
Live within your means
My compliments for the interesting and
forthright editorial, “Ballooning state
debt” (July 20). The Uttar Pradesh gov-
ernment’s move to waive farmers’ loans
to the tune of ~36,000 crore was a disas-
trous step. One didn’t have to be an econ-
omist or an astrologer to predict that this
would be followed by a spate of waivers in
other states. Punjab and Maharashtra
have followed suit and more states are
perhaps waiting in the wings. 

Loan waiver is akin to one-time fire-
fighting. It can’t solve the problems of
farmers. It can’t improve their incomes.
Several expert committee reports have
prepared blueprints for improving
incomes of farmers, but these are just
collecting dust.

As states are used to living in heavy
debt, there’s hardly any initiative to cor-
rect the situation. On the one hand, states
seek greater autonomy and a truly feder-
al structure, on the other hand they are
yet to learn to live within their means.
They are like children, who know their
parents will support them irrespective of
how unwisely they have frittered away
their resources.

There is no point in states preparing
Budgets if at the end of the year they run
to Delhi with a begging bowl. The central
government has acted wisely in the last
three years and brought in a lot of fiscal
discipline. All this will come to nought if
it has to keep doling out money to states.

Krishan Kalra Gurugram

Nitish’s dilemma
Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar (pic-
tured) is caught between the devil and the
deep sea. Kumar’s party, Janata Dal-United
(JD-U), has downplayed the significance of
Tuesday’s meeting between Kumar and
his deputy, Tejashwi Yadav, an accused in
the land-for-hotels corruption case.

Kumar must drop Yadav from his
Cabinet if he wants to show that he is intol-
erant of corruption. But he seems not to be

able to muster the courage to sack Yadav
for fear of the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD)
withdrawing support to his government. 

Kumar’s conscience hardly permits
him to crawl back to the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) if the RJD
withdraws support to the state govern-
ment in case Yadav is asked to step down.  

Neither can the chief minister be com-
fortable with the United Progressive
Alliance because the credibility of the
Congress and the RJD has nosedived. 

The Bharatiya Janata Party need not
woo or mollycoddle Kumar to return to
the NDA. At the same time, the NDA
should keep its door open for the JD-U if it
comes back on its own volition.

K V Seetharamaiah   Hassan

Levy tax, allow exchange
It is wrong on the part of the government
to refuse to open a window for exchang-
ing banned ~500 and ~1,000 notes. The
government has said in its affidavit filed

before the Supreme Court that such a
move would defeat the objective of
demonetisation and elimination of black
money and that the income tax depart-
ment would have great difficulty in dis-
tinguishing genuine cases from numer-
ous bogus ones.

It is apparent from the affidavit that
the government is not ready to acknowl-
edge or honour the commitment that
Prime Minister Narendra Modi made in
his address to the nation on November 8,
2016. He said scrapped notes could be
exchanged till March 31, 2017.

It is also apparent that the govern-
ment has failed to appreciate the basic
concept of jurisprudence — that it is bet-
ter that 10 culprits go free but no innocent
is punished. It is quite possible that there
are 25 per cent genuine and 75 per cent
doubtful/benami holders of scrapped
notes. Why punish the 25 per cent?

Instead of denying an opportunity to
the public, the government could consider
converting the black money into white, by
charging/levying 10-30 per cent tax on the
total amount of scrapped notes deposited.
This suggestion has nothing to do with last
year’s black money disclosure schemes.

R G Nakhate Mumbai
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One way to think of the universe
is in terms of a vast three-
dimensional web with vast emp-

ty spaces, intergalactic voids, nested
in-between filaments consisting of
galaxies. There are clusters of galaxies
at the nodes of these filaments. 

Cosmologists and astrophysicists
are not sure why the universe is organ-
ised this way. There are multiple com-
peting models of how matter, energy,
dark matter and dark energy could have

interacted to set up this structure. Every
time new data comes to light, those
models are reviewed and modified. 

A cluster of galaxies can contain
thousands of separate galaxies forming
a sort of wall of stars densely packed
together. A supercluster can contain tens
of thousands of galaxies. The first of the
superclusters was discovered in 1989 and
named the “Shapley Concentration”
after astronomer Harlow Shapley. A sec-
ond such supercluster, the Sloan Great
Wall, was identified in 2003.

