
I’m a terrible photographer and dis-
like taking pictures almost as much
as being photographed. Even so, on

our family vacation, I am my daugh-
ter’s personal photographer. She frames
the scene, peeps through the viewfind-
er, makes me crouch so I get the ele-
ments essential to her perfect picture —
the sun setting in the west, its rays cre-
ating a gilded silhouette amidst the deo-
dars, shrubs of hydrangea in the fore-
ground, the mountain trail behind,
while in the centre of the picture she
practises lying in a hammock. She
stares into the lens, then away and into
the sunset, and I must ensure I’ve cap-
tured all these moments. The light is
fading fast, but she declares her jacket
inappropriate for the shot, but she’s car-

ried her bag of occasion clothes to cor-
rect just such a mischance, so a quick
change later she’s satisfied enough to
call for pack up. I heave a sigh of relief.
Time for a drink — and, thankfully, my
daughter has told me she doesn’t want
a shot with a glass of wine in her hand
because she’s told her friends she’s on a
detoxifying holiday.

That’s far from the truth, but then, a
trip together is a perfect reflection of a
person’s personality. Whether for
Instagram, or Snapchat, my daughter is
milking the resort for what it’s worth.
“Quick, I have to go swimming,” she
hustles me, but the reason is not to swim
laps, or take advantage of the heated
pool, just to make sure she can tick off
another spot for her photographic mem-
oirs. So far, I’ve taken pictures of her
playing board games, traipsing down a
wooded trail, riding a pony, gazing at
sunrises and sunsets, picnicking by the
golf greens, and posing prettily in the
gardens. But they’re only as good as the
time it takes to frame the picture
because she is a spoilsport at games,
dislikes walking in general, couldn’t get
away from the “smelly” pony fast
enough, and prefers her meals at places
where there are no bees, ants or other
beasties to spoil her feast.

My wife and her camera phone are
never separated, and she makes a virtue

of having pictures taken with groups of
people she’s never met before, and is
unlikely to meet again. She chats up
perfect strangers and will insist on shar-
ing their extensive back stories with us.
“Come, let’s take a picture,” she told a
man sitting alone in the garden, sip-
ping his coffee. “Only if you join me for
a drink in the evening,” he leered at her.
That’s one photograph she didn’t get,
but she knows everyone else at the
resort: the family that’s celebrating a
patriarch’s eightieth, the young couple
who’re married, only not to each other,
and another that comes here frequent-
ly on “work trips” to escape demanding
in-laws.

My son drove us up and feels he’s
done his bit and, therefore, must be
waited on head and foot. “Someone,
hand me my phone,” he says, refusing
to stretch his hand to pick it up. “Give
me a beer,” he orders, though the icebox
is right beside him. He’s lain on the sofa
throughout, ordering room service and
watching cricket. No wonder he’s miss-
ing from my wife’s group selfies or my
daughter’s few photographs that have
acknowledged the family. I sneaked a
picture of his just to remind ourselves
that he was part of the holiday, because
pictures — for all the changes of cos-
tume and citizenry — tell only part of 
the story.

Pictures tell part of the story

Is anti-incumbency finally catching up
with Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan? It is absolutely

clear that the chief minister did not expect an
attack from farmers — the very constituency
that he has taken so much trouble to nurture
through his three terms as chief minister.
Farmers might be demonstrating on the
streets now. But where would they have been,
had it not been for Chouhan, the CM’s sup-
porters ask indignantly.

On the other hand, it is also true that after
seeing him in saddle for 12 years, people are

bored of Chouhan. A degree of complacency
has crept into the system and Chouhan himself
seems to have run out of ideas. Combine that
with extraordinary levels of corruption, espe-
cially in the lower reaches of the government,
and you have in Chouhan a salutary lesson for
other chief ministers: if you put all your eggs in
one basket, the basket could break.

In Chouhan’s case, it was the selling of the
Great Agriculture Story that propelled him to
power and could be instrumental in his down-
fall if he doesn’t do something about it fast.

It began in 2006, eight months into his chief
ministership. Chouhan has strong agrarian
roots, though his family was not wealthy. In
August 2006, he convened a panchayat of agri-
culturists and announced 40 or 50 decisions
that would address specific problems of farm-
ers. Chief among them was the problem of cap-
ital farmers faced. Agricultural loans in MP used
to attract 16 per cent interest. Chouhan
announced interest rates would be brought
down. They came down to nine per cent, then
zero per cent and then, in 2015, he announced
that crop loans would be given at a minus 10 per
cent rate of interest to incentivise farmers to
stick to agriculture even as prices began falling.

“There is no alternative to farming. We cannot
grow our wheat, rice or chana in factories,’’ he
said, justifying the decision. No cooperative
bank in Madhya Pradesh has failed so far.

