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T
he country is poised at an intriguing
moment: a nine-member bench of the
Supreme Court debates whether the
right to privacy should be made a fun-

damental right, following which another bench
will decide on whether Aadhaar violates this
right. Even as the deliberations continue, what
stands out is the Centre’s disdain for privacy
rights of any sort, as opposed to an efort to ac-
knowledge privacy rights in some form and in-
troduce caveats. This became evident a few
months ago when former Attorney General
Mukul Rohatgi argued, rather flippantly, that the
individual's rights over his body cease to exist
when he submits to a drunken driving test. This
is a specific situation, compared with the implic-
ations of one’s personal habits, finances, finger-
prints and irises being placed in the public do-
main without obtaining individual consent —
ostensibly for the common good. Those brush-
ing aside the privacy argument also suggest that,
with over 100 crore citizens already having sub-
mitted their biometric details without so much
as a murmur, it is only a select few who are blow-
ing the privacy issue out of proportion. This view
smacks of a ‘might is right’ mindset, which is an-
tithetical to safeguarding individual liberties. It
also disregards the fact that consent is not neces-
sarily an informed one. Whatever the court rul-
ing on the subject, the debates need to be more
nuanced than what is in evidence so far.

All rights may need to be hedged with caveats,
and privacy is no exception. The rights to privacy
of an individual have been upheld in court rul-
ings in specific instances such as sexual prefer-
ences of LGBTs, or in cases where private lives of
public personas have been portrayed in film or
print, ofending the individual concerned
(Phoolan Devi in Bandit Queen). But what we are
dealing with today is a diferent kettle of fish —
loads and loads of digital data of individuals (fin-
ancial, behavioural) being at the disposal of the
state and private interests. The fact of the matter
is that Aadhaar seeding of a breathtaking sweep
of databases is without precedent anywhere else
in the world. This is not to deny the potential of
Aadhaar in delivering welfare benefits; however,
its propensity to become a weapon in the hands
of a surveillance state cannot be dismissed
altogether.

It appears that freedom of expression, the
right to privacy and other individual liberties
that mark a mature democracy, are coming un-
der a cloud. As in Europe, where stronger data
protection laws will come into force from 2018,
India should strike a blow for privacy and indi-
vidual liberties.

Privacy concerns
The Centre’s submissions to the apex court

reflect a cavalier attitude to individual rights
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E
arlier this week a govern-
ment memo leaked to the
Daily Mail tabloid
triggered an outcry in Bri-

tain. It revealed concerns in the City,
London’s financial centre, about
the eagerness of France in particu-
lar to see “outcomes detrimental to
the City of London even if Paris is
not the beneficiary”. 

“What we are witnessing is a
whole-of-France collective endeav-
our, made both more giddy and
more assertive by the election of
[President Emmanuel] Macron,”
wrote Jeremy Browne, the City’s
special representative to the EU.
“They are crystal clear about their
underlying objective, the weaken-
ing of Britain, the on-going degrad-
ation of the City of Lon-
don.” Alongside feeding
into the tabloid obses-
sion with conspiracy the-
ories how the rest of
Europe was determined
to “punish” Britain for
Brexit, the memo also re-
turned to the spotlight an
issue that surfaced in the earliest
days after last year’s referendum:
Will the City of London retain its po-
sition as Europe’s — and the world’s
— leading financial centre in the
wake of Brexit, set to take place in
March 2019? 

Growing disquiet
Right from June 24 last year, even
before the shape of the Brexit that
the government would be pushing

for became known, there was great
disquiet in the city of London.
Thanks to a unique combination of
factors — a conducive regulatory en-
vironment, easy access to skilled
professionals, the cluster efect, and
London’s wider charms to name a
few — have enabled London to hold
onto its lead position globally, des-
pite stif competition, particularly
in Asia. According to the latest
Global Financial Centres Index by the
China Development Institute and Z/
Yen Partners published in March,
London retained its lead position,
ahead of New York, Singapore,
Hong Kong and Tokyo, based on the
survey which takes into account
business environment, human cap-
ital, infrastructure, sector develop-
ments and reputation. The rest of
Europe remains strikingly behind
Britain on the index: the highest
ranked European centre, Zurich, is
not in the EU, whereas the only
other EU locations to make it to the
top 30 are Luxembourg, Frankfurt,
Munich and Paris (which comes in
at 29).