Six Indian astronomers recently
announced the discovery of a third new
supercluster. The “Saraswati” super-
cluster has been named after the long-
lost river of Indian prehistory in analo-
gy with the Akash Ganga, which is the
Indian name for the Milky Way. 

The paper detailing the identification
of Saraswati (https://arxiv.org/-
abs/1707.03082) was published only last
week. But this is a story 15 years in the
making. Two of the authors, Joydeep
Bagchi and Somak Raychaudhury are now

colleagues at the Inter-University Centre
for Astronomy and Astrophysics (IUCAA).

Fifteen years ago, the duo collabo-
rated in a paper about magnetic fields in
filaments of galaxies (http://adsabs.har-
vard.edu/abs/2002NewA....7..249B). At
that time, they suspected that a super-
cluster like Saraswati might exist but
the data was lacking to confirm their
hypothesis. (Raychaudhury was part of
the team that discovered the Shapley
concentration as well)

Around five years ago, the data they
wanted started becoming available. The
Sloan Digital Sky Survey (SDSS) collates
astronomical data and maps and releas-
es them periodically into the public
domain. As Bagchi and Raychaudhury
began looking at the SDSS data, the
shape of something really big became
visible. However, they needed more
data in order to make estimates of the
size, shape, distance, age etc, of what
they suspected was there. 

Four of their colleagues got
involved. Shishir Sankhyayan is from

the Indian Institute of Science
Education and Research, Pune; Pratik
Dabate is also at IUCAA; Joe Jacob is at
Newman College, Thodupuzha; 
and Prakash Sarkar is at the National
Institute of Technology, Jamshedpur.
They also sourced data from the Cerro
Tololo Inter-American Observatory,
National Optical Astronomy
Observatory, etc.

Spectrographic data had to be
crunched to give a 3-D estimate of the
size and shape. As stars move away, the
light received becomes redder, shifting
in wavelength to the red end of the
spectrum. By calculating the red shift,
estimates can be made of the distance
and the speed of dispersion. 

The Saraswati supercluster is about
four billion (one billion=1,000 million)
light years away, located in the same
part of the sky as the Constellation,
Pisces. This is much more distant than
the other superclusters. Saraswati has at
least 43 clusters and it is spread over
more than 650 million light years. Given

that light (and radio waves) takes four
billion years to travel to us, we’re seeing
the supercluster as it looked that long
ago. The centre appears to be collapsing
and merging. The universe is about 13.5
billion years old, which means that
Saraswati was in the process of merging
about nine billion years ago. It’s the ear-
liest example of a supercluster forma-
tion that has been discovered so far.

Dating this structure has important
implications for cosmological models.
Most models assume that the initial
universe was homogeneous (with mat-
ter spread evenly across space) after the
Big Bang. Einstein’s General Theory of
Relativity postulates that the universe
should remain “more or less” homoge-
neous: There may be local clumps but
large volumes of space (including voids
and clusters) should contain about the
same mass on average. 

Any cosmological hypothesis
involving energy and matter interac-
tions must be consistent with physical
observation. Saraswati helps cosmolo-
gists to review their models. It’s
believed that dark energy helped to
accelerate the universe’s expansion
around nine billion years ago, which is
when we’re seeing Saraswati. So, it
could lead to many new insights about
the process by which the universe
acquired its structure. 

Making and remaking the universe
There are competing models of how matter, energy, dark matter and dark energy could have interacted
to set up its structure. Every time new data comes to light, those models are reviewed and modified
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No full session forNaidu before Nov
The term of incumbent Vice-President 
M Hamid Ansari ends on August 10.
Members of the Rajya Sabha and Lok
Sabha are slated to vote to elect his
successor on August 5. The counting of
votes will also take place that day. National
Democratic Alliance nominee M Venkaiah
Naidu (pictured) is expected to defeat the
18-party combined Opposition nominee
Gopalkrishna Gandhi. The vice-president,
also the chairperson of the Rajya Sabha, is
responsible for conducting its proceedings.
The current monsoon session of Parliament
ends on August 11. This would leave Naidu
with only the last day of the Rajya Sabha
session to chair its proceedings. He would
have to wait until November for the winter
session to chair a full session
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Mamata performs puja before rally
To ensure an auspicious start to the annual
Shahid Divas (Martyrs’ Day) rally on July 21,
West Bengal Chief Minister and Trinamool
Congress (TMC) supremo Mamata Banerjee
conducted a khuti pujaor ritual
purification of a pole that would be used to
build a podium from which Banerjee will
make her speech. In West Bengal, every
year, before the immersion of the idol of
Durga, which ends the biggest festival in
the state, part of the idol’s pandal is
preserved and reused the following year
after a small ceremony or khuti puja. The
TMC’s annual mass rally on July 21
commemorates the 1993 Kolkata firing
incident where 13 people were shot dead
by the police during a political rally.