But in a way, Madhya Pradesh became a
victim of its own success. Rural disposable
incomes went up. Expectations went up. But
market forces were at work too. In 2015 the
state government withdrew the bonus it used
to give to farmers for paddy, wheat and maize
over and above the minimum support price
(MSP) because there was overproduction of
these crops in the state. This was a result of
Chouhan’s aggressive backing to farmers to
grow agricommodities, especially soyabean
and wheat. Madhya Pradesh grows more than
70 per cent of India’s soyabean. But what is
really lucrative is the export of de-oiled soya
cake. (Soyabean has 40 per cent of protein con-
tent and 26 per cent oil content. Once the oil
has been removed, the high-protein residue,
known as de-oiled soya, is an excellent source
of animal and bird feed, and is in high demand
in Argentina, Brazil, etc. Because it is non-
genetically modified, wary European buyers
also buy it in large quantities.) The “sharbati”
wheat grown in the state is eyed greedily by

other north Indian states such as Uttar Pradesh
and Punjab because it is much more flavourful
than the variety they grow. Madhya Pradesh
reported average agricultural growth rate of
13.9 per cent over the five-year period 2010-15
— delivering a cumulative growth of 92 per
cent over the period. While the national rate of
growth of agriculture has hovered at around
four per cent last year, MP’s rate of agricultur-
al growth was a staggering 18 per cent.

But if prices were crashing, who would
buy all this grain? Farmers in Madhya
Pradesh are not talking about debt waivers:
they want a better price for their commodi-
ties. Chouhan came to Delhi, knocked on all
the doors he knew. But who can help in a sit-
uation of glut? What is more, forward traders
are predicting de-oiled soya cake prices are
going to fall further.

Even so, it was a body blow that the very
people he had worked so hard to support could
rise up against him. Mistakes were made. The
biggest was a firing on agitating farmers. The
second was taking his wife Sadhana along with
him when he called on the families of farmers
killed in the firing. Why his wife? Why not a
team of political people from MP and Delhi?
The third was sitting on fast to stop the farmers
from agitating and breaking it 26 hours later:
did anything change for him to warrant break-
ing the fast?

Chouhan has to get his act together, and
fast. Madhya Pradesh needs another big idea to
engage it — and the Congress is waiting for
him to make a few more mistakes.

Why Chouhan needs to get his act together 
Madhya Pradesh needs another big idea: The Great Agriculture Story that propelled Chief
Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan to power just won’t sell any longer 

Last week, Sanjay Singh, our press-
walla didn’t show up to collect the
clothes for ironing. The next morn-

ing when he arrived, the pile of laundry
was huge. “I’m still a little tied up with an
urgent personal matter,” he said, adding
he won’t be able to iron the entire pile.
The conversation that followed was star-
tling, for it made me realise that just like
flesh-and-blood people like them can be
invisible even when they’re standing
right in front of us, so can their brick-
and-mortar houses.

Last week’s rains had brought showers
of inconvenience to the Singh household.
“My one-room house is located in a depres-
sion, and rainwater tends to pool inside,”
said he. Fed up of essentially living in a
puddle, his wife and he decided to take the

day off to remove the water and raise the
level of their floor. “Unfortunately, when we
started piling bricks to level the depres-
sion, somebody alerted the police,” he said.
Singh suspected that one of the affluent
households next door to his camp had
complained about him when they saw him
bringing in the bricks and sand. “Since our
camp is supposedly unauthorised, the
police stopped us from using bricks, even
though all around us, so many people had
managed to transform their shanties into
double-storied apartments,” he said.

Where exactly did he stay? I asked
curiously. “Our camp is inside New
Friends Colony,” he said. “Not far from a
government school.” I was stumped. I
pass down that road every day, but had
seen no such thing in my neighbourhood.
Was it new, I asked? “It’s been around for
60-odd years,” he said. “All of us who live
there have bank accounts, electricity
meters and Aadhaar cards with this
address.” His father had set up house
here 40 years ago, he said. Perhaps the
camp came up to accommodate con-
struction labourers, I surmised, still clue-
less about where exactly it was. When I
said again that I couldn’t believe I’d nev-
er seen it, Singh said, “ever since we were
children, my father and the elders in the
camp told us we must never emphasise
our presence here. So we live here quiet-
ly and get on with our lives”.

Like Singh, most of his neighbours in
the camp serviced the needs of the afflu-
ent households in the neighbourhood. “It
seems somewhat ironic that while on the
one hand, people like me are essential to
the efficient running of these house-
holds,” said he, “yet, most of them remain
blithely oblivious to how we live and what
we must do to survive.” So many employ-
ers did not think it necessary to provide a
toilet for their staff nor ever wonder how
they performed their normal biological
functions. “My father used to say that peo-
ple like us are invisible even in a crowd
because many people look, but don’t want
to really ‘see’ us!” he said, adding,
“although, given my abortive attempts at
home improvement yesterday, being vis-
ible isn’t necessarily a good thing.”

I thought long and hard about my con-
versation with Sanjay. The next time I
passed the area where Singh said the
“invisible camp” was, I stopped and
peeped over a fence. There it was, a scat-
tering of tenements with young children
playing quietly outside. In contrast to
orderliness on my side of the fence, it was
a mess of clotheslines, garbage and stag-
nant water from the previous day’s rains.
There wasn’t much point in my standing
there, and the children were looking at
me rather curiously. So I left, hoping that
Sanjay Singh and his “invisible camp”
would be more visible to me in the future.

The other side of the fence
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The immigration offi-
cer in Bengaluru
took so long that I

began to suffer a panic
attack that any protracted
interaction with a bureau-
crat behind a counter
brings on. “You go to Delhi
too much,” he blurted out,
poring over the stamps in
my passport that were
proof I had returned to
India inexplicably often via
the miles of mud-dyed car-
pets at Indira Gandhi inter-

national airport rather than the relative Swiss minimalism
of Kempegowda in Bengaluru.

