aeed reform, itis also true that all airlines have to pay
ine onerous taxes. It was Kingfisher's fundamental

s model that had a problem and all stakeholders
ve needed to face up to it
[Jespite what the parties involved and the government
It i§ not easy to fix Kingfisher. The debt levels and
Wit losses ate too high to engineer a quick marlcunfi,
one has to take the pain, and most likely, it will
e banks that were stupid enough to lend so much
in the first place—and might just lend some morlc.
. make matters worse, some of these banks are public
Jetor banks so, indirectly, we people will pay for the
avagance and the bad business judgments u_f a Fewth
After my sandwich, the flight attendant arrived wi
1t and I could not resist asking if she knew about
i wirline's problems. She said she didn't know much,
it her salary had been delayed and some peop]; w:::
wring her about the airline’s Futunla. v:fhET:l e.lske w m:c
h thought would happen, she said, "This is ju.?'t .
iitbulence. Sit tight with your seatbelts on, and it w
jrans.’ One can only hope so.

helping Kingfisher—and babus love to get involved
airlines business, Incidentally, that is the main reason s
another money-burner, Air India, is still alive.
The airline industry is seen as a glamour indus
when, in reality, it is anything but that, It is a dull, ho
never-ending quest to cut costs, meet demanding sche
and keep the planes busy. It is not much different frg
a logistics, courier or any other transportation con pai
Most of the profitable airlines in the world are cost-cu
Some have scraped off paint from the planes to e
extra weight. Others have shaved inches of legroom
add an extra row,
The winners have the lowest cost and are thus abl
10 affer the lowest prices which £1] the maximum nug
of seats. Indigo does this in India, and is still profi
despite the draconian tax structures (which definitely
revision). A few luxury airlines do exist, but they se
extraordinarily affluent markets with a high number
senior business travellers, They also serve cities thar ai ¢
global business hubs—for instance, SIA in Singapore,
Cathay Pacific in Hong Kong and Emirates in Dubai.
Even these airlines run a very efficient economy class,
Kingfisher's business model, in hindsight, was flawed |
from the start. A focus on flamboyance and opulence in
a super-price-sensitive industry was extremely unlikely o
work, And it never did in financial terims, Banks could have
spotted this years ago and pulled the plug on the company,
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What's a Citizen’s Life Worth?

‘The common man's life shauld bé more

valuabla than a company's profit, shookdn’t it2'

magine, you kiss your child good night. You go back
to your room to sleep. During the night, poisonous

gases fill your child's room, suffocating him. The gases
enter your room, killing you too. [ am sorry to create this
gory visual, and hope and pray this never happens to you.
However, this is precisely what happened to thousands of
families in Bhopal in 1984,

Many factors led to—and could have prevented—the
incident. The location of a poisonous pesticide factory so
close to the city, poor maintenance of equipment, cutting
corners on safety by management, previous warnings
about plant safety, labour issues—all these have been
identified by studies, post the incident. There are clearly
two guilty parties—the company, Union Carbide, that
owned the plant and various government authorities that
gave approvals for it
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More disturbing was the postincident handling
ol affairs by the government. It is reported that the
Jovernment actually assisted Warren Anderson, CEO of

\Inion Carbide India Limited, in leaving the country. The

swven other accused were punished after twenty-five years,
jJoiting a maximum of two years’ sentences, and were out
o bail after paying bond of Rs 25,000 each.

Compare this to the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico,

I 2010, sixty-five kilometres away from the US shoreline.

Ihe spill started in April due to an explosion on board
[Jeepwater Horizon, an offshore drilling rig leased by BP,
ane of the world's leading oil exploration companies.
Wleven people died in the explosion and seventeen people
were injured. The spill also caused significant damage to
marine life and ecology.

The US government spared no effort in bringing BP to
hook. Hundreds of lawsuits were filed against BP: Barack
Obama himself made several anger-filled statements about
{i's ‘recklessness’ and “doing what it takes’ to get BP to
fix it. Such was the fear of the US government'’s resolve
{0 teach the company a lesson that its shares lost close to
$105 billion since the spill. BP also created a $20 billion
trust to compensate claims and paid about $8 billion in
damages. (Incidentally, the Bhopal accused were let our
on bail for a fraction of that that amount.) BP. on the
other hand, had to cut its dividends and has spent billions
trying to plug the leak.
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That's how you teach big corporations a lesson. Yo
make the cost of playing with safety so high that the
never even dream of shortcuts. While it is unfo
that one incident can wipe out a global corporate, there
no other choice. One big guy punished changes the wa
thousands of other companies think. I can ber that eves
oil company thoroughly evaluated its safety procedure
after the BP incident. To protect marine life and relate
industries, even the business-friendly US government wa
ready to—as a White House spokesman said—'put thi
boot on BP's neck'.

Back home, it is a different story. In several village:
in Punjab, kids have developed neurological problem
and deformities as there is uranium in the water due
pollution by nearby plants, And Bhopal, the mother

all industrial disasters, serves as an example of how little

our government values Indian citizens' lives.

Let there be no doubt, the government is as much a
culprit in Bhopal as Union Carbide. Every plant approval,
safety norm and inspection also involves government

authorities, Palms are greased, relationships are made and
the good Indian businessmen learn to manage government
officials. After all, the skill of doing business in India lies in

managing the system, not innovation or better products,

The nexus between the rich and government servants is
strong and you will often find one in the other’s living
reom in the evenings.
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Why do so many politicians socialize with indnsl:ria]ists?
y bond over dinners and plan their kids’ education and
¢ wives' shopping trips. At parties, they shake h:mcl‘s
apptovals, It all seems perfectly harmless. What's
sng with making friends? However, trouble happens
hen disaster strikes. The first person the politician/
jeaucrar helps is the industrialist, not the suffering
aple. I'm sure Anderson knew the right people. And

¢ used his contacts to make his escape. The little kid

) got gassed didn't have contacts. Neither did he have

4 government representative who would bang his fists on
ihe table to get him justice. Because, quite simply, people
I Inclia are cheaper than fish.

All hope is not lost, however, We can still learn our

lessons and do a couple of things right, One, our laws need

{0 be amended for corporate disasters. Corporates make

u mistake, they have to pay—heavily Two, politician—

industrialist socializing should not be encouraged. \«\:’hile
4 politician making social visits to industrialists can’t be
banned, it should definitely be disclosed. Only then will,
perhaps, an ordinary citizen’s life be valued higher than
4 company's profit.
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Chocolate Cake and Terror

Iﬂ 2009, when 1 last visited the German Bakery in Pune,
my twin sons insisted on having a slice of chocolate
cake. 1 told them we could have it next time, since we

drove down to the city so often on weekends anyway. But

I'was unable to keep my promise, for the next image |
saw was of the bakery blown to bits, A newspaper sketch
showed that the bomb was placed exactly where my family
used 1o sit: in the outdoor arca. My first thought after
the attack was, it could have been s,

German Bakery was not a particularly upscale place—
dishes there cost far less than at other coffec-shop chains.
Ithad a relaxed vibe, due to the monk-robed Osho ashram
customers, Ironically, it was one of the last places you
would associate with violence. Almost every college
student or Yyoung professional in Pune would have visited
this popular youth hangout. It was not surprising that
many of the dead were young students.
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The first reaction to such a horrific incident is
emotional. The more you relate to the event, the more
difficult it becomes to think straight. Feelings of rage,
despair and grief intermingle. Media reports, whether
intentionally or not, repeatedly play up the horror, tap
into this emotion and increase it.

'Is anyone safe?” “Was the police sleeping?’ ‘It’s the
politicians’ fault’ ‘Screw all talk of peace, bomb Pakistan’
ure phrases rossed around on TV, the Internet and in
conversations. I understand the mental state where such
comments come from. However, such outcries do not
help solve the problem. In fact, stew such emotions
too long and the mood becomes ripe for a politician
1o sway people into hating a particular country and a
particular religion. And at the end, the root problem is
not addressed.

The problem, at a factual level, is about a few deranged
people who can, relatively easily, toss a bomb or fire
puns at innocent people at a popular venue and attract
almost immediate attention worldwide. This attention is
the biggest incentive for such an act. These people, or
terrorists, also have a twisted moral justification. They
do not perceive their victims to be innocent, even if the
victim’s “crime’, in their heads, is belonging to a particular
religion or country. Also, these terrorists do not place a
very high value on their own lives, for in many cases they
get caughe or killed.
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How do you deal with such a problem? It is certainly
not easy. Venue-specific security measures help for sure,

However, the solution lies in addressing four areas—

managing the randomness of the acts, curtailing the
availability of explosives, limiting the media attention and

improving opportunities to limit dissatisfaction among the
populace.

The first step is to reduce the randomness, There
isn't much one can do if a lunatic decides to launch a
shooting spree ar a random venue. However, it should
be noted that there is a finite number of such maniacs,
Also, it doesn't represent the character trait of a particular
country or community. Even if there are 10,000 terrorists,
that’s still only 0.001 per cent of our population,

Also, while spread out, given the logistics required and
their ideology, terrorists will be connected. Akin to social
networking sites, there has to be a loose structure that puts
them at least in various clusters, if not one organization.
It makes any terrorist caught alive, or other leads such as
phone records, extremely valuable. This mapping could
make finding them less random. This effort has to be led
by an independent, empowered and capable organization,
The same people who solve domestic robbery cases may
not have the bandwidth, though on the ground, police
can sniff out leads.

Second, curtail the easy availability of explosives. Try
finding RDX in China—you'll be in jail before you figure
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out the acronym, However, in India, a newspaper sting
pperation team obtained it in a couple of hours. Why
van't we successfully ban RDX and all_stuch dangerous
tompounds? Maybe RDX has some ]ﬁgli‘lll'n'afe us.,e.s, but
given how a bagful of it can shatter the nation’s spirit, is it
worth it? Surely explosives are manufacrured somew}hcre'
or imported across the border at some venue. Can't the
people involved be hunted down? ‘ . l
~ The third step is to limit the attention, particularly
the emotional aspects, given by the media to such attacks.
While news has to be reported, guidelines can be dra?\m
up between TV channels on how much gore and suffering
has to be shown versus the actual facts of the event.
The fourth and final step is the long-drawn one, where
a country must develop to create opportunities for yotfng
people so that there is less likelihood of people chuhosmg
to become terrorists. Anyone with a good education, a
job and an optimistic view on life is less likely to blow
1 place.
of aV\]a’J: a;;ﬁ:mf take away the pain felt by all affected.
However, rational steps can reduce such horrific 'ac'l:sl. They
will make way for a more peaceful and berterlhfc f(?l‘
Indians, who'd much rather have chocolate cake with their
kids than live a life hating another community or country.
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peveral wars. OF course, ericket isn't exactly opivm.
was actually bad for people and numed the
pen unproductive. Cricker doesn’s have the same
effects. However, the mechanism by which the
cricker business operates is not too different from
drug business of the past. Two main facrors are
ot a deep desive among the local population o
sume the product and a de facto monopoly on the
. Mot to mention the complers opagqueness on
part of the monppolizer, Not surprisingly. both the
iesses ended up being about big money. power and
iness, The same thing happened with the [PL.

The IPL was, after all, the new hit drog. A quick fix
mhaes aml other sexy things, without the bonng bits
made up the actual game. In foct, India didn's even
10 win against another country to ges high on this
. Indians lapped it up, advertisers supported it and
rlljﬂ'_f WS Omn.

Rut then came the big money, then the powerful
peiple and then, the murkiness, The party could have
pontinued iF they had followed the fir rule of running
& cartel: keep o low profile. However, just like Denzel
Wishington in American Gangseer, who wore a flashy fur
coat that did him in, a few brash tweets happened. What
lsllinwed was the explosion called the IPL concroversy,
which, frankly, is far more interesting than watching those
silly quickie matches. whose outcome depends more on

Game for a Clean-up

any decades ago, my linle brother and 1 used

spend our evenings in neighbourhood parks

we played only one game: cricker. We watched every
match on TV. We idolized the players and tore up
magazines to put our heroes’ photos on our roeom wﬂh.
We used to scavenge used sofi-deink bode caps for months.
o win a silly. flip book which animated a player's siroke.
play. Wi weren't alone; almost every kid in school behaved
the same way. Not much has changed since. Indians are stll
hooked to their favourite game, which is both a passion’
and an addiction,
A couple of centuries ago, the British entered China ©
with a unique strategy. They got the population hooked
on opium. The British had a monopoly on the drug, which
they grew in india. The Chinese couldn’t have encugh
of i That monopaly was enough 1o change the entire
geopalitics of the region. This dodgy trade eventually led
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randomness than the acrual talent of players. IPL had

already mixed cricker and Bollywoad, now it had poli (
t00. What more could Indians ask for from India's

reality show? Too bad IPL didn't sell the controversy
beforehand. It would have been a better source of incomy

than the ‘chat up the cheerleader’ helpline (no kidding,

there is such a service),
While this is interesting drama, there is no denying the
pressing need to clean up the BCCI. For, even though the
game is a national passion, it doesn't have to be operate
like a drug cartel. The BCCI has repeatedly shied a
from disclosure, citing itself as a private entity. Ho
it isn't completely private either, especially since it has
monopoly rights over something consumed by a large
number of people. It earns from franchise owners and
television networks. They, in turn, recover their money
from advertisers, who ultimately pass on advertising costs
to consumers, built into the price of products. Thus, the

consumers, we Indians, pay for the BCCI. And since it isa

monopoly, we have every right to question their finances.
How does the BCCI price its rights? Where is the BCCI
money going?

Before the limelight shifts to another drama, the media
and lawmakers have a chance to go after this complerely
feudal and archaic way of managing something as pure
and simple as sport, Individuals are less important than
changing the way things work. What needs to be at the
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Jutefront is sport; are we using the money to help develop

I In the country? _
We don't have to turn Indian cricket into a non-

Jummercial NGO, for that is doomed to fail. It is fine to

wummercially harness the game. However, if you ?xploit
4 national passion, funded by the common man, it only

nukes sense that the money is accounted for and utilized

Ior the best benefit of sport in the country.

For, if there is less opaqueness, there won't be any neled
10 make influential calls or petty factors like personality
(lashes affecting the outcome of any bidding process. If
we know where the money is going, there is less chance
of murkiness entering the picture, Accountability doe;:s not
mean excessive regulation or a lack of autonomy. It simply
means proper audited accounts, disclosures, corporate
governance practices, norms to regulate Lhelrnonopf:ly
und even specific data on the improvement in sporting
standards achieved in the country.

If a young child grows up seeing cricket as yet another
example of India’s rich and powerful treating the t:oum:ry
as their fiefdom, it won't be a good thing. Let’s clean
up the mess and treat cricket as it is supposed to be: a

good sport.
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Don't Worry, Be Happy

1 wight, this 15 ot cool at all. A survey by Mielsen

alesd that Indian women wre the mom stressed
ot in lFu* waorld: 87 per cent of our women feel stressed
miost of the time, This statstic alone cosed me 1 stress
:: Evenin workaholic America. cnly $3 per cent women

What are we doing 1 our wimen? | may be biased
but Indian women are the most beariful in the ut::lrl-:lI
As mothers, ssters, di'l.‘lj'ﬂ'ﬂ'l. Eﬂﬂﬂﬁuﬂ. wives Jnd.
irirlirsends, we love them. Can you imagine life withou
these ladies? It would be  universe full of messy, aggressive
and eganmaniical snales rnning the workd, trying 1o outda
rach other for o particulsr reason. There would be body
odour, secks oo the floor and nothing in |I1,|_-E'I,dﬂ¢|.u
eat. The ememainment tidusry would die. Who wants
o watch mawies withour sctresses?