QUANTUM LEAP
DEVANGSHU DATTA
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Snail slime. On your face. All
for the sake of beauty.

And, hopefully, a handsome
profit for US retailers looking to
push it along with other K-
beauty trends into the
mainstream — if people can get
over the “ick” factor.

Korean consumers are on a
constant hunt for innovative
products and unusual natural
ingredients. Now, the decade-
old craze is making its way to
everyday consumers in the US,
as K-beauty products jump
from niche websites and slide
on to the shelves at Target
Corp, CVS Health Corp and
Ulta Beauty Inc stores. The
retailers earlier this year announced
expansions of the merchandise.

“People used to talk about French
skincare,” said Sarah Chung, the head
of Landing International Inc which
partnered on Ulta’s Korean collection.
“We don’t really call it that any more.
Right now we say it’s K-beauty, but it’s
really just great skincare.”

Target is selling the products in
about 850 stores and said they
represent about 25 per cent of its total
premium offerings. Ulta said it
expanded its offerings with a prestige
collection in March and CVS began
rolling K-Beauty HQ at 2,100 stores
in April. Target and CVS both
partnered with Alicia Yoon, the
founder of K-beauty retail platform
Peach & Lily.

While none of the three stores
provided sales data, CVS said the
launch had been “very successful”
and it has got positive customer
feedback on the collection’s

innovation, high quality 
and accessibility.

The timing couldn’t be better for
South Korean cosmetic companies.
Exports to the US already increased
by about half in 2016 from a year
earlier to $300 million while the
country’s total exports declined,
according to the Korea International
Trade Association. Brands are
getting more aggressive about their
international expansion as sales to
Chinese shoppers suffer amid
strained ties between the 
two countries.

South Korea’s biggest beauty
company, Amorepacific Corp, already
has five brands in the US and is poised
to start selling a sixth, innisfree,
targeting millennials with cheaper
products, Amorepacific said in an
email. Revenue at the group largely

comes from South Korea, with
71 per cent as of last year, and 19
per cent from China, according
to data compiled by
Bloomberg.

While Koreans put snail
slime on the map, it’s Chileans
who get the credit for discovering
its apparent benefits.

The Bascunan family
started selling snails for food —
escargots — to French
wholesalers in the 1980s. The
business wasn’t a great success,
but it made an unexpected
discovery while harvesting the
animals. The secretion filtrate
seemed to heal cuts and grazes
caused by handling the metal
cages containing the snails.
The story became lore for the

brands that followed, with some of
the first competitors advertising that
the gastropods came from Chile.

“South Korean consumers are
always looking to the next innovation
and snail slime when introduced was
well received,” David Tyrrell, a global
skincare analyst at Mintel Group Ltd,
said. “It was new, arguably exotic and
recognised by consumers to readily
moisturise the skin and produce anti-
aging related benefits.”

The use of filtrate has actually
begun to wane in South Korea as the
novelty wears off. The fascination for
natural ingredients remains in line
with “hanbang”, or traditional Korean
herbal medicine — some 69 per cent
of facial skincare launches in South
Korea last year featured botanical
claims, including fermented tea,
black olives and volcanic ash,
according to Mintel.

© Bloomberg

Now snail slime hits beauty mainstream
After causing a craze in Korea, trend set to bring profit to US retailers

Ever since the mini balance of pay-
ments crisis of 2013, Indian poli-
cymakers have placed a premi-

um on restoring and maintaining
macroeconomic stability, manifested in
lower central fiscal deficits, muted min-
imum support price increases, the move
to inflation targeting and building a war
chest of reserves.

The only blemish against this impres-
sive record has been deteriorating state
finances. This is particularly surprising,
and perhaps why it took so long to
emerge into the public consciousness,
because states were always seen as
paragons of fiscal virtue, with their com-
bined deficit at just two per cent by 2012-
13. Then things began to inflect. The
combined deficit widened to 2.6 per cent
by 2014-15, but alarm bells went off next
year, when — despite much high trans-
fers from the Centre under the 14th
Finance Commission — their combined
deficit widened further to 2.9 per cent of
gross domestic product (GDP), a worry
we had flagged two years ago.
Consequently, the one per cent widening
of state deficits between 2011-12 and
2015-16 —even excluding the UDAY lia-
bilities — completely undid the Centre’s
consolidation during that time.