I had visited New Delhi six times in 12 months. Invites to
friends’ weddings and a 50th — and even a 30th — birthday
celebration was one reason. Work that ranged from parsing
the tea leaves to understand the direction of the Reserve
Bank after Raghuram Rajan’s abrupt departure and the
impact of demonetisation was the other. Economics in India
is no longer the dismal science, but a jaw-dropping whodunit
thriller as we lurch towards implementing GST with much
less preparation than Canada in the 1990s and Malaysia a few
years ago.

Paradoxically, this is the first summer I have not been in
Delhi in six years. I miss it. The heat is so ferocious that one
is in touch with nature and yet miraculously not in the
midst of a forest-fire. The new friends I made in my first sum-
mer in the city in 2011 after two decades away are still close,
the kinship strengthened by long restorative drinks of nim-
bu paani and lazy breakfasts or dinners. Summer is con-
ducive to a musical chair routine of successive addas, rem-
iniscent of the Kolkata of my childhood or the Delhi of my
college days. By contrast, there was not a grey, polluted win-
ter in Delhi when I did not wish every week I was in
Bengaluru instead.

When I visited last July, my former landlords insisted I
stay with them or in my old flat. (The current tenants, who
are close friends, had not moved in) I awoke every morning
savouring the fleeting coolness on the balcony and won-
dering if the yowling from peacocks nearby was a protest
against being a mascot for such a confused and confusing
country. From the terrace I could see my landlord, a role
model who turns 94 next week, walking in circles for 45
minutes on the large lawn where tall frangipani plants stood
like sentries, part of his rehab therapy after a fall in Lodi
Gardens.

Whimsically, I decided to have a drinks party at a day’s
notice. There was no furniture in the living room other than
a mattress with a colourful patchwork bedcover and a sofa
waiting to be reupholstered. As I waited outside the Jangpura
home of the lady from whom I had ordered shammi kebabs,
I saw her regally alight from a cycle rickshaw with plastic
cling wrap plastered to her head. She had wet henna applied
to her hair. After stern instructions about how to fry the
kebabs, she returned to the saloon. That impromptu party
last July was one of the best I have been lucky enough to
host. Since it was summer, everyone showed up. A diverse
cast of childhood friends, journalists, academics and restau-
rateurs came laden with alcohol and good humour.

You can return to Delhi even after 25 years and find that
friends treat you as if you had never left. The unjustly
maligned Punjabi ethos also means that once you are accept-
ed into a family, you just keep adding generations of friends
within it. I received an email from a friend’s glamorous 80-
year-old mother to jokingly complain that a photo of mine
was looming over her computer in January: Her daughter in
law puts together a calendar every year of recent “family pho-
tos”. I was a newcomer to Delhi who found himself “expect-
ed” at three homes on Diwali one year.

Delhi is also a place where professional relationships
endure. I had known my exceptional ophthalmologist less
than a month when I left, but he advised me via WhatsApp
on a recent eye infection and refused payment when I
dropped by for a follow-up. My dentist in Nizamuddin sends
me reviews of my book I wish I could pay to publish. After
visits to this paper’s office, I am invariably late for my next
appointment because there are so many colleagues to say
hello to.

Delhi may also be “where the networks of crony capital-
ism converge, where money seeks the license to earn more
money” as Samanth Subramanian observed in a review of
Rana Dasgupta’s damning biography of the city. No capital
has a business culture more short-sighted and mercenary,
but, contradictorily, few places are as generous. This week,
I heard that the impending departure of my friends from my
old flat had resulted in it being leased to a stranger. Absurdly,
given the number of friends I can stay with when visiting
Delhi, it felt like an eviction notice. Sensing my dejection, my
landlady said, “You always have a home here.” If I missed the
view from upstairs, well, she was sure the new tenant prob-
ably wouldn’t mind if I stayed there occasionally. This thor-
oughly impractical idea made me smile for days afterward.

Delhi is where
the heart is
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One of the first things we find out about
Nandini Piramal is that academic suc-
cess has come easily to her. At San-Qi

restaurant in Four Seasons, Mumbai, she nar-
rates her scuba diving experience. Her scuba
diving course had two parts: a written test
based on a prescribed book and a physical
test to be taken in the swimming pool. She
cleared the written test with flying colours. “I
am good at passing tests, as I like studying,
but getting into the pool and swimming was
not for me. I did not enjoy it,” she says.

A little over a kilometre away from
Piramal’s office, the restaurant in central
Mumbai is a favourite for business lunches
and offers set meals. Piramal orders an
express lunch of Thai chicken red curry,
which is accompanied with som tam, 
spring rolls and jasmine rice. We order a veg-
etable biryani with raita, dal makhni and
peas tikki.

The Piramal family scion — daughter of
Ajay and Swati Piramal — is focused on her
work. She does not like shopping; the only
piece of jewellery she wears is her wedding
ring and a Franck Muller watch gifted by her
father is the only accessory.

At 36 she drives the over-the-counter
pharma (OTC) products business of Piramal
Enterprises, taking it to the number six posi-
tion in the country from number 40 in 2010.
As an executive director, she also oversees the
company’s larger health care portfolio
including the critical care businesses, which
is headed by her husband Peter DeYoung.
She met him while pursuing her MBA at
Stanford University. DeYoung worked with
global private equity major Blackstone before
joining Piramal Enterprises as president of
the life science business in April 2012 and
became CEO of Piramal Critical Care two
years ago. The pharma business in her port-
folio also includes a separate contract man-
ufacturing business (Pharma Solutions)
headed by Vivek Sharma as CEO.