However, the report is also a re-
minder that London can’t rest on its
laurels any time soon: the city’s

score fell sharply along
with New York, in devel-
opments the authors of
the report attributed to
the concerns around
Brexit and the US elec-
tion. Dublin and Luxem-
bourg were among 15
global centres that made

it into the list of those perceived by
the survey’s respondents to become
the most significant going forward. 

Uneasy status
Europe’s eagerness to go after the
spoils that Brexit-related uncer-
tainty has thrown up is hardly sur-
prising: London’s status at the top
of the global hierarchy isn’t some-
thing that always sits comfortably
with its neighbours, sometimes en-

gendering a feeling that it has
gained more than it has shared
around. London, for example, is the
leading centre for euro-denomin-
ated derivatives while not even ly-
ing within the Euro Zone. (Eforts to
change this were blocked by the
European Court of Justice). It has
also aggressively courted other
markets globally, as an RMB finan-
cial centre, or for Masala bonds
from India (a particularly fast grow-
ing sector in the past couple of
years). Much of Europe’s top talent
has drifted to London. Britain has,
over the years, had few qualms flex-
ing its muscles: when former
French president Francoise Hol-
lande raised the top rate of tax to 75
per cent former prime minister
David Cameron quipped that he’d
roll out the red carpet for French
bankers who wanted to move to Bri-
tain. (It’s a joke that’s come to haunt
Britain as various senior French
politicians have thrown back the
same threat at Britain’s banking
sector since Brexit, to the indigna-
tion of the British tabloid press!)

From Europe’s perspective little
seemed to satisfy Britain too: even
the exemptions won by David
Cameron to future tightening of

regulations in the EU ahead of the
referendum, did not convince com-
mitted Brexiteers within the city —
and they do exist in significant
numbers — that Britain unhindered
by European regulation, and able to
lower tax rates, could become a
“Singapore-upon-Thames”. These
City-backers, of course, rarely come
from the large global institutions
that have counted on the passport-
ing rights into Europe that Britain’s
membership of the EU has given it
but are prominent voices neverthe-
less, with financial clout. 

Uncertainty ahead
Going forward much remains un-
certain for London’s financial sec-
tor: What kind of passporting
rights will emerge as a result of EU
negotiations remains to be seen —
as will the kind of transitional ar-
rangement for the sector to avoid a
clif-edge situation when Britain
exits. Absolutely crucial will be how
the two sides resolve the issue of en-
suring the smooth movement of
skilled personnel: Britain has made
clear that it’s keen to end the free-
dom of movement (willing to give
up single market membership,
alongside membership of the cus-

toms union as a result), but doing
so will be no small task. Europe has
made it clear that single market
membership is not divisible, and a
sector-by-sector deal is simply not
on the cards. 

Will leaving the EU lead to a dra-
matic shift towards one European
capital? It’s highly unlikely: none
have the cross-sectoral strength to
match London, and a dramatically
bad deal aside, London will likely re-
tain attractions in many financial
sectors. Still, a steady drip can in all
likelihood not be avoided. 

How much does this matter to
Britain? Quite a lot: thanks to dereg-
ulation financial services have be-
come an increasingly important
contributor to the British economy,
accounting for around 10 per cent
of GDP. With other sectors (such as
the auto sector) expecting to be hit
by the impact on their supply chain
in the wake of Brexit, Britain will
need all the financial and economic
might it can muster as it contends
with life outside the EU. 

With so much preoccupation on
the terms of Brexit, there’s been
little focus on what the wider indus-
trial strategy of post-Brexit Britain
could be. 