Kids would be neglected and tumn into drug addicrs
or paychopaths by age ten. Soon, allmale world lesders
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wasnild Tose thesr tempers ot the ilightest provocation and
hombs the guss oy of each others countries, o sbaort,
withoun women ansd their sanicy, the workd would perish.
Yer, Ik at T we Tneliens, @ baind of sprinual people.
ireat them. AL an extreme, we abort girls before they are
s, meglees thedr uphringing, torture them, moles them.
sell them, rape them and honour-kill them, OF coune,
these criminal acts wre performed by a tmy mAAOKCY
Hiweestr, @ ity of us are irobved in lesser crimes.
W judge oar woamnen, expect oo mwch of them, doat
give thern space and suffiacare their individualicy Imagine,
if yom did this w0 pven—woaldn't they pet stresed oo
v hroader level, this iy just about our women. We
Endiars Bave o habit of exploigng anyone withaut power.
As o T side, we are suckers for anyone with power. We
lewok 1 £ DorTUpE politiclans, keep voting them back and
fexl they are entitled fo lout us uilly, just because they are
iy poveer: 1n fat, we Jove power a0 mich that when power
COMES 10 i WOInan, We autnmasically begin to regard her
well, too, Goddesses, female politicians, sendor mathems
s 4 household with & firm grip on family power- ~they
all pet our nespect. Anyane else doesn't
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POLITICS

¥ you wont o change things in @ demociocy, pou connol
sy awoy fram poliice Political writing waon, omd siill
in, uncharid feeritory for me. It hos been o hitandmis
riie, and several fmes | havwe eamed extrems reoctions.
hwdﬁuimm{rﬂyhfmmm“

is o huge mssel which the governmun con unlock i cneate
value. bn 'How o Reversa the Trit Daficit, | Iy to bring
boih sides in the Lokgal Bl ogitation, civil socisty and the
fogether ov the some page.

hﬁm;ﬁhnﬁw&'mﬁuﬂﬂﬂﬂ-m
o undlarsiand. | hope that s secion will give you o laveur
of what it it ks 1o be pont of the bigges democrcy in
tha wanld,



Don't Let Them Divide and
Rule Anymore

armetimes, | wonder whut it wodd be like w0 be o

miember of an opprescd Indian minaoRry commusry
I ami peither @ Muoslien, nor @ dalie 1 oam ot @ woriiai
i don't even belong to the north-east: prople from there
are often discrimsnared agains In various parts of Indis
The clasest 1 felt 1o being part of o minsricy wai when |
wirekied ahioad in s bank and raperienced the oocrsiona
ringe af diwnmmation agane Indians Seill. that wis
Imsignificant

I semse, | can never fully uiderstand the feeling &
persm froim & minorty community goes through, Hence,
any sttempt o ghe advice o meomhens of minery
communities of lsls b sodscims. Meoe of v who
Pedomg 1o majiorsy commuanities ave oomplesely qualifisd
b ctmmmmen om thetr draation,
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A bewter fdia rcqmmhe-u-.rrkldm,mmnﬂdngm
have i work together for, We have 10 lears 1o vote beter
hﬁ:h-vm'!hundumgm.md:hwhwhr“uﬁmﬁml
muf:h:mmdhh-mutpmpkmm:rrrighlmﬂm
top. Pethaps we hive a bad system, or we don't know how
ter vite. Most likely, the candidates munaged o fool .

mhwmmeUIhb}pﬂﬂmm
bank politics. They understind the oppression felt by
the minority community, claim 1w be their SAVIIUE,
and ask for their vore in verurn. The memiber of the
minarity community votes for the candidare or party In
the hope that it will come o power and protect them.
Unformnaely, that does nor happen. What happens s
that the wrang guy I chosen for the job, someane who is
nelther competent, por honest. He is chosen ondy because
hee s a symbal of hope for the minority, Decades pass
and the minority eommunity remains as oppressed as
cver OF all the minorities hived into such deceprive voe
Bank schemes, our Muslim citizens are woned the mose
because their commundty is one of the lergest in terms of
actual numbers, Also, as @ communiry, they face significant
appression. Appeal o thar injustice, and one can bring
them all nopether and, hopefully, ger o nice bock vore
for a politician.

My dear Muslim brothers and sisters, you have been
hi\h.puhmbunﬁ:ﬂhdﬁm:nndmhhg these
pdldﬁﬂuuhnp-mnhcdmtb:wﬂ.bnthptm
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as appresed s ever, They may have given you an odd
frechie, but they kept the whole patian poar due 1o
had governance. They never built proper infrastrocmare,
irtigation favilities, enough schoobs. colleges or healthiare
facilities to make sure citens enjoy o mapeczable life.
Yes, they have foled the whole naton. They kepr us
busy with the Hindu versus Muslim debare while they
hidd the face that the entire country suffered due to their
rrisgovernment, For when o sudent docsn't get into a
gmdnull.:gc,itﬁmn'lmmrlf'h: hMmtimu?tl-ﬂhd.u.
it seill husrs the same. When government hospitals treat
paticnus worse than animals, the refigion of the parient
does't muatier, When 0 per cent of Indians cannot afiord
fresh fruir because of nflation, itisn's just one commuanity
that feels ehe pinch. We all do, and it i ime we ask
our leaders w fix the problems rather than ereate new

artehcial anes
1 want much::MmTlmnf[nﬂhwhupdmhml

an politiclany. Den't commit your vote or loyalry o any
political parry indefinitely, Time has shown that thq
will only ke you for granted, Owe should keep one's
vore finating, and in the end, vote for the betwer—or less
worst—party. Your vote has much more power if it can
change over time.

The above, however, still doesn't tke sway the o
that our minarity communities face oppression in some
furm or the other. Laws should be put in place 1o prevent
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deserimyination and calturally, we will have 10 become more
open-minded if we dream of seeing our country as a
developed nation .

We are ar a unique paing in Indias history, A sigmificans
part of the population is craving for change. Vote bank
peditice and hating che other's religion sheuld be Branded
un-Indian. Afier all, our religions have stood the e of
ume. It & our sation, yours and mine, thar has m be
made grear now. Aie you on bagrd?

L]

Geftting Realistic about
Real Estate

sivacre plot i Wadala, locared In centraleast
AM urnbsal, was sold for an astronomical sum. Wadala
i an upooming but not a pardcutarly posh aes. The
arumning price was posgible because of the floor space
indbex (F513, alliwing the builder o go vertical and sell as
muich as twenry times the area of the land ploc

In separate news, 0 August 2000, our Pardiament
pasned the Salary, Allowance and Persian of Members of
Partiament (Amendment) Bill, which hiked hMPs" salarbes
froarn B 16,000 a month go Rs 50,000 and doubled some of
their key aflowances. Indian MPs are underpaid, compared
to thetr global counterparts, or when compared 1o the level
of rulerst tequired in termes of intelligence, leadership and
profesionalism. They make far less than the cwvil-servies
officers who report to them, which makes line sense
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However, despite the fact that MPs get less cash in
hand compared to others, our lawmakers and the rest
of the government administration are not exactly a low-
cost proposition. This is due to the opportunity cost of
the biggest dead asset they sit on—land. In Lutyens’
Delhi alone, there're potentially a thousand acres of land
occupied by bungalows, MP residences, various offices
and quasi-government entities, Additionally, we also
have dozens of ‘think tanks’ occupying super-prime real
estate. These think tanks presumably add enlightenment
1o our society, though it is difficult to pinpoint even one
or two solid contributions they have made in the past
few decades.

Anyway, whatever their purpose, 1 am not proposing
that we shut them down. All I am saying is that we,
respectfully, move a portion of government housing, non-
essential government offices and the think tanks our of
super-prime areas to places like Gurgaon or Noida which
are considered part of the National Capital Region, The
move doesn’t mean that the MPs have to slum it (and they
won't, we know that). The new government complexes
can be state-of-the-art, air-conditioned, Wi-Fi-cnabled
buildings. The residences can be luxurious in size and
construction too. We can have personal starues of each
MP in every room of their house if they want, And along
with the move, MPs can get the pay hikes they have been
demanding,

62

o ———te o — o N~ ey . .

WHAT YOUNG INDIA WANTS

Of course, our lovable think tanks can also have new
buildings with fountains outside where they can sit and
scratch their heads all day and do ... I am sorry, not
do anything but think. They can do this in Gurgaon or
Noida just as well as in Delhi. I'm sure being next to Golf
Links and Khan Market, like at present, is not particularly
conducive to thoughts of social welfare,

To do a conservative cost calculation, an acre-sized
bungalow in Lutyens' Delhi sells for around Rs 100-150
crore. A thousand acres, even at the low end of the range,
is Rs 1,00,000 crore. Slap on a big FSI and the number
can go up by ten times. Bven conservatively, at half the
amount, we artive at Bs 5,00,000 crore. This is the blocked
capital cost of running our wonderful government where
MPs claim to make a pittance. Anyway, a complex in
Gurgaon to replace this entire setup, with modern housing,
offices—and the fountains for the think ranks—is unlikely
to cost more than Rs 20,000 crore, or only 4 per cent of
the blocked capital. The remaining amount can be used
to reduce our staggering government debt. This, in turn,
would lead to the country saving enormous actual cash
interest costs every year. (If the Rs 4,80,000 crore of debt
is reduced, we can save at least Rs 40,000 crore of interest
COSts every year.)

These are just the possibilities in Delhi. Similarly,
every state capital has enormous government land in
prime areas, reserved for sub-productive uses, The surplus
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railways and defence land is at another level altogether. If
all that capital is released, the Indian government finances
will finally begin to look healthy. The dreaded inflation, a
common Indian problem, will also come under control.

There are other benefits of offloading real estate as well.
There is something wrong about a government servant and
his family living in a massive two-acre bungalow, costing
Rs 200 crore, in a low-income democracy like India. It
reeks of colonialism and has no place in the twenty-first
century. Another benefit would be the development of
new areas where the new offices and residences would be
located, Newer construction also means more high-tech
buildings that will improve government efficiency. The
move will also release land, thereby easing pressure on
real estate prices as well.

Of course, some caveats apply. Certain heritage
buildings need to be protected, and should be. However,
plenty of land will still be left, and not every old building
can or should be preserved. To keep harping on heritage
beauty at the cost of running a high-deficit, high-inflation
economy is silly, unsustainable ostentation. If it prefers,
the government can offer long leases rather than sell
outright—the Wadala land sale was also a long-term lease.
Environmental damage, of course, should be minimal.

One could argue against the practicality of this move,
but if there is a will, it is partally doable. Frankly, doing
this is far more practical than running an around-7-per
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cent inflation economy, which makes the poor and the
middle class spend their lives chasing inflation and never
able to accumulate real wealth. To sit on assets at the
expense of the common people is called feudalism, and
we were supposed to have ended that sixty-five years ago.
This move could be inconvenient for the lawmakers for
a while, but not impossible. Most importantly, it will be
goad for the people. After all, our politicians are meant
to serve us, right?

&5



India’s Democratic Princes

'We need performing princes rather

ne of the reasons why India is unable to progress
Oat a faster rate is because we simply don't have a
mechanism to get the best person for the most responsible
jobs in the country, especially in the political arena. Why
are we like this? Why do we think that it is almost all
right for a politician's son to become the next leader?
I think there are three main causes. First, emotional
decision-making. Apologies for stereotyping, but Indians
are emotional people. The content of our films and TV
programmes is ample evidence of this. When it comes
to choosing a public figure, the decision is almost never
completely rational. We are fond of Big B, so we give
Junior B a chance. These things dont matter much when
all you're doing is choosing the star you want to watch
on screen. But it has huge repercussions when choosing
people to run the country.
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Political choices by voters must be rational. 1 am
not suggesting that everyone with lineage will not be
able to do a good job. Rahul Gandhi has resurrected the
Congress. He speaks well, has kept his patience and not
jumped to take the top post, Maybe those should be the
reasons to elect him, but not because he reminds you
of his father. Similarly, if some of his policies regarding
subsidies are damaging the country’s finances, you can
consider switching your vote. Your vote is an important
choice for your country, not an expression of love.

Second, there is a lack of institutions to groom political
talent. We create great engineers and doctors but we don't
take our liberal arts courses seriously. A handful of colleges
are good, but most places are poorly run, We don't have
any institutions like the Georgetown University in the US,
for example, which actually trains students for political
careers. The content of existing courses is outdated. [ have
met few political science graduates who can give insightful
views on the current state of Indian politics and how to
bring about change in the present times. Even apart from
education, our political parties have no induction methods
of taking in bright young workers, conducting training
programumes or having a meritocratic evaluation system in
place to make sure the best talent gets a chance to shine,

In the absence of all this, parties depend on a few
charismatic personalities to run the show and their sudden
absence creates a void which needs to be filled by a
personality clone rather than the best leader available. This
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further acts ax a demotivating factor for capable people
to mmake a coreer in polities s they know they'll never
make it to vhe wp. And this, i m, woriens the supply
of good people in times of need

Then there s the lack of polidcal awarenes While
we dostudy the oversimiplified definmion of & democracy
i sehonl—of the peogle, by the peaple, For the people—
millions of Indians, partculady those in the econamically
weaker sectons of sachety, suill do not undersmand the full
power of a democracy, Our hissory of monarchy is difficule
to shake off, @ demiocracy Is 4 recent arval i India's
story, The estublished lines created by the caste symem
over centuries make it difficult to grasp the concept that
urgyeme with talent can and, importany, should, rse o the
highest levels in sockery. In this scenarin, we see palitical
leadiers ss kings and their litdle princes are ansomatically
next in lise

IF we o pay attention o these ssues, we can make the
beginning towands bailding o robus polies] sysvem gt
ehects smong leaders who can ke India 1o the next level
Meanwhile, the linle princes should learn a lesson from
Hallywood. Your pedigree may have given you a break, but
you sl need to perform. There are only so many flops
daddy’s name can sappon. Somebody may have made you
a prince, bt 1o sty there and become a real hem, you
need to become a beader. The lights and comeras are on
vou now, 50 ler's see i yoo can deliver. Action!

&8

Ready for a Spring
Cleaning?

everal Congress ministers have been sccused  of

corruption. The 26 scam wus a particular highlight.
The Congress should do mere than pay lip service 1o the
nestion of thormughly getting dd of cormipt politcans. 1t
is neoot enough to stop with outing & few and the occasional
high-handed wnerance, for by now the average Indian is
whally disgusted by the dishonesty that has permeated
poliicnl Hfe. Mediz hammering of seams has finally
penetrated the consciousness of the man on the street

In fact, seama have become quite entertaming to watch
on TV, They have prowided cooment o channels, Mone of
the viewers believe that the accused leader is innocent.
Yer i 15 fun oo see them defend themseboes using, alnnos
any possble excuse—from the slow court system o the
classic "but everyone else is doing it". bt Is gripping realivy
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TV—the confident smiles and swaggers of the accused,
even as the world sees evidence of their guilt. Of course,
the best part is the defiant ‘why should I resign?’, a sure
sign that they will, very soon. It is reminiscent of the Iraq
information minister who was on TV proclaiming an Iragi
victory even as American tanks rolled by right behind him,
He was the most entertaining part about the Gulf War.

Yes, the Congress's defensiveness has indeed made
things worse for them. The more it denies accusations,
the longer the news story survives, the more fun it is
to watch and the higher the TRPs climb, until, finally,
the scamster ant is fried in the magnifying glass of the
media glare.

So aren't resignations enough to douse the flames
of a media story? That's the best that used to happen
before, in the old India we grew up in. This time, though,
it isn't enough. Take this example: A murderer shoots a
man. When caught, he offers to surrender the gun. Or
rather, he offers to give the gun to his best friend. Now
isn't that how Indian politicians are punished? To give
another example, a man batters his wife. When caught,
he offers to leave the room. Is this how he will reform? s
this how to send a strong message to future wife-beaters?

Resignations used to be pacifiers stuffed in old
India’s face as it watched the government PR agency
called Doordarshan, Things have changed. The media
is on fire, The young generation knows the difference
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berween lip service and real punishment for crime. And
they communicate with each other far more than the
previous generation. If the ruling party doesn't punish
the guilty, the resignations will actually backfire.

To show it means business, the Congress would have
to take three difficult steps. One, it needs to proactively
classify its leaders, internally, as honest or corrupt. Two,
it should rejig its power structure, perhaps through a
portfolio reallocation, and give power to honest leaders.
This is hard and will need a lot of backing from the
top. Three, once power vests with the honest lot, they
can take severe action, at least against the most visibly
corrupt. This can be a ‘reputation restoration” opportunity.
The Congress could make cleaning India of corruption
its mission,

However, if the Congress finds this too tough, maybe
it would be wiser to give up power altogether so that
the party can come back clean to fight another election.
Staying in power is a privilege, but a burden, too. An
injured weightlifter has to put down the weights, recover,
and then lift them up again, To hold on to power with the
help of corrupt partners is not a safe bet anymore. Every
scam-artist minister is a time bomb waiting to explode.

Finally, a word for the opposition. It is doing the right
thing by going after corruption. But it should not slam
the entire Congress party on every occasion and should
move from the slander-fest to a solution. It should focus
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om punithment for the guilty. Just as 0 terrorist has no
rebigion, a corrupt politician has no polidcal parrye That
in the attitude one needs. i all the political partes, the
mekin and we. the citizens, play our mles right, we can
spring clean our country. Let's leave o beter India for
the next generation so that their children say scams were
something their prandfathers used to talk abour.

7

The Silly Season

ike certan flowess that blossom only o spring.

i i 11|1H|.1|.': codmed alive b fis e coloums i1|'|h'
during election time. The strategies sdopred by the
polinical parnes tell you whit maen w people—how
exactly do Indians vote? Certaln moves announced by
political parties Far the 2012 UP electon, whether absiind,
comtroveraial or unethical, provided immense imsght o
what works for the average voter. Even the most rational,
misiern-thinking paliticians sdopt primitive and regressive
measures o pander to the electorate. They do thia for one
and only one purpose—to win In fBe vicoory becames
s important tha they forget or ignore the long-rerm
repercussions of their actions on our sociery and nanon
as a whole. Take two examples. one cach from the major
parties, £o see how peculiar indian polities truly ix. The frse
s the BJFs attempted induction of Babi Singh Kushwaha
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who had been rather publicly fired for corruption by the
ruling BSP The move backfired immedistely and denied
BFs ann-corruption stance. While the media hashing
forced the BIP 1o withdiaw, the reason why the BIP did it
wast't pure stupidiey. The Kushwaha commumity, clasified
m the CBC categoey. comprises neardy 10 per ceny of
Ui population, It b unerstood that the communiry
votes en bloc and can came & major swing in electoral
Kushwuha & star cvernight. Such a tanalizing alice of
UPs wole hank pizza was wo much to resist. And even
thoagh the alice camsed BIP misch indigestion, one can
understand the nempation.