Piramal joined Piramal Enterprises in
2006 in the operational excellence function,
and became the head of human resources in
2010, where she has fixed a major process
issue. The company would pay bonuses in
September for year ended March. Since
bonuses were paid late, the company would
fix employees’ key result areas (KRAs) even

later in October or November, which had no
sanctity with only four to five months left
for the year. “I worked backwards and first
fixed the KRAs by April 1, and then started
paying the bonuses by June. Employees were
obviously happier with bonuses coming a
quarter early and the company benefited
with fixing the deliverables in time,” she
says. She counts it as one of her success sto-
ries at the company. Along with her phar-
ma role, she continues to head the human
resources function for the company.

“I have carried out operational excel-
lence in OTC and HR, because I believe
processes and systems are the bedrock
that enables you to do exciting and cre-
ative things. You cannot do the fun stuff
unless you’ve got the basics right,” 
she says.

Her goal is to take the OTC business
among the top three in the ~12,000-crore
market in India. This is an ambitious target
in a highly competitive market led by
multinationals GlaxoSmithKline and
Reckitt Benckiser and home-grown Dabur
and Emami.

She has made seven acquisitions in
the healthcare space in the past two-odd
years, putting ~3,000 crore to work.
Three of these were made in the OTC
business. This includes baby care prod-
ucts from Little’s, which helped it
enter a new segment. Besides, it
acquired four gastrointestinal
products from Merck to comple-
ment its existing portfolio. It also
acquired five legacy brands from
Pfizer, including Waterbury’s
Compound and pain reliever
Sloan’s Liniment. “What I find inter-
esting about the OTC market is that it is
highly fragmented and consumers are still
discovering who they trust and what they
trust,” says Piramal.

Industry experts say Piramal is following
in her father’s footsteps. Ajay Piramal bought
Nicholas Laboratories in 1988, when it was
ranked 48 in the domestic market, and
turned it into the third largest company
through a series of acquisitions. In 2010, he
sold the domestic formulations business to
Abbott for $3.8 billion (~17,500 crore), but
retained the OTC, critical care and contract

manufacturing businesses. “We are ready for
acquisitions — big and small,” says Piramal,
and adds that being among the top three is
only a short-term goal. “The OTC market is
fragmented. There are big brands in a few

categories but we believe there is a lot of
room to play,” she says. With a huge war-
chest, investment bankers have started queu-
ing up before her office.

With urban lifestyles being what they are,
the idea of health and wellness is becoming
more and more important, says Nandini,
widening the playing field. “People are now
becoming more aware of what they can do to
prevent diseases,” she says. “Younger peo-
ple are more aware and are taking steps to

prevent lifestyle diseases.”
“It is fascinating to partner with con-

sumers on the journey of self-discovery
and to help shape people’s preferences
— that is what I find most exciting,”
she says. Though OTC is currently the
smallest segment in Piramal’s phar-
ma portfolio with annual sales of
~537 crore in 2016-17, it grew at a clip
of 26 per cent year-on-year, and is
within striking distance of cross-
ing ~1,000 crore by 2020. The OTC
market, pegged at ~12,000 crore,
is growing at 12-13 per cent annu-
ally. According to India Brand
Equity Foundation, OTC is 21 per
cent of the $20-billion pharma-
ceutical industry in India. The

company’s health care business,
spread across three lines, saw its rev-

enue grow 11.6 per cent in 2016-17 to
~4,054-crore over previous year.

“We as a company are very good
at buying small under-appreciated
brands from other companies and
increasing their sales,” she says
explaining her growth strategy. She
and husband DeYoung are also cred-
ited with expanding the US-centric
critical care business into new geog-
raphies and product lines.

The couple have a six-year-old
daughter and a four-year-old son who

we discover are under strict parenting.
The children go to bed at 8:00 pm and

the TV at their residence stopped working
as it was not turned on for months. Besides

her business acumen, Piramal has also
inherited a love for horses from her father,

and takes her daughter horse riding at the
Mumbai Race Course — just as her father did

when she was young. The family owns horses
and also a polo team. The group also includes
the unlisted Piramal Realty which is headed by
Anand, her younger brother.

As we approach the end of our lunch, we
ask her if she would like desserts. She
declines.

Is she ambitious? “Very,” she says. “But I
also look for balance. You have to pay atten-
tion to all the things important to your life
including health and relationships,” she
adds. As we prepare to leave we ask if she
would be heading Piramal Enterprises, the
pharmaceutical business, once it is
demerged. “We will know when we get there,”
she leaves it at that.

LUNCH WITH BS > NANDINI PIRAMAL, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, PIRAMAL ENTERPRISES

The Piramal family scion talks to AAbbhhiinneeeett  KKuummaarr  and AAnneeeesshh  PPhhaaddnniiss
about the importance of systems and processes and how she is ready
for more acquisitions in the OTC space

Getting the basics right
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T
here is no shortage of surveys on India’s employment situation at a
time when the government has turned its attention to the challenge
of creating enough jobs. Taken together, the surveys present different
numbers but with a generally common message: That not enough

new jobs are being created. As for a specific number, there is only one on which
there seems to be complete agreement: India needs to create a million new jobs
every month, or 12 million in a year. This figure is probably obtained by looking
at the annual increase in the country’s population, which has held steady at 18
million over two decades; and then at the working age population (15-64 years)
being two-thirds of the total. Two-thirds of 18 is 12.