Brexit will threaten London’s status as a finance powerhouse, even as other EU cities lag behind. France is trying to catch up
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Is the City of London losing its sheen? 
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A
t the heart of the contro-
versy involving a DIG
seeking support for six
jail staf colleagues arres-

ted for the assault and murder of a
female convict in Byculla jail (Mum-
bai) is the use of a social messaging
group comprising senior col-
leagues on WhatsApp. Screenshots
of the messages which went public
last week demonstrate the pitfalls
of using what is essentially a mode
of informal and unoicial commu-
nication, for oicial purposes. It
also reveals the gross lack of under-
standing of the implications of re-
vealing diferent types of emotions
in varied social contexts, using new
social communication media, in-
cluding Facebook, WhatsApp and
Twitter.

Social media platforms encour-
age self-expression by allowing
people to share their feelings. How-
ever, such communication is bound
by social norms — both descriptive
and injunctive. A descriptive norm
is based on the perception of what
people around are doing. Thus, on
social media, pressing a ‘Like’ but-
ton when you see a ‘Friend’s’ post,
especially one receiving multiple
likes, exemplifies a descriptive

norm. Injunctive norms, on the
other hand, refer to the extent to
which people perceive certain be-
haviours as appropriate or inappro-
priate by a given group. Such norms
in social media communication im-
ply promises of social reward or
punishment. The reaction to actor
Aamir Khan’s comments on Twitter
regarding the rising intolerance in
India would exemplify the setting
in motion of injunctive norms. 

The ‘Like’ bias
The presence of injunctive norms
would afect the nature of emo-
tions expressed by people on social
media. Research indicates that
there exists a ‘positivity bias’ with
the expression of positive emotions
being perceived as more appropri-
ate compared to negative emotions
which are perceived as being more
socially risky. Negative emotions,
which are considered more intim-
ate, may be better expressed
through more intimate of-line
modes.

In this context, WhatsApp scores
over other social media. It ofers
greater behavioural privacy in its
settings and an implicit notion of a
private platform, aimed at facilitat-
ing interaction with closer and
stronger ties. It also provides users

with the flexibility to use various
types of content — text, visual and
audiovisual, unlike Twitter. Whats-
App is also more amenable to shar-
ing both negative and positive emo-
tions, invoking relatively lower
injunctive norms, compared to
both Facebook and Twitter. 

However, the feature of connect-
ing people linked by common ties —
whether by school, college, caste
and community, alumnus status, or
work place — through ‘WhatsApp
groups’ has altered the nature of
this platform. 

WhatsApp groups represent the

transformation of WhatsApp from
a private platform to a quasi-private
platform. Behaviourally, the man-
ner in which the human mind pro-
cesses and perceives communica-
tion in closed groups on WhatsApp
is likely to be very diferent from
similar communication on Face-
book and Twitter. Such communica-
tion is also likely to be perceived dif-
ferently from communication
through oicial channels such as
email. 

Seemingly safe
In particular, in business settings,
WhatsApp groups, linking people
at work, give the impression of a
safety net, connecting people who
are related through strong work
ties in a group. The quasi-private
nature of the platform thus encour-
ages people bound by weak ties to
behave like those bound by strong
ones. More importantly, there is a
tendency for the sender of the mes-
sage to treat the recipients as one
homogeneous unit. 

Moreover, while such groups at
work seem to ofer the advantage of
breaking hierarchy, they may also
prompt executives to communic-
ate with seniors in a manner that
may be seen as too free in other set-
tings. Being more open in the ex-

pression of both positive and negat-
ive emotions alters the very nature
of the communication, which no
longer remains intimate on a
private platform, between close
friends or family. Organisations run
the risk of looser injunctive norms-
bound communication among
members. There is a further risk of
this being represented as ‘oicial
communication’ by disgruntled
employees, not to mention the loss
of secrecy, since WhatsApp cur-
rently does not ofer enterprise
data protection.

It is true that several companies
in India have strict social media
policy guidelines for their employ-
ees. However, companies may have
little control over informal Whats-
App groups formed at the work-
place. As the case of the DIG demon-
strates, such groups are not
uncommon. Again, posting a
private message on an oicial
group on a social media platform
has larger ramifications. Compan-
ies should sensitise employees to
the downside risks of using this
fast-growing app.