The second, equally IF not more, dismrbing act was
the Congress’s presclasnation of 3 Muslim quota within the
OBC quota. Gomgress leaders went around UP publicizing
thelr plan to extrary a slice from the OBC qunta for
Muslims

Both the actions hod » devistaring impact on Indian
suciety and scarred Indian values, The first act implics thar
i like corruption can be pardoned if you belong 1o the
right caste. Tt sags that we 25 Indian people don't value
honesty above community. The impact of the secand sct,
the Muslim reservation. b even more sinister, I divides
Hindus and Muslims furder. It sanctions privilege and
advaniage on the busis of religion. Religious reservations
are biracre. Consder this, one cannnt convert his or her
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caste, but can comeent thelr religion. So. could we sce a
scenario in the fanare in which o Hindu boy cannos get &
joby o collsge sdmission, bt if he convens 1o lslam. he can
get it under the quota? Are we incentivizing conversion?
How can we dllow such & policy o be even announced
or be put in & mamfeso, let abone ke effect? The sad
part: is, such reservasion does little for Muslims who need
pood educstion, entreprensurship and empowerment 1o
e 10 socsery. Many Mushmy are national wons in this
country, and they have done it with their own mlent, grit
and derermdnation. Muslims oeed an envirodment that
murtures their talent, ruther than meaningless poll-time
freebies. If u father gives his children toffees instead of
Tuaying bocks foxr school, it may ges the child excired. But
will you call him a good father? However, for a change, |
im ot baming any of the pobiticlans for the abive two
scoons, Perhops if we were in the same situntion, we
wenild be left with no chobce but to adope similar measures,
The problem s not with the politicans, who simply
mirror and sdapr to the emvironment. The e & with
the Indian ebectorate, s, The great Indsan mind s filled
with prejudice. Centiires of persecution, disrimination
Lhnrmﬁnulmntnﬂtpmﬁr.mdlbdiﬁllﬂt
one’s own kind is superior has led o these prejudices.
These in turm have fed 002 haphazard democracy that i
mare cacophony than consensua, The ruckus we often see
in Parliament is nothing but & visuatization of the average
Invdian mingd, of chaos and confusion about who we really
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are. Bven the most educated among us are prefudiced. One
simiple vest of prejudice iy this- will yous allow your siblings
or children to marry outside yeuar cammunity or religion?
W your answer is no. then no mater how miuch vou cheer
for the Indian team, stand ot aviention for the national
unthem or cheer the i flag—yrai are prejudiced, And
until such time thar most of us sty prejudiced, we will
have the confused and medioere leadership that we have
Hght ey Noo miaiter how many fasy activises underrake,
o goad palicies economists suppest, i in our minds we
doiy't ger the concept ol bedtyg Indian, and trear thar ke
anything clse, we will remain o messed up couniry Yea,
dalits were treated badly in the past and some still suffer
Muslimis were and some of them are still discrimimated
dgaimnst, However, things have impreved, and if you whed
yuur prejudices, they will improve even faster, If there
were no prefudice, there would be no need for the BIP to
tike in @ tinted Kushwaha, and no need foe the Congress
T anmounice quotas within quotas If we don't change
however, we are going to move towands disaster. There
will be lack of decsion-making, inefficiency and a stalling
of progress and growth, The young generation will find it
even more difficult to ger a good education and jobs. After
all, if we choose our leader based on the 1oifres he gives
us, then we deserve our fare. Bur all is nor lost. The next
election will bring us yet anather ehance—do wr express
our prejudice, or shed it The choice i ours,

Ta

The Return of the Brash
Politician

w interesting trend s beginning to become wisthble in
e politics of our counry—the rise of the assertive

and aggreadve paliticlan. Most of India’s high-profile
former and current chief ministers—Marendra bodi,
Witish Kumar, Jayalalithad, Mayawati, Mamata Banerjee,
Sheila Diikshir—who have had spectacular victories, are
vocul, opinionated and seem 1o hove the ‘lec's get on with
it' armitude. .

This Is in stark contrast to the serestypical Indian
leader who keepn quiet or when forced o talk, s
diplomatic 1o the point of svniding the issue altogether,
This stereatype emerped from the Congress party,
which has successfully used the silent mystique strategy
particularty well in the last twenty years. However, it may
be timse for such leaders to reconsider it especially if they
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want to have a few rock star chief ministers of their own
and be more in sync with what the Indian voter wants.
Because, quite frankly, brash is back.

The classic example of the silent leader is PV
Narasimha Rao, who was rarely heard from during his
five-year prime ministerial tenure. It wasn't like he led
India in boring times. India’s near bankruptcy, economic
liberalization, the Babri Masjid demolition and, of course,
corruption scandals, were just a few of the big moments
in his tenure. Yet, ask anyone who was around then—do
they even remember his voice? After him, Sonia Gandhi
has almost acquired a sphinx-like stature with her silences
and her demure refusal to take up the prime minister’s job.
And, of course, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh is hardly
known for his aggression or oratory. Don't talk, don't react,
don't explain, don't take any opinionated stance—all this
seemed to work extraordinarily well. Except, it doesn't
seem so effective now.

This is India 2012 and silence is no longer equated
with dignity, poise or high stature. So low is the credibility
of politicians today that silence is seen as smugness,
inefficiency and avoiding important issues. This is a
cultural shift brought about by the frustration people
have felt with unaccountable governments. From once-
revered silent leaders, people have started to prefer brash
assertiveness, even a bit of cocky confidence.

Such shifts in preferences do happen. In the US, it
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is said that George Bush, often ridiculed as a notso-
sharp president, was a reaction to the "extra-clever and
glib’ Bill Clinton. Americans were happy with someone
less smart as long as he didn't get into scandals like his
predecessor, Similarly, Indians today are more likely to
give a brash politician who will speak a chance, rather
than someone dignified who won't talk to the people.

‘There are lessons in this for all political parties, What
worked in the past may not work so well in the coming
few years. Whoever is positioned as a leader needs to have
an agenda, a point of view, drive and, most importantly,
a willingness to talk to people about issues. One doesn't
have to react to every baseless allegation or news story.
However, one must be willing to talk proactively on
issues that are relevant to the people. Uttering platitudes
or speaking in government officialese doesn’t count.
Statements like: “We are examining the matter and in
due course we will take a suitable course of action’ are
nonsensical. Be a straight shooter, come to the point, be
honest about what you can and cannot do, and don’t be
afraid to have opinions.

We have had enough of posturing and need aggressive
leaders. Political parties should ensure that the candidates
they select have the required traits to suit changing voter
preferences. Better start talking before people stop talking
about you forever.
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How to Reverse the Trust Deficit

nna Hagare managed 0 spur one of the most
nappreachable povernments in the world 1o pesitive
action. He lit a desire for change among young people. He
also started the much-needed process of resoring good
valuesin Indeams. Yes, many of usare still corrupt, whether
foreed by the systermn or otherwise. but o part of us yeams
o bt good That part just became soronger. This mass
booster shiot of morality s the biggest contribation of the
Team Anna movement, apart from the Jan Lokpal Bill,
Of course, these achievements did come at o cost. 'We
saw a relatively long period of unsertling turmedl. We saw
ughy. unpleasant gualities ke stubbomness, nsolence and
aver-aggressiveness from both sides on public display Inan
ideal world, people would be reasonable and, brrespective
of their position af power, do the right thing, However, we
live in a far-from-sdeal world and, given the circumstances,
we come out relatively unscathed . This time, our youth
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did not come oot on the streets to hurt peopls from
anather caste or religion. They came to smply demand
a mare fair and just society n o pesceful manner. It i a
proud moment for all of ux. Indin’s current generation i
different, und a salute o that.

However, | was shocked and disheartened by the
intense criticiam of Anna from certain sections of the
English-speaking intellectual circles. [F the elive hod backed
Anna more smongly, we could have had a quicker and
better consensas, OF course, people have o Gght to an
opinicn. However, | often Fund that the opinions seemed
mare like a genede negarive bias towands Anna, perbaps
because of his rostic background, methods or sudden rse
to fame which were all irrelevant o the issoe at hand

The strongest anmi-Anna argument was that Parfiament
cannat wid should not be subverted. There is no doubt
that Parlizment and the Constitation ave impartant and
have 1o be respected. However, these work on a basic
pssumption—confidence of the people. If confidence in
therm is lost, the insimuoon does not work. And that i
what we have to restare 0 Parament now befisre we ask
people to respect it

How imporcant people’s confidence i, is ilhusrared
by the Mllowing example, The paper notes we carry

in our pocket have value only \f people beliove they
have value In many mnstances, people have lost faith in
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a country’s currency. This normally happens when the
government prints money without care, thereby devaluing
it at a rapid pace, such as in Zimbabwe. At one point in
2008, prices were doubling in Zimbabwe every twenty-
four hours. The profligate government printed money
in higher denominations, The price of a loaf of bread
reached 10 billion Zimbabwean dollars. Eventually, people
dumped the currency and switched to a barter system.
Now imagine, if elite Zimbabwe intellectuals came on
TV and said that the monetary system of the country, the
government and their currency must be respected above
all. Would anyone have boughe the argument? [ don’t think
$0. Steps to restore confidence were needed at the time.
The government needed to commit that they would print
money responsibly and put checks and balances in place.
Zimbabwe didn't. People there now use foreign currencies,

Similar is the nature of the confidence crisis with
politicians in India, particularly the government. Their
constant lying has only made it worse. They keep saying
corruption needs to be fixed, but do little. Even the prime
minister uses the excuse of “coalition compromises’. Whar
is the compromise? On the truth, isn't it

Lying is something politicians have gotten away with
for a long time. It came at the cost of losing people’s
trust. A good Lokpal Bill will actually restore trust in the
government. In fact, the government needs a Lokpal Bill
almost more than the people need it, The government
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also needs to be more open and approachable. Party
spokespersons need to have personal conviction and pl;_ice
what is right above the party, even if it means accepting
mistakes. .
And while we love telling politicians how to do their
job, we, as citizens, have to do our bit to restore confidence
as well. As I keep reiterating, we can't vote for ca.l:ld..'idates
only because they are from a particular caste, rehgwn or
region. We have to consider only one criterion—is he or
she a good person? When we all send capable, honest
people to Parliament, trust and respect will return.
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India on the Streeis

qull'h-vcrhﬂmund: lrhnhcpammlmihig,
us how tervible India is He cells g abroar oo

overy gevernment authority takes bribes—from the RTD
b the ration shop m the municipality. He explaing how
0 guvErinent deparmment docs its jub - well pothoded
roads, abysmal conditiom 4 gevernment schoods and poor
healthcare are examples o support bis theary b tshard 1o
e with bdm, for he o right, Things don't work. There
e no justice. Power ralks Equality doesn't exist. All of
the above, even though uncomibriable 1o T, ring trse
However, Undle alio poes o en say: "Mothing will
ever change.' He is convinced that UL saciety i darmaged
irneparably, and India s destined o live in misery, Unee
Crrurduqbuahnmmrm. nssumes the worst in
people, and brands anyone who B8 tylng to tmprove the
FOMIEY a5 soemeone with a hidden agends.

.r
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This s where 1 think Uncle gers It wrong, horribly
wrong. For it b one thing to point out the problems. it
i quite anather o give up rying o Bx them. Cymcism
i not o counter-asguiment; 0 5 an sttiowde. Por the fact
i, we stll have good people in the country, in society
and even i povernment depaitonents. [t 4 just thae they
are crushed.

I don't wang to give you the reasoms why you must
support Anna Fazare, [t is almost beneath Anna’s dignicy
that he octually has to beg or make a case for spport
when he b fighting for you against an sbusive, corrupt
regime. Seill, let me do a quick recap of the o

Anna sat on 8 fast n Apnl 2001 which became the
mation's imovement and spread virally Concerned, the
government agreed o make & strong Lokpal Bill, shook
hands with the activists and, in principle, agreed 1o Anna’s
vermon which was desiygned o ruly chedk corruption.
Since then. the government bas moilied Anna's teami,
thirowm aveay their drafi and come up with s own, almost
pointless draft of the Lokpal Bill, which wan passed in
the Lok Sabha but hit a roadblock i the Rajya Sabsha,

The draft the government presented o Pariament will
nor check corrupoon. Only 0% per oonn, or one i 200
government afficials are under s purview Your carrupt
ration shop, RTO, passport office, panchayat or mumnicipal
suthanty will not be covered. State seams will not be
covered. The prime minister is excluded o well. How you

BSs



CHETAN BHAGAT

ever heard of an anti-corruption law in a democracy that
only applies 1o a certain section of people?

The government threw magic dust in our eyes and
counted on India’s illiterate and ignorant to not know
the difference. However, you, reading this, are educated.
You know when a wrong is committed. You know that
while you have lived your life dealing with corruption,
you do not want your children to do the same. A weak
Lokpal Bill may not affect you today, but tomorrow it
will hit you when your child does not get a college seat,
when your hospital gives shoddy teatment, when your
government work doesn’t get done. We live in a poor
country—poor, not because we don’t have what it takes
to be rich, but because our leaders have let us down.
We have given them too much power, and they consider
our vote a mandate to steal and be incompetent. They
hate accountability. However, without accountability, our
progress will stall. There are countries where the average
income per person is fifty times more than in India. Don't
we deserve the same?

Thus, whatever your personal view on Anna, it is not
him but his cause that needs support. Anna did not create
an anti-corruption sentiment, he merely tapped into it.
Crushing Anna will not take away that sentiment, it will
just make it fester more. Right now, the movement is still
controlled. But the government needs to be careful about
the way it acts. By being high-handed and going back on
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its word, it could send the country spiralling into chaos.

Finally, for the people of India, it is time to prove Uncle
Cynic wrong, There is a bigger truth than his ‘nothing
ever changes in India’. That truth comes from the Gita
which states: ‘Nothing is permanent.” The Gita also says,
‘When the pot of sin overflows, something happens w0
restore order,” Now it is up to you to determine if the pot
of sin has overflowed. It is for you to say what it means
for Indians to act out their dharma. And you, and only
you, will decide if it is time to come out on the streets.
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In Defence of the PM

On the one hand, our relationship with Pakistan
appears to be improving. On the other, we seem
eager to ensure that we never regain a balanced relationship.
When our PM talks to his Pakistani counterpart there are
unseemly rows in Parliament and vociferous criticism in
the media which appears ready to scuttle any moves either
side wants to make to normalize the relationship.

Our attitude shows we really don't want to reconcile
with Pakistan, Sure, we'd like relations to be better but
deep down, there is resentment and anger. More than
anything else, we want to teach Pakistan a lesson. We
want to put them in their place. Bashing Pakistan is
considered patriotic. It also makes for great politics.

We may feel our PM should not have spoken to them
before resolving the Mumbai terror attacks case. However,
let me tell you this, whether we talk to Pakistan or not,
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we are extraordinarily involved with them. We can cut
off all contact; our leaders can exchange dirty looks with
theirs and pretend they don't exist. However, every single
Indian's future is linked to Pakistan and we all pay our
dues in keeping the fight going. The reason is our defence
budget. This is the most expensive item the government
spends on, a fair bit of which is on account of Pakistan.

For patriotic reasons, defence expenditure is never
questioned. After all, how can you question spending
money on soldiers who give up their lives for us on the
border? However, the bigger question is, did they have to
give up their lives in the first place? And the second issue
we need to understand is, for the amount we spend on
defence, what are we giving up?

Yes, there is idealism in saying, "We must have a strong
army.’ However, we are a poor nation. When you are
poor, you need to be practical too, 1 think all Indians
must have a rethink about three areas before we arrive
at a consensus on our defence strategy.

Foreign Policy

Our foreign policy document is not a statement of national
ego. It is a document that should articulate how we can
best use our relationships with the outside world for the
benefit of the country. Forget politicians, 1 want to ask
my fellow Indians, how badly do we want Kashmir? At
the cost of making colleges for the young generation in
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the country? At the cost of not doing irrigation projects
for our farmers? At the cost of not building roads and
power plantst At the cost of living in high inflation forever?
Because, even though it may not be obvious, these items
are linked. The budget for defence is more than all the
above items put together. Our government doesn’t have
unlimited money, so what's better? Keep the fight going
and prevent progress—or do what it takes to make peace,
and use the money to build a stronger nation? The foreign
policy document can play a big role in that.

Strategic Defence Alliance

The new globalized world has interlinked economies like
never before. Nobody does anything all by themselves. We
can have an alliance with another nation if the aim of
defence is to protect our borders. For instance, America
has a big need to ensure safety of its own borders and
cut global terrorism. We can work with them—yes, by
giving them some access to our country. For us, it can
Save costs in protecting ourselves. For them, they have
better control over a volatile region. We may shudder at
ﬂ!tprcs:nccofAml:ricaninvoI\tmmtinourdu&nu,but
frankly, what advantage could they gain against us if they
help us protect our borders? In this technology-driven age,
do you really think America doesn’t have the information
or capability to launch an attack against India? But they
don’t want to attack us. They have much to gain from
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our potential market for American products and cheap
outsourcing, Well, let’s outsource some of our defence
to them, make them feel secure and save money for us.
Having a rich, strong friend rarely hurt anyone.