However, there is no country in which the entire working age population
is actually at work. The global average for what is called the labour force partic-
ipation rate was 63 per cent in 2016. In India, the figure was 54 per cent (having
dropped from 61 per cent in 1990), according to the World Bank. There could be
cultural factors at work to explain India’s low numbers, because the issue is pri-
marily the unusually low level of women’s participation in work outside the
home: Barely half the world average of 50 per cent. For men the Indian labour
participation rate of 79 per cent is slightly higher than the world average.

Whether the explanation for India’s low labour participation rate is prima-
rily cultural or not, the rate as it exists means that, in a 2017 population of perhaps
1,300 million, and a working age cohort of about 870 million, only 470 million
would actually have been in the workforce (ie 36 per cent of the total population).
Using these ratios, it would appear that while the total population has been
growing at 18 million annually, the active labour force has to grow by only about
6.5 million. That is the number of new jobs that has to be created annually, not
12 million—-assuming that the labour force participation rate remains what it is.

Creating 6.5 million additional jobs translates into employment growth of 1.4
per cent. Ordinarily speaking, that should not be difficult for an economy grow-
ing at 7 per cent. However, half the workforce is engaged in low-income agricul-
ture, where per capita incomes are barely a sixth of what they are in non-agri-
cultural occupations. The overwhelming majority of farms are now of uneconomic
size, and support far too many people. Although the growth areas within agri-
culture (like horticulture) are more employment-intensive than crops like wheat
and rice, it would be unreasonable to expect agriculture to support even more peo-
ple than at present; even if there is more work available on farms, all it means is
that fewer farm workers will be under-employed.

The new jobs therefore have to be in the manufacturing and service sectors.
Creating all 6.5 million jobs in these two sectors translates into perhaps 2.8 per cent
employment growth annually in the non-agricultural sectors. That looks like a stiff
challenge but, in some helter-skelter fashion, the country has been managing to keep
abreast of it, or the percentage of the workforce engaged in agriculture would not
have been falling. However, as in so many countries, the issue is one of shifting from
mostly low-income, part-time work (often as a self-employed person offering some
service or other, out of lack of choice) to better-quality and more assured employ-
ment. This is where the failure has been. The task has not become easier when indus-
trial growth has been nothing to write home about, and when automation threat-
ens to take away existing jobs. All the more reason, then, to not make the mountain
look even bigger than it is by believing that the economy needs to create a million
new jobs every month; it should be enough to get to about half that number.

WEEKEND RUMINATIONS
T N NINAN

Half a million will do

EYE CULTURE
SHREEKANT SAMBRANI

T he head of a government which
had a comfortable majority in
the legislature faced a lacklus-

tre opposition led by a relic from years
gone by and ample time before elec-
tions were due next nevertheless chose
to go to polls in the hope of improving
the position.  In the ensuing campaign
the leaders of the government as well as
the opposition came across as anything
but inspiring.  The confused voters said
the equivalent of pox on both your
houses and a hung legislature resulted.
Knives were out in the ruling party with
several worthies wanting to oust the
leader, who was busy in soliciting sup-
port from a hitherto unknown small
party to cobble together a majority.  The
leader of the opposition was so buoyed
by the unexpected good showing as to
contemplate defeating the government
in the house and coming to power, fail-
ing which plotting another election
within the year.

Ho hum, Indian political junkies
would observe, happens all the time here,
what else is new.  Except that this sce-
nario unfolded not in Delhi nor any state
capital in India but in the Mother of all
Parliamentary Democracies, the United
Kingdom, also known as Great Britain,
firmly on its way to becoming Little
England.  In the season when all the world
(meaning four countries in South Asia
and sundry antipodeans in Oceania and
Africa besides the Blighty) is busy watch-
ing cricket, an Indian game accidentally
invented in England, it seems entirely
logical to infer that the Westminster mod-
el is essentially the preferred Indian form
of government accidentally associated
with the Magna Carta.

Countries the world over have
espoused proportional representation,
or run-offs between top two con-
tenders, as means of ensuring the elect-
ed are the choice of the majority of vot-
ers.  But not so for us Indians. Where is
the fun in such straight-forward out-
comes?  We much prefer the intrigue
inherent in multi-cornered contests.
Vote division can lead to any number of
combinations and allow a small frac-
tion to emerge as the will of a large body
of people. Disenfranchisement, did you
say? But that’s what happens in the
first-past-the-pole, the very essence of
the sacrosanct Westminster model, my
dear fellow!

That also allows plenty of scope for
the noble sport of splitting parties in a
manner that would put an amoeba to
shame, with the same DNA (that of
sticking to power by any means) shared
across the entire political spectrum. In
biology recombinant DNA is a means of
bringing together genetic material from
multiple sources, creating sequences
that would not otherwise be found in

the genome. That has a whole new, if
unintended version, in this mode of
election-based politics. Disparate ele-
ments from numerous origins happily
come together in pursuit of power and
no one is bothered about introducing
alien genes as long as that pairing brings
some electoral vigour. Does the boring
old two-party system provide such
scope for experimentation and excite-
ment in its wake?