Furthermore, fiscal risks for states
are on the rise: States are yet to imple-

ment their Pay Commissions’ recom-
mendations, several states have
announced farm loan waivers (which
have added up to 0.6 per cent of GDP
thus far) with the risk it proliferates fur-
ther, key sources of state revenue —
stamp duties and alcohol — are under
pressure and states are liable for the
interest on UDAY bonds in the future.
The fiscal outlook for states is challeng-
ing to say the least. 

Thus far, worsening state finances
are seen mainly as undoing the Centre’s
good work, keeping the combined
deficit elevated and imperilling consol-
idated debt dynamics. Indeed, state pri-
mary deficits need to halve if state debt
to GDP needs to stay anywhere close to
the recommendations of the Fiscal
Responsibility and Budget Management
Review Committee.

However, we want to frame the
debate differently. What’s not appreci-
ated is how worsening state deficits
imperil the private investment cycle.
How so? State market borrowing has
doubled in just three years. In 2013-14,
states market borrowing was 35 per cent
of the Centre’s. By 2016-17, this jumped
to 84 per cent. We suspect states will
end up borrowing more than the Centre
this year, which is unprecedented. This
surge in supply is understandably hav-
ing price implications. The spread of
state bonds over central bonds tripled
from 30 basis points (bps) in March 2015
to 90 bps in March, 2017. 

The real concern, however, is there is
a direct and mechanical spillover from
spreads on state bonds to those on cor-
porate bonds. The intuition is simple.
Investors hold both state and corporate
bonds for the yield mark-up they get
over government bonds. Therefore,
these can be considered yield substi-

tutes. Why would an end investor (insur-
ance fund, pension fund, banks) hold a
corporate bond, when they get the same
yield on a state bond, complete with an
implicit sovereign guarantee? 

The consequence is whenever state
spreads rise, corporate spreads rise in
sympathy. Using data over the last five
years, we find econometrically that
every 100 bps increase in state spreads
pushes up corporate spreads by 62 bps,
all else equal. Unsurprisingly, therefore,
as state fiscal positions have worsened,
corporate spreads have widened from
60 bps in March 2015 to 120 bps in
March 2017.

This has significantly undermined
monetary transmission in the corporate
bond market. The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) has cut policy rate by 175 bps thus
far, and between Match 2015 and March
2017, 10-year government bond yields
declined by 90 bps, but corporate bond

yields only by 35 bps, because rising
spreads offset much of the decline of
the underlying asset. Over the last three
months, state spreads have edged down,
a seasonal phenomenon because supply
is relatively low in the first half of the fis-
cal year, and there has been better trans-
mission into the corporate bond yields.
But this simply underscores the impor-
tance of state spreads in determining
corporate bond yield. 

Looking ahead, if state deficits were
to widen further and further push up
spreads at the long end — thereby steep-
ening the yield curve — there’s a real
risk that any potential RBI easing at the
short end would not transmit into low-
er cost of capital for the private sector.

But how does this square with cor-
porate bond issuance picking up over
the last year? The real question, howev-
er, is the counterfactual: How much
stronger would issuance have been had

corporate bond yields not been kept arti-
ficially high because of widening state-
bond spreads? Our estimates suggest
that higher spreads depressed corporate
bond issuance by about 11 per cent over
the last two years. This, then, is the
crowding-out effect on the private sector.

Furthermore, the timing couldn’t
have been worse. With the banking
sector so beleaguered and credit
growth so depressed, vibrancy in the
corporate bond market is critical to
picking up some of the slack. Keeping
corporate bond yields higher than they
need to be is the worst possible out-
come at the moment.

So what should be done? To rein in
state deficits, some market discipline is
critical. Gujarat with a deficit of two per
cent of GDP and Uttar Pradesh with a
deficit of 3.1 per cent of GDP pay the
same cost on their market borrowing,
because of perceptions of implicit sov-
ereign guarantees. This needs to change.
Similarly, banks are allowed to mark
state bonds on their books at
(GSec+25bps), and so are incentivised
to become captive sources of demand
for state bonds. This needs to change.
Furthermore, we need timely and pub-
lic ratings of state finances to influence
investor decisions. 