Good Old-fashioned Peace

The land of Buddha and Gandhi seems to have lost its
goals for peace. We want to talk to Pakistan but more
to put them in their place and shove our point of view
down their throat. Frankly, such defiance may win claps
from an audience in a cinema hall, but is no attitude for
peace. We may think Pakistan is always wrong and we
deserve Kashmir, but when we are in a negotation, we
have to give the other party some room. We may not be
happy about it, but we can learn 1o live with it.

We need to have peace not only because it is a good
thing, but also because we can't afford to fight or stay
prepared to fight for the next twenty years. We are hiring
more security guards outside the house when there isn't
money to put the kids in school, The defence budget has to
be controlled and with the right policies and attitudes, we
can. Money spent on bullets doesn't give returns, money
spent on better infrastructure does.
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Let's Not Confuse
Peace with Love

uccestive Pakistond regimes have done lrtle 1o stem
terrar anacks that ariginate from Pakistan. Meither has
Pakistan come our with any pracrical suggestions 1o the
Kashmir problem. And stll, in o naive ad almost spineless
maniner, we keop coming up with peace initiatives while
they wlmost never initiate any ssch effort from their side
The points may be valid and a0 case can be made for
us 1o remuin hossile towards Pakistan. However, while it
is a tough call, the case for prace s still sronger And
sometimes i life, & & abowt taking the betrer oprian
even if it doean't appear to be mocho. If making peace
with Pakistan will give Indlans & bewer life than hosiliry
will, then we have to keep trying for the Frmer option
Let's see some basic numbers. The combined defence
budger of the vwo countries Is around 540 billion, of which
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over three-gquarters i spent by India. This maoncy is spent
year afier year, Compare this to the Golden Quadrilateral
Highway Praject, one of the major infrastruciare progects
complesed by our government, The Golden Quadrilateral
cost arcund 310 hillion over five years and created mone
than 5,000 kilometres of roads that can be used forever.
Where would you rather we spend our money? I peace
ciforts can biing military espenses dovn, gn't there an
economic value for peace as well?

Mence we need peace not just beeause i 18 the morally
right thing to do, but also because it is practical. We need
prare because people with limited resousces should nos
wpend those resources fighting with eath other. And yes,
we need peace more becanse we have a good thing going
in India and we have more tw lose. There s nothing weak
aboue it

And while defence expenses have  be made, one
should abso realize thar both sides are nuchear powers.
In such a scenario, no matter how much anyone spends
on defence, no one side can claim the ability 1o truly
averpirwer the other. Both of us have that deterrent we'd
never wand wied. Shouldn't rationaliny prevail at some
point?

| must add that many pesce-opposers  also
misunderstand peace. Partly duc to the Woodsiock-era
smociatons of pesce with Jove, people confuse that
keepang peace with Pakbsten means having affecrion for
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them. No, most of us who want peace want it because we
love India, and not because we love Pakistan. Peace is not
a free-hugs campaign or a touchy-feely warm and fuzzy
feeling. Sometimes, peace is just boring indifference —or
simply a desire to live and let live. And that's okay.
Once the case for peace is made, the next argument
is, how can we do it without any intent from our
neighbours? Again, the point is valid. However, to even
hope for any initiatives from the other side, there needs
to be democracy in Pakistan. Pakistan's democracy has
comehﬁtsandstaru.%wiﬂ;lcadcrswhomhanﬂy
reliable. However, under military rule, peace initiatives
from their side are almost impossible. Peace challenges the
raisond'&tmofd}epakimniarmyandhencethcy‘dnmr
dream of anything but pointing guns ar their favourite
enemy—us.
mmfow.lndiaancampaignﬁramng,vhble
democracy in Pakistan in a more aggressive manner than
before. This can help tap into public sentiment there, which
would also prefer self-governance. Such overt support 1o
adcmomﬁcmmmwﬂlmkendldrmﬂimryand
Impmhdiﬂﬁmgemmgnthe?akhznipmpl:.m
course, this is not an overnight process. But efforts must
bcginsnoni.f'\wwampahmnmbcstablccnou@m
that it doesn't interfere with India’s progress in the coming
years. Immediately though, we can, as a democratic
nation, refuse to engage with military governments and
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lobby against such regimes elsewhere. We have, in the
past, expected to hammer a peace solution with Pakistani
leaders who came to power by pointing a gun at someone.
That, retrospectively, was a bit naive.

Meanwhile, let’s not give up hope for a peace that
comes from indifference ar least, and cut down hate
because hate never led to anything good. Peace has clear
benefits, particularly for India's younger generation, who'd
rather see more opportunities for themselves than more
wars.

Finally, just because peace efforts are difficulr, we can't
be sceptical about them. Arrempts at peace may or may
not be successful, but if nobody even tries, there won't
be any hope. After all, as John Lennon said in the iconic
song, ‘All we are saying is give peace a chance.’
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OUR YOUTH

indio is the youth, This is something you will hear aflsn,
mainly becousa India’s median oge is wenly-five, and 70
per cant of ihe popwlation is below ifsicylive. However,
dhpites s claima, the youth heve litte say in mainstream
palitics or nalioral iswes The youth are underrepraseated.
This iz maindy becowss the Indion youth ly not o vole bank.
| have ofien been decribed cr ono of the woices for the
youth of the nafion. | am not swre if that it cormect, b
[ do iy o speok abowl youh iswes whevever possible,
Young peopls read my books, mosly, ond | want ke do
somuthing for my reoders.

Iy the youth of India | e hope for change. | see ihem
s impressionable, open o ideos and willing fo occepl that
things nesd fo be differsnt. It s frem the youth that | darive
mat of my aplmim,

In "W Don't Meed Mo Edveation’, ‘Tndian Insiifue of
Ieicts”, and ‘The Bootlegging of Edireetion’, | iolk obowt ihe
indion advcation sysom, one of the comses | am deaply
passionate aboutl. In on 'Open Lefier ko Sonlo Gondhd ram
Young India’, [ ine ba imagine wial the youth might sy o




the most perwerful persan in the Eaumiry. In “Latter do Bope

Irtqn:r Gemoration Maxr', o FOUG pevson writes: ko Gonelly)

tolking abow e curnant siration i

As you read his sechion, | am s you will gain

mc:&p:::ﬁd D;:;mrqn for the plight of e Imdian
i1 o

education and carver. e e

My Stupid Suicide Plan

ecome achoss, unfortunately with great frequency,
many peports about student suicides, espedally
students belonging to our elite instimtons, People who
cormmil smcide do it because they feel they hove no
future, nothing to live foe. Bue wait, sn't [T the one
place where o bright and shining fumare s a foregone
conclusion? It just doesn't add up, does 117 Why would a
young, hardworking, bright stedent, who has the world
ahead of him, do something like this? The answer is
this—in our constant reverence for the great instimotion
{and 1 do believe s are grear), we forget it dark side.
And the dack side (s that the ITs are afflicted by the
quintessential Indian phenomenon of sosdemic pressure,
probably the highest in the world.
1 can rant about the educational system and how it
requines serious fiving, or | can address the immediate
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problem—ry my best to prevent such suicides. I have

Mews of a suicide abways brings back one particular
childhood memory. 1 was fourteen years old when 1
first seriously contemplated suicide. | had done badly in
chemistry in the class X halfyearly exam. | was an IIT
mwﬁpﬂm[wmmmnm
candidare should be getting, 1 don't know what had made
"“mﬂ]?ﬁembm[didkmwdﬁﬂmm
0 kill mysclf. The only debate was abour the method.
Ironically, chemistry offered a way out. I had read ahout
copper sulphate, that it was both cheap and poisonous.
Copper sulphate was available at the local kirana store, |
had it all worked out.

My ratsonale for killing myself§ was simple—nobody
loved me, my chemistry score was awful, I had no future
and what difference would it make to the woeld if T was
not there? | bought the copper sulphate for two rupees—
probably the cheapest exit strategy in the world

1 didn't do it for two reasons. One, | had a casual
mmummmdﬁomcappergﬂﬂnm‘
mﬁmmph&mmm,mm
had died that way. She said it was the most painful death
possible—all your veins burst and you suffer for hours.
This tale made my insides shudder. Second, on the day
1 was to do it, | noticed a street dog oumside my house
being teased by the neighbourhood kids as he hunted
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for scraps of food. Nobody loved him. It would make
no difference 1o the world if the dog wasn't there. And |
was preity sure that its chemistry score would be awful
Yer the dog wasn't trosting off vo the kirana store. He
was anly interested in figuring our a strategy for his next
meal. And when he was full. he merely curded up in a
corner with one eye open, clearly content and not giving
a damn about the warld. If he wasn't planning to die any
time soon, what the hell was | ranting about? [ threw the
copper sulphate in the bin. It was the best two bucks 1
mwm

S0 why did 1 rell you this story? Becanse sometimes
the pressure gets too much: as happened with the students
decision, all the lives that were linked to theirs were
shartered and India lost wenderful, bright children. And
as the silly but true copper sulphate story teils you, it
could happen to any of us or those around us.

S0, please be on the lookout. If you see a distressed
young soul, lend 2 supportive, non-judgmental ear. When 1
look brack, 1 thank that aunty and that dog for unwintingly
saving my life. If God wanted us wo take our own life,
he would have provided a power-off bumon. He didn't,
so have faith and let his plan for you unfold. Because no
matter how tough life gers and how much it hurts, if
street dogs don't give up, there is ro reason why we, the
smart species, should. Makes sense, right?
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Sparks”

ood morming everyone and thank you for giving me

thin chance to speak to you. This day i sbout you,
Youi, who have come o this college leaving the comfon
of your homes (or in some cases discomfort) to become
something i your life, | am sure you are excited. There
are few days i hurman life when one is iy elaied. The
first day in callege is one of them. When you were geming
ready today, you el o fingling in pour stomach. What
would the suditorum be e, what would the teachors be
like, wha are my ew classmanes—there was so much w
be curious about. | call this excitement the “spark’ withis
you that makes you feel wuly alive. Today | am poing

“This 15 @ speech § gave st an omentation programme for MAA
sudents in Symbiosls, Pune, on 24 fuly 5008 | bope ts will
huelp o oo
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talk abour keeping the spack chining. O 1o put it another
way, hows to be happy most of, if not all, the ime

Where do these sparks start® | think we are bom
with them. My twin boys have u million sparks. A linke
Spiderman wy can make them jumg on the bed. They
get thrills from creaky swings in the park. A story from
daddy gets them exited. They do a dally countedown For
i birthday party—several months in advance—just for the
day they will eut thisir owm birthday cake.

[ see smudents lie you, and | still see some sparks.
But when | see oddes people, the spark i difficult vo find.
That e as we oge, the spark fades, People whose
spark has faded too nuich are dull, dejected. aimless and
hirter, Remember Kareena in the firse half of fob We Met
versus the one in the seoond half? Thar is whar happens
when the spark is loat. %o how to save the spark?

Imagine the spark 1 be o lamp's flame. The firs aspect
is nurturing—to give your spark the fuel, continuously,
The second s wo guard against siorma.

To merture, alwuys have goals 1eis human nanre to
strive, improve and achieve one’s full potentzal. In fact,
that is success. It is what is possible for you, |t o't any
externul measure, i cerfain cost to company pay package,
a particular car or a house.

Moar of us are from middle-class families. To ws,
having material landmarks ks success and nghtly s

When you have grown up i 8 country where money
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constraints force everyday choices, financial freedom is a
big achievement. But it isn't the purpose of life. If thar was
the case, Mr Ambani would not show up for work. Shah
Rukh Khan would stay ar home and not dance anymore,
Steve Jobs wouldn't be working hard to make a better
iPhone, as he would have Pixar for billions of dollars.
Why do they do it? Whar makes them come to work
every day? They do it because it makes them happy. They
do it because it makes them feel alive, Just getting better
from current levels feels good. If you study hard, you can
improve your rank. If you make an effort to interact with
people, you will do better at interviews. If you practice,
your cricket will get better. You may also know that you
cannot become Tendulkar, yer. But you can get to the
next level. Striving for that next level is important.

Nature designed a random set of genes and
circumstances from which we were born. To be happy,
wehavemaoceptitaudmahedlcmcsmfmmm'sdmim
Are you? Goals will help you do that. I must add, don't
jmthmurtcroracademicgmls.s-etgna]smgm
you a balanced, successful life. I use the word balanced
before successful. Balanced means ensuring your health,
relationships, mental peace are all in good order.,

There is no point of getting a promotion on the day
afyuurbttahlp_memisnnﬁnindﬁﬁngacarifyom
back hurts. Shopping is not enjoyable if your mind is full
of tensions.
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You must have read some quotes—Life is a tough
race, it is a marathon or whatever. No, from whart | have
seen so far, life is one of those races in nursery school.
where you have to run with a marble in a spoon kept in
your mouth, If the marble falls, there is no point coming
first. Same with life, where health and relationships are
the marbles. Your striving is only worth it if there is
harmony in your life, Else, you may achieve the success,
but this spark, this feeling of being excited and alive, will
start to die.

One last thing about nurturing the spark—don’t take
life seriously. One of my yoga teachers used 1o make
students laugh during classes. One student asked him if
these jokes would take away something from the yoga
practice. The teacher said—don’t be serious, be sincere,
This quote has defined my work ever since. Whether its
my writing, my job, my relationships or any of my goals.
I get thousands of opinions on my writing everyday. There
is heaps of praise, there is intense criticism. If | take it all
seriously, how will | write? Or rather, how will I live? Life
is not to be taken seriously, as we are really temporary
here. We are like a pre-paid card with limited validiry. If

we are lucky, we may last another fifty years. And fifty
years is just 2,500 weekends. Do we really need to get so
worked up? It's okay, bunk a few classes, goof up a few
interviews, fall in love, We are people, not programmed
devices,
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I've told you three things—reasonable goals, balance
and not taking things too seriously which will nurture
the spark. However, there are four storms in life that will
threaten to completely put out the flame. These must be
guarded against. These are disappointment, frustration,
unfairness and loneliness of purpose.

Disappointment will come when your effort does
not give you the expected return. If things don’t go as
planned or if you face failure. Failure is extremely difficult
to handle, but those that do come out stronger. "What
did this failure teach me?’ is the question you will need
to ask. You will feel miserable. You will want to quit,
like I wanted to when nine publishers rejected my first
book. Some IITians kill themselves over low grades—how
silly is that? But that is how much failure can hurt you.
But it’s life. If challenges could always be overcome, they
would cease to be challenges. And remember—if you are
failing at something, that means you are at your limit or
potential. And that's where you want to be.

Disappointment’s cousin is frustration, the second
storm. Have you ever been frustrated? It happens when
things are stuck. This is especially relevant in India. From
traffic jams to getting that job you deserve, sometimes

things take so long that you don't know if you chose
the right goal. After books, T set the goal of writing for
Bollywood, as I thought they needed writers. I am called
extremely lucky, but it ook me five years to get close
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to a release. Frustration saps excitement, and turns your
initial energy into something negative, making you a bitter
person. How did 1 deal with it? A realistic assessment
of the time involved—movies take a long time to make
even though they are watched quickly, seeking a certain
enjoyment in the process rather than the end result—at
least 1 was learning how to write scripts, having a side
plan—I had my third book to write and even something
as simple as pleasurable distractions in your life—friends,
food, travel can help you overcome it. Remember,
nothing is to be taken seriously. Frustration is a sign that
somewhere you took things too seriously.
Unfairness—this is hardest to deal with, but
unfortunately that is how our country works. People with
connections, rich dads, beautiful faces, pedigree, find it
easier to make it—not just in Bollywood, but everywhere.
And sometimes it is just plain luck. There are so few
opportunities in India and so many stars need to be aligned
for you to make success happen. Merit and hard work is
not always linked to achievement in the short term, but
the long term correlation is high, and ultimately things
do work out. But realize, there will be some people
luckier than you. In fact, to have an opportunity to go
to college and understand this speech in English means
you are pretty damn lucky by Indian standards. Let’s be
grateful for what we have and get the strength to accept
what we don't. | have so much love from my readers that
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other writers cannot even imagine it. However, | don't
get literary praise. It's okay. I don'’t look like Aishwarya
Rai, but I have two boys who | think are more beauriful
than her. It's okay. Don't let unfairness kill your spark.

Finally, the last point that can kill your spark is
isolation. As you grow older you will realize you are
unique. When you are little, all kids want ice cream and
Spiderman. As you grow older and in college, you still
are a lot like your friends. But ten years later and you
realize you are unique. What you want, what you believe
in, whar makes you feel, may be different from even the
people closest to you. This can create conflict as your goals
may not match with others. And you may drop some of
them. Basketball captains in college invariably stop playing
basketball by the time they have their second child. They
give up something that meant so much to them. They
do it for their family. But in doing that, the spark dies,
Never, ever make that compromise. Love yourself firse,
and then others.

There you go. I've told you the four thunderstorms—
disappointment, frustration, unfairness and isolation. You
cannot avoid them, as like the monsoon, they will come
into your life ar regular intervals. You just need to keep
the raincoat handy to not let the spark die,

[ welcome you again to the most wonderful years of
your life. If someone gave me the choice to go back in
time, | would surely choose college. Bur I also hope that
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ten years later as well, your eyes will shine the same way as
they do roday. That you will keep the spark alive, not only
through college, but through the next 2,500 weekends.
And 1 hope not just you, but my whole country will keep
that spark alive, as we really need it now more than any
moment in history. And there is something cool about
sayﬁlg,lmmeﬁomdlchndofabﬂlionsparks.