Continuing with this political biolo-
gy, the venerable Charles Darwin’s
proposition of the survival of the fittest
gets a working-over. In this new formu-
lation, the most opportunist is the
fittest. One astute part-time politician
and a one-term member of the Rajya
Sabha told me that it is better to be the
head of a small or splinter group of
members than a senior leader of the
main ruling elite. That way you become
indispensible to the governing dispen-
sation.  Britons may have only now dis-
covered the Democratic Unionist Party
of Northern Ireland, which, with its 10
members in the House of Commons,
holds the key to Theresa May’s survival.
But we have ungrudgingly accepted the
Apna Dal, Lok Janashakti Party,
Rashtriya Lok Dal and the alphabet fac-
tions of the Congress in Kerala for long.
They can combine with anyone and sur-
vive happily ever after.

The lions of this fauna (and some
lionesses as well) fiercely tend to their
pride. There may be no longer heredi-
tary peerages in the United Kingdom,
but those who already are their
Lordships make their way to the
Westminster Abbey, if not any longer
to 10 Downing Street. Indian political
lords have large and small clans to
bequeath their powers and lucre to. And
the party faithful unhesitatingly offer
their fealty to the scions as the peasants
once did to the Lords of the Manor.

But unlike nature, this political jun-
gle finds space for those who were oust-
ed from their alpha positions. They call
it the House of Lords in the United
Kingdom and we the Rajya Sabha. This
is a nice sinecure for those over the hill
as well as those who cannot be elected
dog-catcher of their mohalla. They have
all the privileges but no responsibili-
ties, certainly not of the kind that can
affect the life blood of politics, the
specie of the realm. And their impor-
tance is strictly confined to the fine
House of Legislature they adorn. Not
for them the onerous responsibilities of
the American Senators!

Had Ms May paid greater attention to
Indian politics rather than enthusiasti-
cally restricting Indians’ visas in her ear-
lier avatar as home secretary, she could
have learnt how not just to cope with
but exploit the Westminster model!

Every week, Eye Culture features writers with
an entertaining critical take on art, music,
dance, film and sport
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I’ve wondered for years why we
don’t, in India, have a thriving
equivalent of the American

late night comedy shows, like The
Daily Show with Trevor Noah (a
worthy replacement for the mag-
nificent Jon Stewart), The Late
Show with Stephen Colbert, Real
Time with Bill Maher, or Full
Frontalwith Samantha Bee. These
people tear into the powers that
be with a savagery that takes your
breath away, but only because
you’re laughing so hard. They
serve takedown, send up, and
unvarnished insult, on a bed of
truth, garnished with profanity.
They are whip-smart, merciless,

and hilarious. And they do it all
on mainstream television, prote-
cted by the First Amendment. Be-
fore the American news media sto-
pped pandering to Donald Trump,
got its act together and renewed its
commitment to the job, it was the
comedy shows that held fast to the
single-most important function of
journalism: To speak truth to pow-
er. They always have.

And they do it with a wit as
entertaining as it is flaying. A
good satirist will skip around pok-
ing you with a stick, then pull
down your pants, slip a knife
between your ribs, and skip 
away, leaving you filled with
admiration and the desire to buy
him or her a beer. How do
American politicians respond?
They appear on the shows.
There’s no better way to earn pub-
lic respect than to take an ego-
walloping on the chin.

India is bursting at the seams
with comedy gold. It’s so pervasive
that, often, a straight-up news
report is ridicule enough and needs
no further comment. But there’s
plenty of material waiting to be
mined by a good satirical show.
The Internet, bless its soul, per-

forms the same function at indi-
vidual peril. Newslaundry.com
does scathing critique with the
kind of damning before-and-after
audiovisual clips that work so well
to demonstrate contradictions and
lies, and goes after not just politi-
cians but the media itself. But it
would never find a slot on televi-
sion. Mainstream media compa-
nies stay far, far away from any-
thing but the gentlest poke in the
ribs. Cyrus Broacha, who hosts The
Week That Wasn’t, is the first to list
all the things he can’t talk about.
Acts such as Aisi Taisi Democracy
and All India Bakchod, as well as
individual comedians, provide
scathing takes, but they don’t enjoy
the brand reach of television, and
are perpetually in the crosshairs of
offended sentiment.

I’m dying to see some aggres-
sive, no-holds-barred comedy
shows on Indian television,
instead of the multiple tragedies
unfolding every night in the name
of news debates. I’d much rather
watch Narendra Modi submit to a
chat with Varun Grover or Aditi
Mittal. But our politicians’ egos
are too fragile. They respond to
mockery — and sometimes to reg-

ular news reports — by unleash-
ing court cases, sackings, censor-
ship, and financial penalties upon
their tormentors. The enemy,
today, is truth — truth that hurts
electoral prospects, truth that
debunks propaganda, and truth
that adjusts projected image to
reflect reality. And among truths,
there is no greater enemy than
irreverent truth.

Democracies deliberately
place the seat of power in the
white-hot light of public scrutiny,
subject to relentless public opin-
ion, feedback, and resistance. The
idea is transparency, accountabil-
ity, and responsiveness, not opac-
ity, insulation, and stonewalling.
Not all forms of power submit to
critical review; autocracy and
totalitarianism famously disap-
prove of it. But in a democracy,
the powerful are raised up high
not to be worshipped, but to be
better examined and judged pub-
licly. Yet, India treats power like a
throne, not as an administration of
peers, by peers, for peers.

People will never, and must
never, stop sticking pins in overin-
flated egos. Everyone does it pri-
vately, many people do it publicly.