India’s fiscal centre of gravity is fast
moving away from the Centre towards
the states. If market mechanisms are
not found to incentivise state fiscal pru-
dence, the deleterious impact would be
felt not just on macroeconomic stabili-
ty but — by keeping private sector bor-
rowing costs high — potentially further
delaying the private investment cycle.

Sajjid Z Chinoy is chief India economist and
Toshi Jain is India economist at J P Morgan.
The views are personal

Worsening state finances are widely appreciated; what’s less understood is their impact on crowding out private investment 

Howstate finances could delay investment cycle
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Chileans discovered the apparent
benefits of snail slime PHOTO: iSTOCK

Cops turn to kids forSnapchathelp
A Mumbai Police cell had registered an
FIR against comedy group AIB after it
tweeted a meme about Prime Minister
Narendra Modi using the Snapchat dog
filter. Police officers, however, were at a
loss when it came to using Snapchat.
Most of them did not understand the
way its filters worked. A few officials had
to take lessons from their children
among whom the application is popular.
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R
am Nath Kovind’s overwhelming victory in the presidential polls
offers a unique opportunity to test the head of state’s role as a defend-
er of constitutional values. Mr Kovind’s detractors have suggested that,
as with some previous presidential appointments, his credentials as

a ruling party stalwart and his Dalit status will encourage him to conform to a
template that sees the President’s role as purely ceremonial and essentially
subordinate to the executive, the casualty of Indira Gandhi’s notorious
Emergency-era 42nd Amendment of 1976. They would be wrong for two reasons. 

First, as a lawyer who has practised in the high court and the Supreme
Court — he was the government’s standing counsel for more than a decade —
and with considerable experience of the inner workings of Indian democra-
cy as a two-term Rajya Sabha MP (Member of Parliament) and a stint as
Governor of Bihar, Mr Kovind, who will become the 14th President of the
Republic of India, is well positioned to appreciate the duties implicit in his posi-
tion. In his long public life, he most certainly had a blemish-free ledger of per-
sonal or family integrity. The second reason is embedded in history. Though
all regimes since the Emergency have sought to impose South Block’s domi-
nance over Rashtrapati Bhavan, it says much for India’s argumentative democ-
racy that several Presidents, including some who were considered beholden
to prime ministers at the time, have tested the limits of their constitutional
powers in unexpected ways. For instance, at the height of his stand-off with
Rajiv Gandhi, whom he had helped to power after his mother’s assassination,
Zail Singh exercised veto power over a postal Bill that would have given the
government sweeping powers to intercept postal communication. 

Before that was the precedent established by Neelam Sanjeeva Reddy in
making the appointment of the prime minister subject to conditions. When
the Janata Party led by the then prime minister Morarji Desai split, Reddy
asked Charan Singh to prove his majority in the House — that he failed to do
so was another matter. Then again, K R Narayanan, the first Dalit President,
left a distinguished precedent in the exercise of presidential powers by declin-
ing to rubber-stamp the dismissal of the Kalyan Singh government in Uttar
Pradesh and, initially, the Rabri Devi government in Bihar. Pranab Mukherjee
leveraged the authority of his position to speak out against the climate of intol-
erance fostered by political contestations of secularism. 

The scope for interpreting the spirit of India’s written Constitution, thus,
remains as wide as it did when Rajendra Prasad, India’s first President, tested
the powers of the post. In a young democracy, the role of the President retains
a significance beyond the nominal taking of the Republic Day salute and read-
ing speeches in Parliament approved by the executive. Mr Kovind’s victory over
a fellow Dalit and former Lok Sabha Speaker Meira Kumar was considered a
foregone conclusion owing to adroit mobilisation by the ruling coalition. His
two-thirds majority suggests a considerable degree of cross-voting and, by
extension, acceptability across party lines. His value as an essential lever of
checks and balances in India’s fragile democracy, thus, is strong.