We Don’t Need No Education

HHD ministry statfstics demonsrae 3 significane
decline i narional primary school enrolmens,
Given Indian demographics, where the number of children
I8 increasing every year, the remults are cven maors shocking.
This despive all the noise made about right i education for
every Indian, While we may choose in Ioeger this statismc
for the: next sensational news item, this an extremely
chisturbing development,

I Indis's population §s not trained to fice e
slobalized word—and primary education is the first seep
i that training—we will become 2 naticn of servans and
dlerks. And poing by the almost constant firefighting mos
aur feaders, to cover up scama do ruther thin promote
educarion, it doesn't seem likely that our top keadership
caren. Sull, if enough citizess care, nmybe politicians wil]
take notice. It bs with this hripe thar 1 will try 1 analyse
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the poasible reasons for this decline, whart will happen if
we don't address it and what we can do o acrually fix o

There are five main reasons why enmlment could
have dropped. One, the most obviows reason, 8 that the
schools are terrible. IF you ever visit a village school, you
will realize how everything & of low qualiy, from the
clasmooms to the desks m the quality of wachers Why?
D't villagers deserve good schoals for dheir children?
One may say the schools are subsidized. so quality
cannor be maintained. Well, maybe we need o spend
masre muney then, Maybe we need more privare parters.
Maybe we need w redesign the vaditional model of a
school, perhaps using technology o lmpart learning, The
education may be at the primary level, but it sl needs
to ber of high quality Low-quality education i noc really
educarion st all.

Two, the curriculum in our schools is obsalete. Heow
much has the professional world changed in the last
thirty years? How much has our currscibum changed?
Whar sets our curniculum? Do they pevise it from dme e
time, keeping in miind the necds of the industry and the
services sector? One big reason poor people send their kids
tor wchisol i ba chat dhey can learn skills 10 make more
money. If schools den't give them those skills, why will
they bothers? Advanced concepos like education to satisfy
curasity, or learning for learning’s sake, do not apply w
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people with oo meney A bungry person does net swatch
Discovery Channel. Surveys show that a person with decens
English lanjuige skills can increase earning power by 400
per cent, Why don't we teach our people English? Why
do government schaole start reaching it so late?

Three, the massive inflation rate has made life
extremely difficult for people with low incomes. Ewery
putir of hands oo the felds is now more valuable than
senubing a child 1o a substandand school for several years,
the benefits of which are unclear.

Four, there ian't enough money being put mto
education o make mon: schoolt or impeove existing ones.
Tax collections have seen high double-digit growth rates
fior several years now. However, much of tupayees’ momsy
is used o fund scams and mass bribery-rype subsidies or
to pay interest (often on borrowings made 1o fund past
budget extravagances). If the 26 auctisns had been done
propetty, or the Commanwealth Games hadn't wased so
much money, we could have had & lot more schisols. I,
instead of NREGA, we provided villagers the right skilla
v enhance farm income and increase job eligibilitg. maybe
we would generate wealth rather than burn it

Five, a controversial, sinister peason: the hidden
benefitn of iteracy o polidcan. [ierate people
are usefial when it comes o muaintaining voue banks
and keeping scam parties going. If everyone was well-
educated, would the government get sway with o many
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scams? The politicians keep saying, ‘People vote for us,
heisce our actions are justified” If every Indian reolly
understond what happened. could the |oot oomtimue? 5o
while there may nor be a deliberate straregy 1 keep peopic
iliterate, there in no burning padsion or political incentive
o muake India educated either, And pofitcians onky work
on incentivey, not out of the goodness of their heans.

This problem won't go away (v will ger worse. I
tocday millinas aren't being educared well, hivar will they
prt proper jobs omormow? Won't the education erisis
translate into & far scarler job crisis in o few years? Or
are we happy for our kids to remain poor forever?

Thix can be fived Primary education has to be vam
enough in scale and scope to be seen as a wlicy such s
power or telecom. The mose modern techniques. thinking,
strategy and execution are needed on @ mamve scale o
educate our people. Ideally, just as with & few power
wutilities, the effort should be privatized. maybe on a semi-
subsidized basis. In any case, if the education is worth i,
people pay for it

Course materials have to be brutally revamped o
tring them in syne with the modern world. Rural schoods
need Internet connectvity even more than bigoiry ones.
These are things we should demand from thee leaders of
our country, They don't seem w cane much. But we, the
citizens, have 1o be the smice teachers who tell our leaders
that they have a lot of homewodk o do
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Learn and Share
English Lessons with All

hina may soon have more English speakers than

India. These ﬁnd!ngs come from the British Council
study, "English Next India’ by David Graddol. This has
startling implications. Command over the English language
is seen as one of the few relative advantages we had aver
China. I reviewed the study and found it more important
{and far more readable) than the much talked about, but
obsolete, Lieberhan Report and other pointless documents
our government dishes out—and the media passionately
reacts to—on a regular basis,

The desire for English in India is underestimated.
English is not a trend, a fad or an upmarket pursuit. English
helps me face an interview, read the best academic books
available and access the world offered by the Internet.
Without English, progress for a middle-class youth is
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heavily stunted. However, the state of, and attitude
towards English education leaves much to be desired.
Let’s talk about the state first. There is a tiny minority
of English speakers who are extraordinarily fluent in the
language, probably more than most Britons. Thar tiny
minority also means millions of people in a country as
large as India. These people had parents who spoke English,
had access to good English-medium schools—typically in
big cities. They then gained proficiency early on, which, in
turn, helped them to consume English language products
such as newspapers, books and films, thus increasing their
command over the language. English is so instinctive to
them that even some of their thoughts are in this language.
These people, the Els, if 1 may call them that, are much
In demand. Irrespective of their graduation specialization,
they can get frontline jobs across various industries—
hospitality, airline, media, banking and marketing.
However, apart from the Els, there are a large
number of E2s, probably ten times the number of Els,
who are technically familiar with the language and even
understand it. However, their English communication is
not at a professional level. If they sit for an interview
vonducted by E1s, they will come across as incompetent,
even though they may be intelligent, creative hardworking.
They cannot comfortably read English newspapers and
are thus denied the chance to upgrade their language
skills. They know English but have not been taught in
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an environment that facilitates this virmous eycle of
continuous improvement through the consumption of
English language products, Thus, while the difference in
the level of an E1 and E2 may not be too different at age
ten, by age twenty, it is so stark that an El can get many
Jobs while an E2 won't even be shortlisted for many. For
lack of proper teaching, an entire world is closed to the
E2s. After the Ezs, there are people who don't have access

to English at all. These people need to begin with basic

learning. However, E2s constitute an amazing number of
youth across the country who just need that extra push
to take them to the next level,

I've sat with the management of over fifty colleges,
many in smaller towns, I distinctly remember an MBA
college in Indore. The principal, an lIT graduate, told me,
‘My biggest concern is that my students don’t know how
to speak proper English. Sometimes | wonder, should |
teach them finance and accounts or should we just take
basic English grammar classes. For, during interviews, no
matter how well they can analyse a company, they will not
be comfortable putting a sentence together. What were
their schools doing? And why should a postgraduate MBA
college be doing this?" That said, he hired ten teachers for
his 200 students for the sole job of teaching them proper,
MNC interview-ready English.

To convert the E2s to Els, a complete overhaul of
the English school curriculum is required. We can't count
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on the teachers alone as we simply don't have enou_gh
good ones. We must give students, even t.hE senior
secondary ones, simple, relevant and fun English cou.rse
materials that they enjoy reading, watching or learning
from, so that they get into the self-driven virtuous cycle
of consuming English language products. Forcing them to
read antiquated or convoluted books, because some .P?;D
in literature classifies them as good, is the same as giving
a primary school student a Nobel thesis in the ‘na.nle of
science. It will scare the child and kill any curiosity for
further exploration. This is a fixable problem, and [ hope
the SCERTs and NCERTS are going to pay attention to
address it.

Apart from the state of the English languz.ige. the
second hindrance is the attitude. There are two attitudes—
first, the snobbery. A section of people believe th.at
teaching and learning English should be a high-class affair.
Elitism and English are linked and people who speak good
English look down on people who don't. Elitism huﬂs the
inclusion process and without inclusion, the nation as a
whole can never progress,

The second attitude arises when English is seen as
a threat to Hindi or other local languages. It is not, but
this needs to be communicated with sensitivity. Local
languages are neglected and we must do more t'o sulpp-ort
them. However, that is a separate issue. English is n?t
competing with the vernacular—but it is a necessary skill
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for middle-class youth tg ise
is your mother, English yo
love both at the same time.
As a developing natigy,
available to make Indiap,
world. Let's make sure We

in the modern world, Hindi
ur wife and it is possible to

English is one of the few tools

take their rightful place in the
keep it sharp and share it wide,
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Indian Institute of Idiots

avoid writing on the Indian education system as it is not

good for my health. For days, my blood continues to
boil, | have insomnia and [ feel like hurting someone real
bad. The Indian education system is a problem that can be
fixed. It affects the country’s future, impacts almost every
family, everyone knows about it and it is commercially
viable to fix it, Sull, nothing happens because of our great
Indian culture of avoiding change ar all costs. Because
change means sticking out your neck and that, ironically,
is something we are taught not to do.

There are two main problems: one, the supply of
good college seats and, two, the actual course content
and intent behind education.

The first issue is about the supply of A-grade institutions
versus the number of A-grade potential students. With
one crore students taking the class XII exam each year,
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the top 10 per cent, the high potential population by any.
global standard, deserve a world-class institution, That
means, we need 10 lakh good, A-grade, branded college
seats per year. Either the government provides them ar
they work with private participants to make it happen.
Until that is done, the scramble for seats will be worse
than a peak-hour Virar fast. No amount of well-meant
advice to parents to go easy on kids, to children to not
take stress, will work, I'm sorry, if I have a child who 1
think is bright, I will fight to make sure he gets into a
good college. If the number of seats is well below the
required amount, the fight is going to be bloody and ugly.
And that is what happens every year.

What makes me most curious is why the government
doesn'’t fix it? Real estate and faculty are often the biggest
requirements in creating a university. The government has
plenty of land. And any advertisement for government
teaching jobs gets phenomenal responses. After this, there
are running costs. However, most parents are happy to
pay reasonable amounts for their child’s college. With
coaching classes charging crazy amounts, parents are
already spending so much, anyway. Indians send §7 billion
(over Rs 30,000 crore) as outward remittance for Indian
students studying abroad. Part of that money would be
diverted inwards if good colleges were available here.
The government can actually make money if it runs
universities and add a lot more value to the country than,
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say, by running the embarrassing Air India which flushes
crores down the drain every day.

Why can't Delhi University replicate itself, at four
times the size, on the outskirts of Gurgaon? The existing
professors will get more senior responsibilities, new
teachers will get jobs and the area will develop. If we can
have kilometre-long malls and statues that cost hundreds
of crores, why not a university that will pay for itself? This
is so obvious that the young generation will say: duh!??

The education system’s second problem is the course
content itself. What do we teach in school and college? And
how much do you use it in daily life, later? Ask yourself,
has the world changed in the last twenty years? If yes, has
our course content changed at the same pace? Has it even
changed at all? Who are the people changing our course
materials? Do they have real-life corporate exposure?

I am not saying that we study only to get a job
(though many, many Indians actually do so with that main
intention). However, even in the ‘quest for knowledge’
goal of education, our course materials fall short. We
emphasize sticking to the course, testing endlessly how
well the student has revised his lessons. We treat lessons
as rules to be adhered to, and the better you conform, the
more likely you are to score, | hated it personally and 1 am
sure millions do, too, but they have no choice. Innovation,
imagination and creativity, crucial for the country, as well
as more likely to bring the best out of any student, have
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no place in our education system. In fact, we actually
ensure we kill this spirit in the child as fast as possible.
Because innovation by definition means challenging the
existing way and that is just not something good Indian
kids who respect elders do.

The cycle perpetuates itself and we continue to create
a second-rate society of followers rather than change-
embracing leaders. [ have hope that the current generation
will break this norm and start questioning the great
Indian way. I have hope that the current HRD minister
will acknowledge this problem and do something, T have
hope that Indians will start questioning any polil:ic.ian they
meet on what they are doing about the education system
at every place possible. I have hope that people will realize
that making new states is less important than making
new state universities. Maybe I am right, maybe my hope
is justified, and maybe I will live to see the change. Or
maybe I've got it all wrong, my optimism is misplaced
and [ am just, as they say, one of the Idiots.
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The Bootlegging of Education

any well-meaning people, including the direcror
Mof IIT Delhi and software guru Narayana Murthy,
have commented about the flaws in our higher education
system. Their comments reflect a general concern about
India’s institutions of higher learning.

Barring a tiny percentage of elite colleges, higher
education in India is of questionable quality. Ask corporate
honchos, and they will talk about a serious shortage of
talent. Ask students, and they will say there are no good
jobs, Clearly, students are not being trained properly to
meet the demands of the globalized world.

Almost everyone agrees that something needs to be
done about the education system. Strangely, little is done
about it. Money spent on education is never questioned;
it isn’t really a politically divisive issue and fixing it is a
matter of a few right policies and reforms, unlike far more
complicated problems such as corruption.
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We have good, reputed colleges that, at best,
accommodate 10 per cent of the applicant pool of
students. What happens to the rest? Obsessed with starting
salaries, IITs, [IMs and DU cut-offs, we ignore the millions

that don't make it. Where do these students go? Do they
have a shot at a good life?

Many of these students end up in private colleges.
These private colleges have played the role of providing
students with a chance to earn a degree of their choice.
There is nothing wrong with this. It fact, it is even good
that the private sector is playing a role in educating our
students. But the quality of these institutions is an issue.

Thousands have opened up in the last decade. In

the NCR region alone, there are over a hundred MBA
colleges now. With such proliferation, quality standards
vary widely. While there is a demand for them, given
our large student pool, what they are teaching and what
students are learning is another matter. To ensure quality,
the government has put in place procedures like elaborate
approval processes and regular inspections, However, these
are abused and corruption is rife. Many private college
owners have personally admitted to me that they had
to pay bribes at every stage of setting up the college—
from getting land and building approvals to approving the
course plan and setting fee structures. Corruption in the
private education sector is such a norm that nobody in
the know even raises an eyebrow anymore.
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One big reason for corruption is L’flc .gnwrnmem‘s
no-profits-allowed  policy for private institutes. Every
educational institution has to be incorporated as a non-
profit trust, Technically, you cannot mak:‘z money from
the college. The government somehow believes that there
are cnough people who will spend TJ'lousands of crores
serting up good colleges for the millions wl'fo need seats
every year just out of the goodness of their heart.s{ On
this flawed, stupid assumption that people are dm to
run colleges without ever making money rests the higher
B i our Country.

Lduc;?uznoise, none “:; this no-profit business g_wer
happens. What happens is that shady methods are devised
to take money out from the trust. Blalck money, fake
payments to CONEractors and over-inflation of expenses
are just a few ingenious methods to ensure promoters ge;
4 return on their investment. This means that nOne_o

the legitimate players ever enter the field. Ex-acadenu.::v,,
world-class corporate houses and honest people will
never touch private education for they do not want to
pay bribes at every stage and devise shady tnEthcu.:ls to
bypass no-profit rules. Thus, people like country-liquor
barons, sari manufacturers and mithai-shop awness open
technical colleges for en.gjnetl;_lng and m;diun& And we

ur kids and their furure to them. ‘

hmc‘lf::e c;o:'t need to be an expert to realiz.e that what is
happening is seriously wrong. Howev?n pohcyma:ers :m:
doing little about it. Perhaps, much like the bootlegging
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industry; so many regulators and inspectors are mak; )
money that nobody wants to fix the problem. However,
corruption in the education sector is not to be taken lightly,

When you have corruption in infrastructure, you have

potholed roads. When you have corruption in education,

you have potholed minds. We are destroying an entire

generation by not giving it access to the world-class
education it deserves,

I'have nothing against commercialization of education,
Commerce and business are good things. However, when it
comes to education, a sense of ethics and quality is needed,
Good people must be incentivized to open colleges. Say, by
a simple policy fix, like allowing private institutes to make
a profit. This would mean that companies like Infosys and
Reliance might open colleges, perhaps on a large scale, as
shareholders will approve the huge investment required.
If these companies open colleges, at least they will be of
a certain standard. If the business model is sustainable,
many good players would be attracted to this sector.

This can be done. This needs to be done. Indians care
about education. We can have one of the best education
systems in the world. It is a matter of collective will and
a few good leaders to make this happen. Tt should not
require a fast or dharna or yatra or anti-politician slogans,
When something is sensible, it should just be done. For
that is whar educated people do. And we would like to
call ourselves educated, won't we?
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Letter to Bapu from Generation
Next on His Birthday

‘India. for which You gave your [lf(.',.

s shill far from free.!