The writer is a professor of economics

at SP Jain Institute of Management &

Research (Mumbai). The views are

personal

WhatsApp’s a tricky business platform
By offering a sense of privacy, it permits a greater range of expression than Facebook. This could lead to goof-ups as well 
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Devious insurers

Data tabled in Parliament has es-
tablished that insurance compan-
ies, both public and private, have
made windfall profits from farm
loan insurance. While instances of
farmers committing suicide due
to crop failure are escalating, it is
shocking to see that that insur-
ance policies are designed to in-
crease the bottom line of the in-
surers at the cost of farmers. The
settlement is one-fifth of the
premium collected. The statement
that insurance companies are on
the learning curve is pathetic.
Farmers are being used as guniea
pigs to experiment with farm in-
surance schemes. 

When there can be a specific in-
surance even for a cycle and motor
vehicle, denying the farmers spe-
cific policies to indemnify their in-
dividual loss is biased. Invoking
the clause of total crop failure as a
prerequisite in the entire revenue
district is clearly exploitative. In-

surance companies should plough
their profits into enhancing
schemes such as eNAM.
S Veeraraghavan
Coimbatore

Not peak form yet

This refers to ‘The Bufett indicator
is not for India’ by Aarati Krishnan
(July 21). The fact is that unlike in
India where equity investments
are real and are made out of do-
mestic savings, in the US funds are
sourced out of debts to invest in
capital markets. The methodology
adopted for GDP calculation is not
the same across all countries. 

India has efected a few changes
in the measurement of GDP which
is now calculated based on market
prices instead of factor costs to
take into account gross value addi-
tion in goods and services as well
as indirect taxes. The base year has
also been shifted to 2011-12 from
2004-05 earlier. Another anomaly
is that the large informal sector

isn’t accounted for in GDP calcula-
tion which ultimately boosts the
existing market cap-GDP ratio. The
same goes for foreign portfolio in-
vestors who have been pumping
money into Indian equity market:
this has not been factored in.
Hence one feels that Indian stock
prices have not yet peaked in
terms of valuations. 
Srinivasan Velamur
Chennai

The argument that the valu-
ation does not justify corporate
earnings ignores the potential
earnings of the corporate sector.
The present high price earnings
are a reflection of the investors,
foreign and domestic, in the eco-
nomy. The stock market is driven
by liquidity rather than funda-
mentals. MFs, ETFs and pension
funds are pumping in large
amounts in fundamentally strong
stocks which have strong balance
sheets. 

It may be noted that the present
boom in the market is not secular
but selective. Only companies
which are consumer facing and
leaders in their sectors are attract-
ing investment. The funds are ex-
pressing great faith in the eco-
nomy as it has smoothly passed
two major reforms such as demon-
etisation and GST.
Philip Sabu
Thrissur, Kerala

Opposition hurdles

This is with reference to ‘Our
Maha-inept Opposition’ by Monu
Rajan (From the Viewsroom, July
21). A strong opposition is now
more necessary as the party in
power is led by a determined and
dominant prime minister. Unfor-
tunately, we have an opposition
only in name. An efective opposi-
tion has a people-oriented agenda,
a thoughtful strategy to corner the
Government on its weaknesses
and an energetic leader with wide-

spread acceptance among opposi-
tion partners and in the country.
Our opposition parties lack leader-
ship at the top. Moreover, the
parties which could form the co-
alition are led by headstrong lead-
ers with prime ministerial ambi-
tions. 
YG Chouksey 
Pune

Substandard catering

The CAG’s report on food served on
Indian Railways is shocking. It ap-
pears that hygiene is an alien
concept. When passengers pay
through the nose for food, why
cannot the establishment take
care in providing better fare? Even
the railway minister has on many
occasions warned that stringent
action will be initiated against the
people concerned if they are
found catering substandard food.
The report is a wake-up call. 
RK Sridharan
Chennai
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