Presidential prerogatives 
Mr Kovind is well positioned to defend the Constitution

T
he Union Cabinet’s decision to set in motion the creation of a mega
public sector undertaking (PSU) in the oil and gas sector took a
while in coming, but could go a long way in reducing inefficiencies
across the sector and creating an entity better placed to compete

globally for resources. This was necessary as while most Asian countries have
just one national oil company integrated across the value chain, India has 18
PSU oil firms. The sale of the government’s 51 per cent equity in Hindustan
Petroleum Corporation (HPCL), the country’s second largest fuel retailer, to
Oil and Natural Gas Corporation (ONGC), the country’s largest oil producer,
is in line with the Budget announcement in February, which outlined the gov-
ernment’s vision of strengthening central public sector enterprises through
consolidation, mergers and acquisitions. Reports suggest a strong possibili-
ty that this decision may be followed by mergers between refiner Indian Oil
Corporation (IOC) and exploration PSU Oil India Ltd or another oil marketer
Bharat Petroleum Corporation Ltd (BPCL) merging with gas utility GAIL. 

There are many reasons why this decision to consolidate PSUs in the oil
and gas sector should be welcomed. The primary reason has to be an improved
handle on energy security for the country. Even though India is the world’s
fastest growing major economy, it is still one of the poorest in that elite bunch.
As such, it has a long distance to go in terms of achieving economic growth and
well-being for its citizens. And this growth will require a steady supply of ener-
gy resources. At present, India imports 80 per cent of its crude oil demand, 
50 per cent of its liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) demand, and 35 per cent of its
natural gas requirement. In another couple of decades, as India hopes to
turn into a global superpower, estimates by the International Energy Agency
suggest this import dependency is likely to rise to a crippling 90 per cent. There
is, then, merit in having fewer but bigger oil majors and equipping them with
both the financial resources and technological expertise to not only manage
international fuel price uncertainty and strike strategic deals across the world
but also acquiring the capacity to explore the domestic oil potential.

Of course, there are several concerns as well with Wednesday’s decision
and this was reflected in the over 4 per cent slippage in HPCL’s share price on
the BSE. HPCL’s shareholders are disappointed that the acquisition is unlike-
ly to be accompanied by an open offer. That could be unfair as they, too, should
be offered a chance to exit at the same price as the government. Then there
are concerns about assimilating employees from very different work cul-
tures, given the vertical integration of an upstream and a downstream com-
pany. Some have also claimed that the proposed gains from economies of scale
are overstated and have warned against consumers losing out due to lack of
competition. These should be the key concerns for the government going for-
ward. That this deal helps in meeting a huge chunk of the government’s
annual disinvestment target will not be enough.

A pragmatic move
ONGC-HPCL deal should boost India’s energy security efforts 

In May last year, journalist Gayatri
Jayaraman wrote an article for
Buzzfeed India that quickly went viral.
The article highlighted the plight of
what she called the “urban poor”,
young men and women who move to
the big cities from small towns and
scrimp on the most basic necessities
in order to survive and fit in.

The article drew some empathy but
also a lot of flak. For a country where
the vast majority is officially poor, and
where the definition of the poverty
line hinges on earnings that are
deplorably low, to call poor someone

who lives on chips during the month-
end in order to pay the EMI rankled.

Ms Jayaraman has expanded her
original article into the book under
review, and has substantially broad-
ened the scope of her study. Quoting
first-person accounts, she builds an
argument on how several factors come
together to force the young and the
upwardly mobile to make choices that
they come to regret.

She covers a wide variety of profes-
sions, from fashion to IT, media to
consultancy. The story is nearly uni-
formly one of struggle. The problem
starts with the culture shock that
many small-town residents face when
they come to the big city. They are
used to their parents’ involvement in
all decision-making, and the new
independence, while thrilling, can
also cause anxiety.

The major issue, as Ms Jayaraman
sees it, is the desperate need to belong

at work and among the peer group.
She profiles those who would rather
spend money on apparel and bling
than save enough for a decent meal.
There are accounts of interns and new
recruits going without food the whole
day just to have enough to spend at a
high-end coffee shop.

Even the academically well-off are
not safe. One BITS Pilani graduate
speaks of his discomfort with the pres-
sure to take out his team for lunches,
since that is the thing to do and one
cannot risk coming across as a miser.
Combine this with the high rents in
metros, and the serial EMIs the young
pay today, and it is easy to see how
they end up depleting even
respectable salaries.

It gets tempting to suggest that
those who fill Ms Jayaraman’s book —
people who earn enough to live
decently if they lived within their
means — are a spoilt lot who couch

their lack of financial discipline in
loftily sad tales. But the truth is more
nuanced. 

Several Mumbaikars Ms Jayaraman
writes about, for example, spend a
substantial chunk of their salary on
taking Ubers and Olas home after
working 12-hour days. In a country
where someone always suffers more
than you, avoiding the local train
might strike you as a luxury, but the
touching need to reach home without
being crammed into an unbreathable
space with other heaving bodies
would count as a necessity in more
developed societies.