Dear Gandhiji,

You left us more than sixty years ago. If you were still
around, you would have been more than 140 years old.
However, we have not forgotren you. You are on every
banknote and most stamps. There are many statues of
you. Prestigious roads in almost every city are named after
you. Our politicians try to model themselves on you. They
wear the fabric you promoted, they quote you ‘at every
instance, they've got a photograph of you in their offices
and some even eat and live like you. There are book.'.j. vV
programmes and movies about you. Seriously, you'd be
impressed at how much we still adore y.ctu.

However, there are things that won't make you‘ feel
proud. The India you spent all your life making free is far
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from free. Troe, the white guys are gone. Bur thers are still
millions of poor people, After sity-plus years, we are still
among the poorest pations on earth. This lack of money
leads 1o a lot of problems in healthcare, infrastructure
and educarion. Many children sill don't go 1w 8 good
school Those whi do don't get into good colleges. And
these who gm o college don't et pood joba. We need
to get rich, and fast. Mot only to moke more schoaks
and colleges, bur aleo because most ndan problems ane
linked vo the lack of money Yer, it is considered un-Indian
tes think that way, The young generation, which thinks
like that, is considered materialisvic and greedy. The older
generation tukes the moral high ground —downess in
work is termed patience, non-stop discussion and no action
Is called careful consideration and lack of improvement in
standands of living is countered with claims sbout the need
mh‘uwilhnm:u-iq.ﬁndyﬂ,h\mqymnpqﬂlﬁm
who speak like this claim m be your fans.

The younger generation wishes you could come down
fior ome day and clarify these points. 18 progress un-Indian®
In change bad! [s a desire 1o see my country as rich as
some other nations materalistic? 15 geoting things: done
fast impatience? If you blessed our purpose of building a
developed Indis, the job would become so much easier,

The young generation needs you dewn here for
something else, oo, We have i new battle bere, just
like the ome you fought with the British. The enemy i
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not as clear as it was in your case—the white people.
Our enemy b5 the obd school of thought, or rather, the
people who defend the old school of thowght. They do
this i the name of antiqee ndian policies, culiure and
values. You could help identify this enemy more clearly.
Many peaple who e al the helm of allain aow haee
served India for decades, maybe with good intentions,
But abwiously they don’t want 1o scoept they screwed up.
Wi wish they would, thaugh, and we'd have a national
day of shame. It won't be easy, bt from there we could
make & new beginning. Bur they won'e, for they are in
power, And to defend themselves and dhedr ways, they
desnn’t mind crushing the aspirations, ideas and ralent of
an entire generation,

Yes, there is a bor of talk of India being » young narion
and abour youth power. However, youth power & the
higeeat myth going around India dght nowe OF course,
the youth has spending power—we can buy enough SIM
cards, sneakers and fizzy drinks m keep many MNCs in
husdness. But we do not have the power 1o change things.
Can the youth pet o new college set up? Can the youth
sk the government 1o provide tax incentives to MNCs oo
relocate jobs o smaller towns? No way We are wooed,
used, bt seldom heard. If you came down, you could
unite us You used relighous festivals as social events and
propagated your cause. You understond that people need
entermdnment to hind them. Perhaps we could integrate
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colleped i the same way, link ali colleges—maybe for
their annual festivals—and the message of change could be
tharnelled throigh therm, We have amazing technalogy,
tuch a5 the Interner, now You would use it so well I
the youth unites, there could acmally be youth power,

With oar purpose bessed, enemy identified and yourth
umied, we could wke the first steps wowards the new
Indian pevalition. After all, China had one and only afier
that did they gre on the path of e progress

Bt i it i wor feasible for you oo come beck, we'll
hawe o iry o bring aboan change ourselves, If we cn
be irzpired 1o di thar, we can sy we hive no forgemen
Yo and understand the meaning of your birthday We
hope you had 3 good ane up there!

Lais of lawe,
The Younger Ceneration

1ag

When It’s Crass versus Class

€T a that o make, Daddy? my then fve-year-old son

wiked me, when he saw on TV a pionr gardand
made of rupee nites around & politiclan’s neck, Sucely
my son wasn't making a profoond comment on the
implied symbolism of whar marerialism stands for i
socery todey. After all, the gartand did acnually resemble
o smake—a python thar gowly saffocates i prey to
death, The human ATM that thae politician had mrmed
fnto will certsinly hold s place among the over-the-
tosp things rich Indians regularly do to mform others
of their wealth.

While the maoney-snake was in a diferent league, one
only has to see how aifluent people in this country condisct
thieir weddmgs and birthday parties ro realize how deeply
we want to scream to the world: Wi hove the cash! After
all, what i= the point of having maoney i your relatives,
collezgues, neighbours and even random sringess don's
knevwe youl huree it?
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I once heard of a birthday party where all attending
kids were given Nike Air sneakers as return presents. ['ve
attended birthday parties with life-size Cinderella carriages
and faux Formula One car racing tracks laid out for four
year olds.

There is a show on TV called The Big Fat Indian
Wedding, on which rich families allow television crews to
cover their weddings. In the only episode I could bear to
watch, the wedding functions were spread over a week in
Delhi, Rajasthan and Bali, with 500 guests being shuttled
around. At the end, like every wedding, only one boy
and girl got married.

An international newspaper had a front-page story, this
time about a village in Noida. A farmer made a killing
selling land to developers, and hired a helicopter for his
son’s wedding in the village.

An argument can be made defending such behaviour:
if someone has earned the money, he or she has the right
to do whatever they want with it. We should be happy
Indians are finally coming into money. So if someone
wanis to give a politician a money-python or a money-
elephant, what is anyone else’s problem?

Yet, at one level, it just doesn’t feel right when I see
my kids witnessing vulgar displays of wealth. Because
here’s the message running in my child’s head: this is what
successful people do. This is what life is all about. I'm
asked to work hard so that one day 1 can make money,
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smear my face with cash and burn money to tell the
world I've arrived.

Displays of wealth diminish values like self-control
and being down-to-earth, humble and sensitive. Winners
inspire the young generation. The loudness created by
money dwarfs the contribution made by other people in
society—teachers, honest cops and doctors, to name only
a few—who may not be as rich, but are still good role
models for children. For this reason, I'd like to request the
country’s rich people to hold their horses. Calm down,
we know you have it, Put it on your website if you really
want us to know how much money you have, but don’t
let it all hang out. We are impressed you made it, well
done, 10 out of 10, bravo! Now let us be.

Not all rich people live like this. Warren Buffet, one
of the richest individuals in the world, lives in a simple
fve-bedroom house in Omaha. One of the most respected
figures in American society, he doesn’t have to show off.
In Silicon Valley, hundreds of selfmade millionaires go
to work in T-shirts and jeans. Flashing wealth is frowned
upon. Crassness is not a necessary part of affluence. Grace,
while seemingly still a new concept to rich and powerful
Indians, is possible to learn.

This doesn’t mean that wealthy people do not deserve
their luxury. Surely they shouldn’t have to slum it like the
rest of us. However, there is a difference between private
and public luxury. They can eat off gold plates and bathe
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in Evian water at home, if thar is 2 source of sadsfacuon
far them, However, when thewr wealth display goes public,
they shoubd think twice. If some politciany find mmer joy
in surrounding themaelves with currency notes, it is tough
vor argee with that. They can wallpaper their rooms with
1 00rapie balls (the Gandhi images will add a nice rouch
of iromy to the decor). However, they don't have to wear
million-dodlar cash garlands and display it w0 lindian kids
Their speophanis, along with people who believe meoney
equals greamess, may even admire and applaud them for
i#. However, there are some, if not many, of us wh don't
Wi don't want our lids g ermulate such behuviour,
We want them to emulare e Jeaders, Leaders who show
excellence, benefit society andd help people. Leaders wha
show resraing, poise and humility. Those are the people
wit can truly call rch. On the day the politician wore that
hideous gatland, she did net come across as nich, She
came across a8 & helples woman trapped in g bunch of
notes, which threatened v sorangulate her polisical carcer

like a pythom,
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Deon't Fix History,
Lock at the Future

ometimaes | wonder  television  channels  pay
Spnﬂl!uuru 1o enact drama in real lide. Aler all, how
else can we have top leadets of a leading party spending
many days discussing a historical figuee, banning a book
and fring the author from a posttion he's held for thirry
yeary. T have mo ill feelings for the BIP (or the Congress
parry for that marter)

In face, 1'd like o see both parties being as strong as
puossible so that the Indian voier geis to choie berween
vwi teally good alternativés. Hoveever, the slow-suicide
path the BIP has chosen ot itself is harmful not anly for
their party but for the naton. With no oredible second
alicrmative, a democracy runs the risk of turming oo
a ane-party manopoly, which may not be good for the
coundry in the long term
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The reality is that despite its best intentdons,
BIP is out of touch with the current generation,
for example, its ire over the book Jinnah; India Parti
Independence by Jaswant Singh. The BJP screamed that
Jinnah was not as secular as claimed by Jaswant Si
Experts on TV cited events in 1932 which proved
Jinnah was a good person. They were countered by an
cqual number of experts who cited historical events to
prove that Jinnah did terrible things,

To answer the Jinnah question from the point of view
of the young generation—who cares?

Really, whether Mr Jinnah did wonderful things or
horrible things, the point of view of the party, etcetera—
who gives a damn? How is this relevant to the India we
have to build today? Are we electing leaders for the future
or selecting a history teacher?

The strange thing is that the media buys into pointless
debate and spends hours discussing it. By doing so, it gives
legitimacy to the whole exercise. Meanwhile, the young
generation fails to understand why our politicians become
so passionate about defending these relics of the past.
Why don't they have a passionate debate about how fast
they will build roads, colleges, bridges and power plants?
Why don’t people get expelled over non-performance
rather than historical opinions? Why don’t we ban useless
government paperwork rather than banning books about
dead people?
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Every Indian student learns about past leaders. We
read their biographies, celebrate their birthdays and see
them as inspiration. However, what made these people
preat was the fact that they brought about change for a
better future during their time. Do our politicians realize
this before they claim to be fans and devotees of past
leaders? Or is it simply easier to debate the past than to
roll up your sleeves and make change happen. This old
Indian mentality of non-stop discussion and no action
has cost the nation dearly. If our political parties cannot
find ways to change this quickly, they just might find
themselves becoming irrelevant.
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Open Letter to Sonia Gandhi
from Young India

, madam, best ple

a that

Dear Soniaji,

I've never been much of a fan of open letters. After all, why
make public something meant for one person? However,
I don't have your email ID; you don't seem to be on
Facebook {and certainly not on Twitter). Regular mail will
never get past your sycophants. Hence, this seems to be
the best option. Also, I don't speak only for myself. It's
something a lot of young Indians currently feel. However,
we don't know the right channel to express this and get
it addressed.

The issue is simple: India must get rid of eorruption.
Whatever the solution, you will have a pivotal role in
implementing it.
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I dont think you would have a personal interest in
being corrupt. Money would hold litde significance for
you. You don't come across as someone who aspires to a
lavish lifestyle. Yes, the compulsions of running a political
party require vast amounts of funds. This brings in cronies
and moral compromises, which have become part of any
Indian politician’s life.

In recent times, however, there have been too many
of these compromises. Amounts have reached levels that
cannot be computed on a digital calculator. Scam after
scam—and these are only the unearthed ones—show how
we have created a monster of a system that rewards evil
and threatens the dream of India becoming a "first-world’
country.

Recently, your son spoke about how corruption
prevents the benefits of globalization from reaching the
common man. This is absolutely true. In fact, it not only
cuts existing benefits, it cuts out future opportunities for
the young, Corruption is worse than terrorism. Terrorists
blow up existing infrastructure such as roads, airports and
power plants. Corruption prevents such infrastructure
from being created in the first place, Terrorists rake
innocent lives. Corrupt politicians prevent hospitals from
being built, which means that innocent lives that could
be saved are not.

You say corruption is a disease. But that sounds a
little defeatist. A disease is something inflicted upon us by
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nature. Corruption isn't caused by little bugs. Corruption
comes from unchecked power. Take the example of
electric power, a wonderful invention that brings light
and comfort to our homes. But before this power reaches
us, it is kept under control at various sub-stations to limit
voltage and current. If electric power is unchecked, it can
burn down our homes. Political power is unrestrained in
India. Like little kings, our MPs roam around with their
sycophants, blocking traffic, openly defying laws and doing
anything and everything possible to explait their power. If
you want to fix this ‘disease’—and you can do it—you need
to pass a ‘Political Accountability Bill' in Parliament. Also,
an independent council against corruption needs to be set
up. It should not be under the control of politicians and
should have the power to prosecute politicians—almost all
‘first-world’ countries have this. Without these changes,
no matter how many wonderful speeches are made, the
disease will remain uncured.

Mechanisms to punish errant politicians are one
aspect. It's equally important to understand why so
many politicians err in the first place, and the reforms
required to prevent that. Some of your party’s ideas seem
well intentioned—particularly the massive push to bring
young people into politics. Your son has travelled across
the country to spread this message.

But [ want to ask—what happens when a young man
joins the Youth Congress (or another party’s youth wing)?
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To do well, he will need to spend most of his energies
serving the party. Parties do not have a formal stipend
or salary system, so how is the young man expected 1o
survive except through petty corruption? This is how a fine
young man is forced to take small steps towards becoming
corrupt. In such a scenario, would you advise educated,
intelligent young people to join politics? Instead, if a proper
stipend system were put in place, strong performers would
have a mechanism to rise and contest elections and you
would have a whole new class of talent in the profession
of politics. Unless these reforms happen, including youth
in our politics will be nothing but one of the specialties
of our politicians—empty talk.

Other nonsensical rules in Indian politics include
the Rs 25 lakh limit on electoral campaigns. The actual
average spend, my MP friends tell me, is around Rs 6 crore
per constituency. Where does this unaccounted money
come from? Obviously, one stands little chance if one is
not corrupt. Can we not remove these impractical and
outdated limits? Why not define legitmate fundraising
methods? If we do that, many good people would enter
politics and change the face of this nation. _

As a nation, we have enormous expertise in covering
our backs and not rocking the boat. Right from school,
Indians are taught to shut up and not question anything,
Thus, even though some of the above issues are obvious,
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nobody important will sit up and say, 'We need w change
things.”

Irdsm't easy v change thimgs but it needs 10 be done.
And you, of all people, have the best chance of nking
s archaic bull by the horms and showing it the mght
direetinn.

The question hundreds of millions of young people
are asking i ame you up for it?

Respedct f1.|||',.
Young India
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Where's My Nobel Prize?

Wh:nemap:ﬂmu“nﬁinungmmapnﬂglum
mternational awand, especially the Mobel Prize,
there is mauch hand-wringing ar home, "Wy don't we win
Mobel prizes here?” becomes the question of the week
The standard argaments are brought out: we don't have
the facilities, there is (oo much governmens interference
the sclection process Is rigged, the prige committer is
racist and, finally, who cares show the Nobel anyway?
OF course we do, that's why we discuss it

And then, like all news stores, the furore dies down,
until the next time someone of Indian ongin i@ feeed
abroad FHowever, muybe it bs time o look st the oo
imue: why Indin docsn’t cxcel on the world wage on &
fadrly cotvestent basis. Wie don't win & significans number
af Olympic medals, we don't create global brands, our [T
industry (s essenmially based on o job transfer maodel bui we
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haven't creared even one Google, Facebook or Twirter (0f
course, there is plenty for Indisns 1o be proud of otherwise,
so please don't jump on me because of my observations.}

The resl wsue comes down (o the treatment of
talent in our country. 5o what b alent? Talent refers o
iqxd-l-bdnrmd-pumd:thitmﬂpzwhm!dg;h
a particular field, In sport, scence, films, business or the
arts, people who dominate the world stage all have o gift
thar makes it easier for them 1o excel Of enurse, along
with talent, there s preparation, hard work and a certin
amournt of luck required 1o schieve success. Fiowever,
talent {s usually a pecessary ngredient. Talent is care
and randomly distributed across the human population,
irrespective of pedigree, conmections or wealth. Some may
call tlent an unfair gift, However, it is alent thar allows
ardinary people to come up in ife. Otherwione, rich people
would stay rich and poor people, poor. Thus, this unfair
ralenn acnuafly makes the world Fairer,

Huowever, we don't put tulent on the highest pedestal
i our country. A talented person's statuse ks below thar
of someone with cormections, hereditary entitlement,
pedigree or even experience. If | were to tell you thar an
unknown boy from Apra will become the nest superstir,
VErses @ atac's son becoming the nexr star, the laver story
15 much easier o digesr. Even in an 1T, a truly gifted
young faculty member cannot jump ranks and scales set
by the system. And the people designing the system never
took talent into account. Bven when wlent is identified,
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we sre whahle o erain i and find it difficule o rewand e

It is difficult 1o say why we have this arnude, but
there are many possible reasons. One, talent conflicts
with the traditional lndian caste spstem. Two, according
to Tndian culmical values, we revere the obder generution
and its experience, and talent sooms pase i Finally, the
“tall popples syndrome’, an already extsring werm wsed in
Ausreabls and the United Kingdom o “desciibe o societal
phenomenon in which people of geuine ment are
criticized or resented because their talents or achievements
elevate then: above o distinguish them from their peers’
sk youreld, have you seen some of this in Indiat Maybe
hecause so many dreams have been crushed in India,
someone else's success reminds us of our own faiture. The
IS {only as 4 contrasting example: I'm not ecommending
that we become like thetn) has an opposite value system.
Talenit is respected, scen as something w be emulared.
That i why they have teenage boy bands and college
drapeouts who open dotcoms, as national ioons. We dan't,

There are grave negative fepercussions for a
community that doesn't respect talent. It leads to g
soricty where connected peaple do better than peaple
with ability. 1t leads 1o a lot of talent being wunused,
2 tremendous woste of a notional resource. It canses
frustratlon in the entire new generation, s they see
people with less capability doing better than them. It
slso reinforees the old Indian values of fatalism and
the helpless-common-man theory. And it means India's
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excellent people may not excel worldwide 1o the
possible,

S0 what can be done? 'Well, we definitely can |
something both st the macro organizational level
micro individual level.