Secure politicians appreciate satire,
and the clever ones might even
give it back in good humour.
Average politicians ignore it. Only
those baring their fangs and look-
ing over their shoulders are pro-
voked by mockery, and the more
they are, the stupider, more inse-
cure, and less legitimate they look.
By the same token, media houses
have to develop an irreverent back-
bone and be willing to sign up the
funny talent. And the courts have
to back freedom of expression and
stop admitting frivolous cases.

The Indian internet and stand-
up space will continue to serve the
nation in their own ways. My
dream is that one day India will
have not just excellent main-
stream television comedy shows,
but also institutions modelled on
the White House Correspondents’
Association Dinner, at which the
press roasts the administration,
and the Administration roasts the
press right back.

But then I remember that we
live in a country where television
censors words like ‘bra’ and ‘beef’
(shame on you, Indian television,
you slavish arm of the nanny
state). So for now, the wealth of
untapped comedy all around us is
either an opportunity tragically
wasted, or one that is going to be
a very long while coming.

Where are India’s TV comedy shows?

It’s an inescapable irony that in
the year the Congress gears up
to celebrate Indira Gandhi’s

birth centenary, the fortunes of the
family firm she properly founded
are at a particularly low ebb,
reduced to a woeful presence in
Parliament and bruised by a suc-
cession of election defeats. What
would the country’s second-
longest serving prime minister
(after her father), of whom it was
said that she fought best when her
back was to the wall, make of her
heirs, who exhibit neither strategy
nor stomach for getting ahead?

Reviled and revered, deified
and demonised, the Indira mythol-

ogy has consistently grown since
her assassination in 1984. 

Her memorial at 1 Safdarjung
Road draws crowds greater than
Rajghat; and a survey conducted
by the Centre for the Study of
Developing Societies showed that
she was the most recognised
Indian after the Mahatma, ahead
of Jawaharlal Nehru. It has even
been suggested that top BJP lead-
ers such as Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and party presi-
dent Amit Shah, however grudg-
ingly, harbour admiration for her
controlling streak and steely resili-
ence. She remains every ambitious
power seeker’s copybook PM.

Two new chronicles turn the
spotlight back on the paramount
“Mrs G” — Journalist and broad-
caster Sagarika Ghose’s Indira:
India’s Most Powerful Prime
Minister(Juggernaut; ~699; out on
July 7) and Indira Gandhi: A Life in
Natureby Jairam Ramesh (Simon
& Schuster; ~799). Ms Ghose’s is the
greater labour; in eight trenchant
chapters, with the kind of incisive,
often coruscating, commentary
that marks her journalism, she
trawls through a large corpus of
Indira biographies, memoirs, offi-

cial papers, media records, and
personal interviews (including
with Priyanka Gandhi) to update
the leader’s life and afterlife for
contemporary readers.

The publisher’s hype
(“Insecure Daughter. Betrayed
Wife. National Heroine. Tough
Dictator”) may be overheated but
this is neither hagiography nor a
muckraker’s account of “India’s
original high command leader”. A
sense of uncanny déjà vu is ampli-
fied in her analysis of “the hanker-
ing for power, the near-conviction
that she alone knew what was best
for India, coupled with a deep inse-
curity about her own future…[It]
meant that Indira Gandhi ended
up undermining and destroying
the very institutions that her father
had so painstakingly nurtured”.

Ms Ghose effectively builds a
portrait of a complex, conflicted
personality through shades of con-
trast. “When she came into a room
it was as if she was surrounded by
electricity, bijli,” says Natwar Singh.
Jacqueline Kennedy describes her
as a “real prune — bitter, kind of
pushy horrible woman … it always
looks like she’s been sucking a
lemon”. And here’s Mark Tully: “I

don’t see her as an iron lady. I see
her as an indecisive woman who
kept dilly-dallying … each of her
periods in power thus ended in dis-
aster … If she had realised her own
power she could have risen to the
level of a great stateswoman. But
she didn’t realise her power to do
good. She only realised her power
to stay in power.”

The biographer employs an
unusual form as framework for her
study, each chapter prefaced by a
personal letter questioning Indira’s
decisions and traits, a series of
“What if…” scenarios. Perhaps the
idea was to create a Brechtian or
sutradhaar-type distancing
device, to engage and provoke
readers new to Indira’s life. I often
found them distracting from the
strong, core narrative.

Jairam Ramesh — Congress
MP, former environment minister,
and speech-writer for the Gandhis
— explores an aspect of Indira,
supported by rare archival photo-
graphs, of her deep and abiding
affinity to nature. The love of trees,
birds, stones, and mountains was a
personal solace in a friendless
childhood, an education inter-
rupted by constant uprooting and
spells in jail; essentially an intro-
vert, her retreat to the hills was an
escape from the rigours of office.
Many of the books she collected or

her personal correspondence brim
with details of fauna and flora; an
ardent bird-watcher she treasured
friendships with ornithologists
such as Salim Ali, Dillon Ripley,
and Malcolm MacDonald. Her
father and she turned the gardens
of Teen Murti House into a
menagerie that included a baby
crocodile. “It bit everybody except
me,” said her son Sanjay. “But
when it bit Mother, it had to go.”

Shortly after becoming prime
minister in 1966, she created the
Indian Forest Service; in 1973 she
launched Project Tiger and closely
monitored its progress, introduc-
ing further legislation for the cre-
ation of national parks and preser-
vation of other species. 