Some of these pain points are, thus,
very real; others not so much — 
Ms Jayaraman profiles a young
woman who bought an iPhone by
offering her body for sex. She defends
her decision as not very different from
what the young get up to on Tinder
and other hook-up apps anyway, so
why not make the most of it and get
what one wants.

Although Ms Jayaraman makes no
judgement, the inclusion of such sto-

ries takes away from her thesis.
Buying branded clothes and con-
tributing towards the weekend liquor
pool may be necessary to avoid
becoming a pariah at work, but if you
do not know when this might tip over
into emotionally ruinous territory,
then the obsession has gone too far.

Even so, the fact that a large num-
ber feels the need to bow to the dic-
tates of the market economy indi-
cates that the problem is not
imaginary, as critics of Ms
Jayaraman’s theory believe. I also
find the niggling about the term
“urban poor” self-defeating. Ms
Jayaraman is not a sociologist look-
ing to introduce a new term to the
canon; she is merely capturing an
observable phenomenon with a
smart phrase.

Ms Jayaraman ends her book with
advice on how best to manage
finances. Like the rest of the book,
the tone here is not preachy — she
recognises the need to do things that
our parents, raised on Gandhian
ideals of sacrifice and socialism,

would balk at. At the same time, she
cautions against giving in completely
to the idea of presenting a certain
winning picture, especially at the
cost of braving wretched personal
conditions. The improved monetary
and career prospects may never
arrive and you may end up hurting
yourself in the bargain.

“India has changed” is a refrain
that we hear unceasingly. Who me,
poor? brings out an important aspect
of the transformation, one that is per-
haps pushed into silence for it cap-
tures neither the glories of a growing
economy nor the plight of its more
obvious victims. Ms Jayaraman’s
attempt at recording the pressures
and struggles of those in the middle
is an important corrective.

Upwardly mobile poverty

Afriend, who is a senior executive at a logistics
start-up, recently had a task on hand: To pre-
pare a two-week long orientation pro-

gramme for a cadre of 100 freshly minted engi-
neers. While these engineers had finished four years
of education at some of the best
engineering colleges in the
country, most of them had little
or no practical experience. None
of them had ever stepped inside
a sophisticated warehouse, seen
how a modern day truck is
assembled or indeed how a con-
temporary racking system
worked. Let alone be familiar
with how cross-functional
teams work — or how complex
business challenges are meant
to be solved.

You’ve got to wonder why
such a yawning gap between the
real world and academia con-
tinues to persist. Except that
this is a challenge that India Inc faces not just in
logistics, but in every industry — retail, consumer,
manufacturing, infrastructure and software. Every
year, hordes of students graduate from some of our
best engineering, arts and commerce colleges, with-
out a feel of the real world into which they step in.
Internships are now common — but most of them
are seldom structured with care and attention and
do little to challenge young minds. Two years ago,
we hosted two young interns who were more inter-
ested in collecting a letter of completion and adding
it to their resume, rather than focusing on learning
something substantive. It isn’t just about interns
though. Most firms struggle to figure out what to do
with these young people.

This is exactly what my friend is ready to face as
his intense, carefully curated orientation pro-
gramme draws to a close. Soon, his newbie engi-

neers will be stationed at various outposts across the
country. And he needs to figure out a way to con-
tinually engage the minds of young people, ensure
that they bring in new ideas and challenge the way
things are done inside, even as they learn the oper-

ational ropes of the business.
And he knows that he simply
can’t depend entirely on his
next level leaders to ensure that
the learning never stops for his
new wards. A few weeks ago,
we were with the CEO (chief
executive officer) of a global
firm of repute. And he told us
about how he was grappling
with a huge cultural challenge
in driving his innovation and
leadership agenda. His top
team was greying — and slow
to change. And this impacted
even the young management
trainees. Within two years of
joining, they too lost most of

their verve and initiative.
Creating a culture of continuous learning may

seem like a difficult journey. The good news is that
there are so many more enablers that companies
can rely on today. Like online learning solutions
that are available on tap. Massively online open
courses, or MOOCs, as they are called, are expand-
ing their range and scope. From machine learning
to Excel, from creative writing to Design Thinking,
there is a wide repertoire to choose from. And it
would seem as if Indians have taken to it in a big
way. Coursera says India is their second biggest B2C
(business to customer) market after the US with
nearly 2 million learners out of a total of 26 million.