At the organizational level, we have m et go
corporate hieranchics and the lifelong promaotian g
evernment, partioularly in tabent-dependent organization
like R&D, companies requiring high imovarion or M
We have 1o make incentives i line with what anraces
taleni, as thie is @ global barde for it Exceptionsl tabent
demands exceptional rowand. We have to wke away the
maral judgement asociated with rewarding talent. Just
5 it Is morally okay for a rich man's son to be nich, a
person with talent abo deserves 1o do really well,

Change needs to happen amongss ug, 3t the individual
level, as well. W have 1o acknewledge that walenr exisrs,
and we need o respect it Frankly, isn't it beteer a talented
person gess rewarded rather than o minister's undeserving
st Talent ghouldn't conse resentment, i should become
an inspiration. | think the young generation s already on
board with that. It needs the older generation’s support

w make this change in values, It may be difficulr, bar it
o worth

Because if we do become a talent-drven country, we
will become 4 more progressive tation, utilice the mew
generation’s skills properly, become a falrer society and,
along the wiy, win a few Nobel prizes, oo,

lda

Save Us from the ‘Lerds’

T“mhau:mnmu.ﬂi@tlymlﬁngutmmuim
deseribe certain peaple with a scientific or rechnical
hackground—nerd Nerds ame defined as peopie slavishly
devoted 1o scademic pursuita. They are supposed (o be
imelligenn bue socially awkward, lost in equasions and
formulae and disconnected from the real wodd,

Mot every person with a techniol background i
uncially inept. However, 1, being from the species, humbly
sccept there wre enough nerds i chis workd (o create the
sereotype. Many of us find it casier to solve differential
calcuhus than, say, speak to strangers at a paaty. | have heen
tagred 41 8 nerd at various stages of my life, especially
while being turned down by women (a5 in I'd prefer
being o nun to being seen with a nend like you' or “go
solve yuur physics problems, nerd, the Stephanian already
ashoed me o).
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I accept it. Sometimes it is difficult for nerds to
articulate or absorb what is happening in the real world.
Nerds like to solve problems and ger quite uncomfortable
if they cannot find the answer in a certain number of steps.
Hence, it is relatively easy for a nerd to figure out how
a rocket is launched into space, which, though complex,
has a set, solvable path. It is much harder for nerds to
approach questions like ‘how do I get this girl to like me’
or, more seriously, issues like "how to solve corruption’ or
‘why is the Indian economy and politics in such a mess?’

I accept it; we, in our rigorous yet narrow-minded
scientific education, find it difficult to approach subjective
issues. That is why we are called nerds.

However, after accepting the flaws of my own species,
allow me to point a tiny finger ar our humanities-stream
brethren. Allow me, ladies and gentlemen, to introduce
a new, nerd-equivalent category for our ‘liberal arts’
background people—the lerds.

The lerds are our so-called ‘liberal arts’, or in India,
simply the ‘arts’ students who are supposed to be open-
minded, visionary and articulate about social issues. Some
of these people, with their background in wonderful
liberal arts subjects, are our intellectuals. They sit on think
tank commirtees and participate in debates ro solve issues
facing our country. Lerds give forty-five-minute speeches
in conferences held at posh Delhi venues on topics ranging
from the environment, corruption to poverty eradication,

148

WHAT YOUNG INDIA WANTS

FDI, the girl child, healthcare and infrastructure. Lerds can
be spotted in TV debates on English news channels (but
never on entertainment or vernacular channels). Female
lerds often prefer an ethnic yet classy look.

Unlike nerds, who shiver at the thought of public
speaking, lerds can speak on any issue. When they do,
they sound intelligent, even though their point is ofien
not clear, Warm, fuzzy feelings run through their listeners
as they see the lerds’ grasp of issues like the primacy of
Parliament and their use of wonderful terms like 'need
of the hour' (notice the urgency. Not need of the week,
month or year—need of the hour).

Lerds know it all. They understand nuances like
a nerd never would. However, unlike nerds, who love
solutions, lerds have one defining, important trait,
Despite all their intelligence, grasp and knowledge,
lerds hate solutions. For solutions mean that there is
a direction set to solve the problem, and then there is
not much debate left. And where is the fun in that? So,
if a Lokpal Bill is proposed as a starting step 1o solve
corruption, lerds will hate it.

Because, according to them, the ‘need of the hour” is
0 remove corruption. However, how exactly that is to be
done is not the lerds’ concern. Sa if, for inflation, solutions
like reduction in government subsidies and productivity
improvement infrastructure projects are proposed, they
will shoot it down with an ‘it is not that simple’ or an
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‘Il ks ot that easy o fgure out’. For, you see, all thas
lerds are interested m s 1o fypere out the problem (and
show the workd how smamn they ane ac figunmg i oun),
Proposing ar backing a seluskon i for plebelens and nerds.
Lepds are above all this,

Wheee do berds come froen? Well, they are often a
result of the llwed lndian education system which focuses
on Imowledge more than application. Bven in science
subgects, bur particularly in the arts, Indion stodents can
woe oo mirks through rote knowledge, rather than
being: foreed 1o apply themselves. Teachimg moterials end
methods in the humanities are archaic and outdated,
Many poatgraduates in wonderful subjecms ke sociology,
philosophy, powchalogy and economics have excellens
kv bedige, but find b difficulr (0 apply thelr knowledge
i the Indian context, and tmpossible o provide a specific
solunion o problems.

Of gonerse, not every liberal aris stadent s a lend {juse
a5 every tech student is not a nerd), However, it b time
we accept thar intelligent yer mepr people exist on bath
sldes—the sciences and the ars Knowledge is only one
part of education; the other, equally imporam aspect, b
application. Nerds need o integrate their problem-solving
abitithes into the real world, Lerds need tm bearn how o
wolve problema, miher than st pomtificate. Arts and
SCIENCE STEAms are just man-made divisions, To prognos,
we Indians need wo learn and apply foom both disciplives.
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I herchy propose o truce between the nerds and the lerds,

wha should come together and learn from each ather.
Mfter all, vt chat the ‘need of the hour?
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Can Engineers
Be ‘Touchy Feely’?

'Let's find ou
!

behind the ator at:all.!

remember the incident. 1 was in a restaurant and one
girl in our group was especially charming. So I, like
any other male, tried to put on a wooing act. You know
the routine—a nanosecond extra eye contact, a few more
nods to whatever she says and attempts to throw in those
one-liners, which you know you wouldn't have said if she
weren't there. And it seemed to be working. She leaned
forward when she spoke to me, and every now and again,
we'd have a small conversation of our own, separate from
our group. She laughed at my approach with the fork and
knife, and 1 teased her about her hairband, which had
little teddy bears on it. Yes, we were flirting.
A while later, she asked me the question: what did I
study? I said engineering, without any particular meaning
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attached to it, And then, like a cold metal rail, she went
stiff. My jokes weren't funny anymore. Her eyes wandered
to everyone clse.

What was it? Why? Why? Why?

Two days later, | still couldnt get over the great
start that had dissipated listlessly upon mentioning my
education. Engineer? What was wrong with that? My
mom had wanted me to become one since 1 was five! [
had to call her. 'So what happened to you that day, hot-
and-cold missy?’ And then she said, trying to be nice, “Well,
it's just that I am sceprical about engineers as friends.
I don't know, they can be, you know, very logical and
everything...not very touchy feely.’

Not touchy feely. Now, what the heck did that mean?
Well, she obviously did not mean it literally, since girls
don't really suggest that sort of stuff, certainly not in the
first meeting across the table. T guessed it had something
to do with feelings, sort of having an emotional side. The
stereotype being the nerdy guy who sees relationships like
laws of physics, to whom love is just a bunch of chemicals
going crazy in your brain and getting to know a person
means obtaining their biodata.

It's time to set the record straight.

It’s true thar a lot of what engineers study—and they
end up studying quite a lot—has to do with formulae,
laws and numbers. No matter how hard we try, some of
the vocabulary we read all day gets into our language.
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So when my mother said, ‘Are you getting married next
year or not?’ 1 ended up saying, "Well, at this moment
in time, the probability is relatively low." and felt it was
completely normal to say it. And when my sister went
sari shopping and couldn’t explain the shade she wanted,
1 told the shopkeeper the percentages of pink, orange
and red in the sari.

Yet, ladies, 1 don't think we're bad ar relationships,
love and getting to know people. We, too, can be touchy
feely, as that is part of our education as well. The reason
for this is that most engineering students live through this
‘touchy feely’ thing. Relationships.

Imagine eating, sleeping, brushing your teeth,
bathing—okay, rarely this one—and partying with the
same people all the time. So when you are kicking that
bathroom door down for the tenth tme, or when you
stand in line for gulab jamuns in the mess and when you
are done with the vodka bottle and sharing all your secrets,
you know it is good practice. Yes, hostels maketh the man.
So, the next time you are in a flirtatious situation with
the techno types, go on, flirt a bit more. Of course, I am
biased towards my kind, but if you find the conversation
turning too geeky, just ask them, ‘So, what were your
hostel days like?’ and chances are, you'll see a heart behind
the calculator.

Coming back to my missy, I thought of what would
make me win her over. Flowers...too cheesy. Music...l
don’t know her taste (nor do I trust mine). Teddy bears...
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don't even go there. Desperate for some good lines, 1 just
turned it right back at her. "Yes, I know what you are
saying about engineers. The thing is, unless people with
depth like you start hanging out with us, we won't get
any better, Can you meet me some time for some touchy
feely...oops, | mean coffee or tea?’

She giggled. When they giggle, it means you have

WOIl.
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TWO SHORT STORIES

At imes, fiction Brings out issues and concopls with much
mare clarity aod sase than nonfichion ever can. So in thia
seelion | om ncluling two short siores. ‘OF Ducks and
Cracodies’ s on cllsgery about o iwo-feced government
and The Cuta i o way ko show the sikess conad ko
stuclants by ever-ncreaiing wivenity cubolf



Of Ducks and Crocodiles

nce iapon o time, there wan 8 beautifil vllage on

a hill. The mmple villigers worked hard on their
terrace farms. Everything wa perfect, apart from one
probleny there waint enough warer through the year
“The rainy season was fine, bt at ather med, the villagers
relied on 4 Like on op of the hill. In the rainy seann, the
hardworking willsgers collected water in nackes and filled
the lake, Once full, the village enjoyed the like for the
vest af the year It wis & good vysem and the village was
sen 1o prosper. The lake abn became & wonderful picnic
spat. It housed some besutifl ducks. The children from
the village liked o come and waech them. The ducks
aften invited the chaldren for 4 wwim.

The villagers felt they owed their life 10 the lake. The
ducks becume like desties. In particular, there was @ family
of ducks with gold cipped feathers. The villigers saw these
golden ducks as g divine life source. When the villagers
ol to collect buckets of warer w refill the lake, they
chanted praise for the golden ducks.
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Other ducks also followed the golden ducks. The
golden ducks had appointed a wise duck—an old,
intellectual-looking one—to stand at the centre of the
lake. The wise duck barely moved, and the stillness added
to his mystique. Villagers prayed to the wise duck as well,

Everything was wonderful. Sometimes, the golden
ducks smiled ar the villagers and everyone would go into
an ecstatic frenzy. The wise duck always had the same
expression, so it was difficult to tell if he was smiling or not.

One day, however, things went horribly wrong
Three children who had come to the lake for a swim
went missing. People looked everywhere, but the children
could not be found. The next week, two more children
went missing. The villagers went to the only person they
knew who could have an answer—the golden ducks and
the wise duck. -

However, the golden ducks didn't speak. The wise
duck said something like, this can not happen in this
village.

The next week, four more children went missing.
One villager found body parts by the lake. It looked like
someone had eaten the kids. The villager heard a rustle
in the water. He could recognize the creature.

“There are crocodiles in the holy lake!” the villager
screamed as he ran across the village square.

The villagers went into a panic. However, they could
not believe it. They confronted the holy ducks again,
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although apologetically, as they didn’t like to disturb them
so often. “"What are you talking about?” the wise duck
said. ‘'We have no crocodiles. Other jealous villages have
stolen our babies.” The wise duck, having said enough,
limped away to swim on the other side of the lake. The
golden ducks remained in their private cave,

Qver six months, fifty children went missing. Some
villagers pointed fingers at the lake, but the villagers called
such people attention-seeking hacks and ignored them.
The villagers felt that if the wise duck had said there
were no crocodiles, there were no crocodiles.

One night, however, almost all the villagers heard a
noise from the lake. Scared, they woke up and tiptoed
there. They were stunned at what they saw. There was
a grand party of crocodiles by the lake. They had all
come out to feast, dance and lay new eggs. Some ducks
danced with the crocodiles, too. The golden duck family
remained in their private cave and the wise duck sac still
at the corner of the lake.

‘Oh, wise duck,’ villagers rushed to him, "what is this?
You said there are no crocodiles.”

The wise duck seemed in pain as he spoke. "You have
to compromise sometimes,” he said.

“With peaple who eat our babies?” the villagers said.
“If you had told us early on, we could have killed the first
few crocodiles. Now there are hundreds of them. Why,
wise duck, why?'
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Dawn broke even as the wise duck remained silent.
After many months, it promised to be a sunny day. The
sunrays came out, enabling one to see under the water
clearly. The villager saw the wise duck’s feet in the water,
A srong set of teeth were holding them. Aghast, the
villagers saw the set of crocodile eyes under the water.
It swam away. The wise duck, legs stuck to the reprile's
jaw, went along with him.

The villagers realized what was going on. Even the
golden duck family had crocodiles outside their cave.

‘Enough’s enough, we have to do something ourselves,’
the villagers said.

Over the next few months, they started to dig a new
lake. They also made several mini-lakes at various levels
of the terrace farm. They put strong iron meshes so the
crocodiles could not enter. They collected buckets of
water and filled it in the new lakes. One smart villager
put an underground pipe to empty out the old lake and
fill the new one. Soon, the old lake had no water. As it
dried up, the crocodiles and ducks struggled to live. They
begged the villagers for some water but the villagers paid
no attention.

The new lakes opened, and the villagers loved them.
They also realized that they had made the lake, and not
the other way around. Children came back to swim in
the new lakes, crops had enough water and the village
prospered like never before. Everyone in the old lake died.
And the villagers lived happily ever after.
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The Cut-off

veryone will give you an opinion on how to live

your life. No one, no one, will give you good advice
on how to end it. Worse, they will tell you to continue
living, without any respect for individual choice. Yes, hi,
I'm Gautam Arora, and after eighteen wonderful years in
Delhi, I've decided to end my life.

I sat with my best friend Neeraj and his girlfriend
Anjali at Costa Coffee, DLF Mewropolitan Mall, Saket.
The coffee was way overpriced, but considering I had a
day to live, 1 didn't mind getting ripped off.

“The joke isn't that funny,” Neeraj said, tearing open
the second sachet of brown sugar and mixing it for his
girlfriend. If this girl couldn’t mix sugar in her coffee,
I wondered what she would be like after marriage.

‘Do I look like 1 am joking? You are in medical
college, and as a friend and someone two years elder to
me, | am asking your advice on what is the most painless,
graceful way to go. And ideally, it should be available at
the friendly neighbourhood chemist,” 1 said. 1 ordered a
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chocolate fudge cake, What are @ few extra calores on
your last day?

Anpali kept quier, her {Pod plugged 1w her ears. She
had come to the mall 1o shop with her boyfriend rather
than meer me. Neersj said he only dated Anjali as her
Father had given her a car and driver, which made it easy
to get around. Besides; she looked okay. She was prémy
enough to inviee a second stare from men, though thats
hardly an achievement in Delhi, where men's standands
are quite modest,

Dude, you wpped your school, How much did you
seore in your class X1 boards again?’ Neeraj said,

‘a2 per cent,” 1 said.

‘Minety what? Meeraj sald as he rpped our Anjalis
earphones. Anjali. the dude scored 92 per cent in
commerce] Do you know of anyone who bas scored that
much?’

Anjali shook her head. “Wow, you must have stadicd
8 lor,” she said,

| nodded, | had done nothing bur smedy in the st
Wi years.

‘Mo time for hobbies?” she asked.

I shook my head, My only hobbdes were cating three
meals and sleeping five hours a day The rest of the time
was spent with my books.

“With ninety-twn, you should be fine,’ Neeraj said.

‘Mot according to SRCC. not according to Stephen’s
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and nen according o Hindu...Oh what the heck.” | sald
s | opened my rucksack:

I gave him the spectal admisshons supplensent from
the newspaper. | had anuck it out eady moming so mom
and dod wouldn't see it

“Wow, check out Lady Shel Ram College. B.Com
Hunours |s at 955 per centt’ Neeraj said.