As the country hurtles towards
an environmental crisis — and the
world is convulsed by the climate
change debate — Mr Ramesh
leaves no stone unturned to place
Indira’s life as a naturalist and stan-
dard bearer abroad, for example, in
her seminal 1972 speech at the UN
human environment conference
in Stockholm. His copious research
is also an attempt to unravel the
inner life of an enigmatic and prob-
lematic figure of political history.

Indira-fan or Indira-phobe,
these two views are a timely diver-
sion from the summer heat and
the progress of the monsoon.

Indira’s centenary: Two views Raisina on the Thames
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With the election of a reform-minded centrist
president in France and the re-election of
German Chancellor Angela Merkel seem-

ing ever more likely, is there hope for the stalled sin-
gle-currency project in Europe? Perhaps, but anoth-
er decade of slow growth, punctuated by periodic
debt-related convulsions, still looks more likely. With
a determined move toward fiscal
and banking union, things could
be much better. But, in the
absence of policies to strengthen
stability and sustainability, the
chances of an eventual collapse
are much greater.

True, in the near term, there is
much reason for optimism. Over
the past year, the Euro Zone has
been enjoying a solid cyclical
recovery, outperforming expec-
tations more than any other
major advanced economy. And
make no mistake: The election of Emmanuel Macron
is a landmark event, raising hopes that France will re-
energise its economy sufficiently to become a full
and equal partner to Germany in Euro Zone gover-
nance. Mr Macron and his economic team are full of
promising ideas, and he will have a huge majority in
the National Assembly to implement them (though
it will help if the Germans give him leeway on budg-
et deficits in exchange for reform). In Spain, too,
economic reform is translating into stronger long-
term growth.

But all is not well. Greece is still barely growing,
after experiencing one of the worst recessions in

history, although those who blame this on German
austerity clearly have not looked at the numbers:
With encouragement from left-leaning US econo-
mists, Greece mismanaged perhaps the softest
bailout package in modern history. Italy has done far
better than Greece, but that is a backhanded com-
pliment; real income is actually lower than a decade

ago (albeit it is hard to know for sure,
given the country’s vast under-
ground economy). For southern
Europe as a whole, the single cur-
rency has proved to be a golden
cage, forcing greater fiscal and mon-
etary rectitude but removing the
exchange rate as a critical cushion
against unexpected shocks.

Indeed, part of the reason the
UK’s economy has held up well (so
far) since last year’s Brexit referen-
dum is that the pound fell sharply,
boosting competitiveness. The UK,

of course, famously (and wisely) opted out of the
single currency even as it is now moving (not so
wisely) to withdraw from the European Union and
the single market entirely.

It is now fairly obvious that the euro was not nec-
essary to the success of the EU, and instead has proved
a massive impediment, as many economists on this
side of the Atlantic had predicted. Eurocrats have
long likened European integration to riding a bicycle:
One must keep moving forward or fall down. If so, the
premature adoption of the single currency is best
thought of as a detour through thick, wet cement.

Ironically, by far the main reason why euro adop-

tion was originally so popular in Southern Europe
was that back in the 1980s and 1990s, ordinary peo-
ple longed for the price stability Germans enjoyed
with their Deutsche Mark. But, while the euro has
been accompanied by a dramatic Euro Zone-wide
fall in inflation, most other countries have managed
to bring down inflation without it.

Far more important to the achievement of price
stability has been the advent of the modern inde-
pendent central bank, a device that has helped dra-
matically reduce inflation levels worldwide. Yes, a
few places, such as Venezuela, still have triple-digit
price growth, but they are now rarities. It is very
likely that if, instead of joining the euro, Italy and
Spain had simply granted their central banks more
autonomy, they, too, would have low inflation today.
Greece is admittedly a less obvious case; but, con-
sidering that many poor African countries have been
able to keep inflation well within single digits, one
can presume that Greece would have managed as
well. Indeed, if Southern European countries had
kept their own currencies, they might never have dug
as big a debt hole, and would have had the option of
partial default through inflation.

The question now is how to manoeuvre the EU
out of the wet cement. Although many European
politicians are loath to admit it, the status quo is
probably not sustainable; eventually, there must be
either significantly greater fiscal integration or a
chaotic break-up. It is astonishingly naive to think
the euro will not face further real-life stress tests
over the next 5-10 years, if not sooner.

If the status quo is ultimately unsustainable, why
are markets so supremely calm, with 10-year Italian
government bonds yielding less than 2 percentage
points more than Germany’s?

Perhaps the small spread reflects investors’ belief
that outright bailouts are eventually coming, how-
ever much German politicians protest to the con-
trary. European Central Bank purchases of periphery
countries’ debt already constitute an implicit sub-
sidy, and discussion of Eurobonds is heating up with
Mr Macron’s victory.

Or perhaps investors are gambling that the South
has walked too far into the cement to get out.
Germany will just keep squeezing their budgets in
order to ensure that its banks are repaid.

Either way, Euro Zone leaders would be better off
taking action now, rather than waiting for the single cur-
rency’s next moment of truth. How long today’s opti-
mism lasts is for Mr Macron and Ms Merkel to decide.

The writer, a former chief economist of the IMF, is professor
of economics and public policy at Harvard University
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Shekhar Gupta’s National Interest will return 
next week

The Euro Zone must
reform or die 
European leaders such as Macron and Merkel must take action
now rather than waiting for the euro’s next moment of truth
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