That's a girls college,” Anjali said.

1 kmenae” 1 said

"Diosn't wiorry, b woubdn' have made it anyway, Anjali,
why don't you go spend some of your father’s money,”
Neeraj said and winked at me.

Anjaki and | both gove Neeraj a dirty look. Neeraj
air-kissed Anjall and gestured o her o leave.

*Seriously, don't kill yourself To us, you ure still the
school topper. Meers| said after Anjali lefi.

“So what do 1 de?” 1 said, my voice lood. “stay back in
schonl? This topper tag makes things worse. My parents
already threw a party fior our friends and relatives like |
have made it big tme in life. | cut a eake on which the
icing said “family superstar™.’

"Mice,” Neeraj said.

Mot mice at all. All the relatives congratulated my
mother. They see me as the next howshot investment
bunker on Wall Street. The least they expect me 1o do bs
get into a good college in DU
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“There are still some colleges that you will ger ingo,
Meeraj said as 1 cut him off,

“Bur none wigh the same brand value, Thas, you can't
get a decent job after them. Yow can't ger mio the wop
MBA schoal”

Neera) pushed my coffer cup wwards me, | hadn't
wached it 1 picked it up and broughr it close w my
mouth but couldn't drink it

I made one tiny calculation ermor im my math paper.’
I said, ‘read one stupdd unit conversion wrong. Thae's it
if omly.”

‘It onky you could chill our. You are going o college,
dude! Branded or not, it is abways fun,”

Berew fun,’ 1 said. '

“What kind of kids are they taking im anyway? Neeraj
sadel, “you have 1o be o bean-counter stickber to get 97 per
cent. Like someone who never tikes chances and pevises
the paper twenty rimes.”

I don’t know, | revised i five nimes. Thar soupid
calculagon.

‘Gigutam, redox. That paper is done. And stickless don’t
e weell o ol Innovative and imaginative people do.

“Thar's not what DU thinks. Yoo don't undersand, my
father has proclaimed in his office that | will join SREC,
1 can’t go o him with a second-rung college admission.
It's bike his whole life image will alver. Hell, T won't be
able to deal with it moyself.
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An SMS from Anjali on Neeraf’s phone intervuped
cur comversation. Ar Kimaya, tried fob dress, Came wrgently,
weint your opimion. Meeraj typed the reply back. Honey. it
looks grent. Ry it

Meerap grinned as he showed me his response 1 think
you should go' 1 said. Rich dads” deughters can throw
presey Hadry atromd

Mreray took out the money for coffee. | stopped him.
My wrear,” | gaid. Leave people happy on your last day,
1 thesght.

‘OF eourse, | take this a8 your wear for cracking your
beoands,” Meeraj said and smiled. He ruffled my bair and
Iefi. | eame out of the mall and took en auto home.

I mer my parents ar the dinner ble “So, when will
the aniversity announce the cut-off?" my father said

‘I a few days,' | andd. | looked up at the dining table
fan. Mo, | couldnt hang mysell. | can’t bear suffocation.

My mother cut mangees after dinner. The knife made
me think of slitiing my wrists. Too painful, | thought,

“Eo now, my office people are asking me, “When s
our pariy?” my fther said a5 he took 4 shice,

I wid you m call them to the party we threw for

“Hiow will they fit in with your brothers and sisters?
My office people are very sophisticated.” my fasher said
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My brothers are oo less sophisticated. They went 1o
Smgapore low year on vacution, At lesst they arc betier
than your family,” she said,

My futher laughed ot my mother’s sullen cxpression
His happitiess lovels had oot receded sinoe the day 1
received my pesult

My office people warit drinks, not food. Dor't worry,
I'll have amasther ane for them when he gets s SROC
ot Swephen’s.”

My father worked in the sales division of Tata Tea
We had supplied our éntire set of neighbours with free
te for the las fve years As o result, we had mare well-
wikhers than I'd have liked

"Even my country head called 1o congratulate me for
Gauram. He said—nothing like Stephen’s for your brilliant
son.,” my father said

‘Gupta aunty came from next door. She wanted to
see iF you can help her danghter, wh b in class X1 my
maother said.

Is she prerry, | wanted to ask, but didn’c It didn't
iratter.

1 came w my room post dinner. 1 hadn't quice zeroed
derwny on the exact method. bur thought 1 should sare
working on the suicide letter anyway, | didn't want it
i be one of the clichéd ones—- lowe wou all and @t s no
ey fault and mosorry, mom end dad, Yook, just like firse
impressions, last impressions ore imporsant, to. In fact, |
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didn’t want to de any silly suicide letter. When it Is your
last, you'd berer make it imporant, | decided 1o wite
it tis the education minister | switched on my compuater
and went to the education departmient webaite, Hall the
site Hinks were broken, There was a link called "What after
class XIT | chicked on it; it ook me toa blank page with
an under-construction sign. | sighed os | closed rhe site.
I opened Microsofit Word 10 type.

enr Educanon Miniser,

| bops you are doing Ane and the large stalf of
your massive bungalow is treating you well. I'won't
take much of your ome.

I've passed out of cliss XI and I've decided 1o
end ry life. | scored 82 per cent in my boards, and
I have & one-focthigh trophy fromm my school foe
scoring the highest marks. However, there are 3o
muny trophy-hodding students in this country and
w0 few college seats that 1 didn't ger into & college
that will train me (o ger 1o the next level, or open
up good opportunitics.

1 knerw 1 have serewed o | should have worked
harder to get another 3 per omt. However, | do
want to point out a few things o you. When my
presugious. Now, forty years fater, the same colleges
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are considered prostigions. What's interesting i that
an tew colleges have come up with the wme brand
or reputation level Neither have the seats expanded
in exisangg oolleges G enough to acoommadae the
riing momher of wodenm

Pl give you an example. jus by doing some
mcaninglers surfing, | saw that 3.5 lakh candidates
took the CBSE dass X1 ezain in 1909, & nomber
that e grovwn 1o & @ Lakh m 2009, This i just one
board, and  you take ICSE and all other sase
bowrdy, the all India poral pumber is over ten times
chat of CESE. We probably had one crore srodents
taking the class XI exam this yeaz

While not everyone can get @ good oollege
seat. | jut want 1o talk about the so-called goost
students. The top 10 per cent alone of these ooe
crore ptudents i ren lakh children. Yen, these en
lakh snsdemts sre their das opper. In 4 class of
fifiy, they will have the top flee ranka

Cme could argee thar these bright kids deserr o
good college 1o realize their full potential. Come
think of it & woold be pood for our country, too,
il we train our beight children well i be par of
the new. shineyg, glesmang. ghwening of whavever
youn like o call the globalised India.

Hut then, it looks like you hewe sopped bodlding
unmversities. Are there ten lakh top college weuts in

IFa

WHAT YOUMG MOIA WaNTE

the country? Are there even one lakh? Ever wondered
what happens w the rest of us, year sfter yeac? Do
wr join @ second nung college? A doemed aniveraicy?
A distance-learning programme? Get a degree in on
cxpensive, raanl country? Yowr grevenment rums @
lot of things. You run an sirding that never makes
muiey. You run hotels. You waint o be ivolved in
rrakiryg baskc studf bike steed sl ahimanurm which can
wusily be made by more eficent playen. However,
i something as mportant gs shaping the young
peneration. Yo have sepped back: You huve stopped
raking new umhersties. Whyt

Youi have all the lamd you want, teachers bove
v get @ gowernmwent job educarion funds ane
mever questioned. Sull. wiy? Why dont we hawe
tew, A-gradde universitics in every stase capital, for
insance?

O well, sowry | am overreacting. I oaly | bad
ot e thiae caboulution ermor i my math pagar,
F'd be lase. In fscr, 1| any one of the kicky ones. In
four wears, the number of candidotes will double.
5o then we will have & college thar only has 99
pet cemt soorer

My parents were @ bit deluded abour iy abilities,
angd | dov fieel badd for vheme. | didn'c have & giskinend
o to iy friends, s people who wamt o get o
3 good college are not suppescd o have 8 life, 17 anly
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I lenavwm thar slagging foe fwdve pear wankd not
amasimi o emsch, T hase had more fun

Apary from chat, do well, sl say bl oo the P
wha, as | understand, used po tesch in o colloge

¥our truly
Gaotam
(Pesist mindeni)

1 arwske & prirvtoast o the lester and kepe it in nvy pocket.
I'decided 1o do the act the mest moramg. [ woke ug an

the musd wwitched off the fan to wweep the mom. She
came malde and boowght o bo ol sweets. A Bfty-pedrold
wornan, she had served w0 for over 1en yean

What happered?’ | sid a0 ahe gave me the box e
hadd knju-baafi from one of the more cxpemaive shops in
the city. The mand had spent a week's salary discributmng
reeets fo anyone known o her

My son pamied class X1, she sid as she stared her
work,

“How miach did e score? | eatd, sl rabbitg my eys

‘a3 per cemt He passed English toa.” ¢he sid ax her
fzce beamed with pnde

What will he do now?’ | eid

T don't know. Maybe his own business, he can repair
miohile phones.’ she said,

I wett b the barthionm for & shower | realized the
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newspaper wioilkl have cotie oulide | ran out ol the
bathroom, | picked up the newspaper fron the enirance
flooe. | ok cut the sdmisions supplement, crampled i
and theew i in the dusrbin kept cutalde the hoase, | came
Ivarck inside the hinese sid wein back into the shower

1 lefi the house avmidday. | mok the metro wo Chandni
Chowk and usked my way o the indusirial chemicals
rnariet. Buer themgh | had beft sclence after cliss X, | knew
i cevtain chemicab e copper sulphaie or apomaoniam
miierame ool kill you. § bought & pack of beth comgounds
As | passed through the lanes of Chanding Chowk, | passed
a tiny. handred square fet jaleld shop. It was doing brivk.
busimess. 1 thoughe my lasr meal had 1w be delicious, 1
et o the rounter and iook & quaner kilo ol jaleba.

1 wook my plate snd sat on one of the teo Hckety
benches placed oumside the shop

A Muslim couple with o four-vear-old boy came and
nal on the next bench. The mother fed the boy jalels
ahd kissed bim after each Biie. It reminded me of my
childbood sl my parents. when they used 1o love me
uncondinomaliy and marks didn't exoe 1 sw the box of
ammonis nitrate and teaey welled up inomy eyea |
couldn’t cut the jalebia | came back home | woodesed
if | shoald use my chemicals before or afer dinnmer. Mayhe
it in better after everyone has slepe, | thoughs.

We mt at the dinner table. Dad had wld Mom mot
to pook as he'd brought Chinese takeawsy for us, Mom
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brought the soya sauce, chilli oil and the vinegar with ou
gereen chillies i lirde ks, Wie ate American chopsuey
on sainkess meel plates | bisoked at my watch, it wa 8
pm. Three more hours, | thought as | et out a ugh

'One thing, Kalpana,” my Eather said v my mother,
“job condidates aren't whar they wsed 1o be thee dave, |
inferviewsd new iramees today, disappoanting.”

"Why, what happened!’ my mother said.

‘Like this boy from Stephen'’s, very brighe kad Dot
only when it camne 1o his sibjecis

‘Really?” my mother sald,

Teah, b | asked him o different question. 1 gaid bow
would you go abour creating o teaahop chain bike the
coffee-shop chaim, and he went blank,” my fsther sid,
an wch of noodle hinging from his mouth, My maother
removed it from his face.

And then sonse kid fom SHRCC. He'd topped his
college. But you should have seen his armogance. Even
befre the interview starts, he says, “1 bope st the end of
o meeting, you will be able to tell me why 1 should join
Tata Tea and not another company.” Can you imagine?
1 am twice his age.”

1 comuld tell oy father was wpset.

I you wk me’ my fther contined, ‘the best
candidare was a boy from Bhopal. Sure, he didnt get
ineer s top college. Bur e was an #0 per center. And he
mabd, T wang to legrn, And [ want 1o show thar vou don't
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need 8 branded colbege v do-well in life. Gosd people do
wrll amywherne” What a kid Thank God we'd shortloted
bim in the firs place.”

[l e gt the job | sald

“fea, Companies need good warkers, not posh
certificates. And we are having a meering to discus our
shoriliseing criteria again. The top colleges are 3o hard
tin goet o, only mnnel-vision people are being selected *

“Then why are you asking him to join Sephen's o
SRCCY my mother ssid.

My father kept qurer. He spode after o pause. Actually,
aiver today, 1'd say don't just go by the name. Study the
college. fgure out their dedication and make s they
dom't create arrogant nerds, Then, whatever the brand,
you will be fine. The world needs good people.”

1 booked at miy parenin a3 they continoed o talk,
Excuse me, but | have a plan w evecute here. And nowr
you are confusing me, 1 thoaghe, "So should 1 find out as
ot some more colleges and ke & decison after thatt'
I il

Yes, of course, Mo need for herd mentality Kalpana,
syt should have seen this boy from: Bhopal ©

Post-dinner, my parents watched TV in the living
room while eating froit | remreated 1o my oom. | sar
on my desk wondering what 1o do nest. The landline
phone rang in my parents’ room. | went inside and
pktkulll up
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"Heblo, Gautam?' the woice on the other side waid,

It was my fmther's colleagoe from work. Hello, Yash
uncle” 1 sad,

ML he sild, “congratulaione an your boarda.”

Thanks, Uacle,” 1 sadd. "Dad i in the Bving mdm
findshang dinner, shomild | call hien?

‘Thinner? (h, don't disturh him, Just tell him his mobidle
is with me v i safe. We were on a field oip woday. He
lefi i1 im0 ooy can”

“Fiekd tript Foe iterviews? | paid.

“Whant intervicws? Mo, we just went oo the Chandigach
office,” he sid

1 wished him good night and hung up the phone.
I wwitched oo the bedside lomp in my parents’ room.
Confused, | sat down on my Rther's bed, wondering what
tor b e, T make space, | meved his pillow Under the
pitiew lay o crumpled newspaper. | picked it up It was
the same adnbsions supplement | hasl tossed i the bin
this morning. My fther had circled the cutoffs whle,

1t the newspaper there snd went o the liveng room.
My fasher was arguing with my mother over the choice
of channels. | looked at my father. Fle amiled ar me and
offered me wasermelon. | declined

1 went back io my room. | picked up the dhemical
boges and ook them o the wilet, T opened both boxes
and poured out the comtems in the wilet commode. Cine
press, and everything, everything flushed out.
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Crautam,’ my mother knuscked on the door, 7 forgor
i el you. Caspts auiy caine agabii Can ywou teach hes
haughaer?”

Wlaybe." | sald us | came wur of the oiles. "By dhe
weay, dn she sy
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My Great Indion Dream

In the United States, there is & term called the ‘Grest
American Dream’, 1o soame ways, Bt is the natlonal ethos
unel icdeal of thar country. Acconding 1o Amerscan author
and historian James Troslow Adama, te Grear American
Dieeam i that Tife should be berter and rcher and fuller fae
everyone, with oppormnity for each according to ahility
ar schicvemnent’, The American dream seys that everyone
has a rght 1o proaper and sicoeed through hand work,
mnovation and excellence.

We do nob heve @0 equivalent Grest Indian Drésm
And | don's shunk we can copy-pese the Americsn
dream for ourselves, 5o dght now, what we nesd is
o define the Grear Indian Dresm. T think what die
Creat Indban Dveam shoald bc-ﬂlllmrrl;'ﬁ'mm
should work herd, peosper and  socceed  dhrough
imnovation and hard work and ooce successful, every
citizen should give back o the socicty thar made
her or hin what be or she b 1 have been successful far
beyond whar | have deserved, bur | don's think thae aloos
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hmﬂﬂ‘hﬁfhtﬂ-pdnnlbmlhﬁﬂhﬂﬂm
Untll 1 give smething back. 1 will never feel mine has
been & complete Hie

These esmays are part of my quiest 1o give back 1o sy
“"mhlm-fﬂurmmmm
ﬂﬂhm'm#’;mﬂwalmzi-ulud““m
lwmmlm'ﬂﬁlﬂllﬂ]m[ﬂrmm
oprion. Rur wiar [ ik hnf:hrmw.

nothing will ever be dooe. Things do change and so will
mwm.iiﬂmehgh
mrmhurd.llﬂrjmphﬂlbmifplm
nuﬁmﬂmh%pmphmm“m,m
hmﬂlﬂﬂlﬂllmﬁwmhh
thesn not stay it was the time when people at around and
did nathing 10 make things betier. fust like the feeedom
Hjmuﬂmnﬂcmmhh“h““m
Mmmm;imsmmimm
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India or Mislion Indis. There is no Puniabi nde o Tamd
Inclia, Them s ao upper caste Trulis or bwer casie Indis,
Thiere ks et even & Comggress Lodia or o BIP lidss, Thsere ia
Just o Tncha, our couniry, which we all want o become
& better place. W want 3 riathom that s nch, repecied
and haa 2 good place in workd We wani o wiciety with
good values, And an bong av we are on the name page for
ibat, | will comtbne fn bave igh hopes from my ooy

Thank you for sharing my Great Indion Dveam. | hope
that from mow om, yosr will make i yours oo,
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