There are many reasons why MOOCs could fun-
damentally change how we look at learning: They
are self-paced, on demand, they fit into your lifestyle
and easily accessible, even on a smartphone. What’s

more, some of the new online Master’s (or
Nanodegrees) course add up to even 30 per cent of
credits leading up to a full-fledged Master's—and
that too, at a fraction of the cost of a regular uni-
versity education. 

Two weeks ago, I was chatting with a young
architect-turned-entrepreneur, who was looking to
set up a new business centre in Mumbai. And our
conversation veered around to how to build his
business plan. I pointed him to Steve Blank’s huge-
ly popular course on How To Launch a Lean Start Up
on the Udacity platform. It was experiential, and
provided the basic building blocks to designing his
strategy in a iterative manner. As he thought
through his plan, the young entrepreneur could use
the Business Model Canvas, on which the course is
based, to test out various assumptions and see how
they stack up. And participants are taught one clear
principle: The answers lie outside the building. And
they need to step out and discover real insights that
could drive his business.

This is, in many ways, a good example of the
Action Learning approach — something some com-
panies are beginning to embrace. Identify key busi-
ness challenges from within the organisation.
Create cross-functional teams. Help them with col-
laborative business building skills such as the
Business Model Canvas or Design Thinking. Throw
in team-based coaching. And support the business
challenge teams with a bunch of learning interven-
tions such as immersions, experiential talks and
curated content. Also, there are now new cloud-
based solutions such as Edcast, which calls itself the
Netflix of knowledge, that pull together the learning
content available both within and outside the firm
to create a powerful customised experience. That’s
the future of learning that we’re headed towards.

The writer is co-founder at Founding Fuel, a learning
platform that aims to serve a community of
entrepreneurial leaders
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Afriend from the media made an interesting
observation: Coverage of the stand-off with
China is absent.

Not in print, which retains its integrity to some
extent and certainly it is more
independent than television.
What he meant is the absence
from this fray of our brave news
anchors. They are usually keen to
go to war with Pakistan but they
are missing in action from this
skirmish against China. Why? He
felt that they were told by the gov-
ernment to not aggravate a situa-
tion that is delicate and could be
undone by excessive national
emotion.

That is why there’s neither
song nor dance nor heat and cer-
tainly not much light on this
scuffle that’s going on in the mountains. If it were
the Pakistani soldiers that we were grappling with,
the channels would be lit up incandescent with
rage. The reason this hasn’t happened is that the
government or “agencies” (a word long popular in
Pakistan and now being heard in our country also,
alas!) must have made a few calls. 

I found it interesting, though not surprising,
that the channels could thus be manipulated. This
is for a variety of reasons. One is that many are
genuinely ideologically aligned to Hindutva. They
are comfortable with a certain level of violence
against other Indians and all the other joys that

this ideology is bringing us. Another is that many
are dependent to a large extent on state advertising.
With big spends coming from social programmes
such as Swachh Bharat, this has been even more the

case in recent years. 
I also think, while I stand for

and want to see press freedom, it
is a good thing that the channels
are not whipping up a frenzy on
such issues. Foreign affairs and
border disputes are a specialised
field. Popular politics is not the
domain for this because only a
handful of people have control
over the material and truly
understand the subject. We can
damage ourselves if we are
forced into action or inaction on
the basis of popular pressure that
is not informed. And so, again

while I stand for and want to see media freedom in
absolute terms, and I can observe the channels’
hypocrisy, I am fine with the lack of frenzy. 

However, there is another way in which this
problem can be tackled in the long term. It is one
that no government, whether the Congress or the
Bharatiya Janata Party or any other has tried. And
that is to be transparent. Our nationalism and car-
tography are the products of a mythology that is
embedded quite firmly in us. The flexibility avail-
able to a government for give and take on this is
quite limited. The Opposition will immediately
level allegations of softness or treachery and the

pressure will be hard to absorb without damage.
Is the report by Henderson Brooks and P S

Bhagat on the war of 1962, limited as it was by its
remit, kept hidden from Indians because it embar-
rasses the army? I don’t think so. It remains con-
cealed because it reveals that the Chinese may not
have been totally to blame. I think it embarrasses
the state and its narrative of victimhood. 

Jawaharlal Nehru, with his ideas on non-align-
ment, is thought to have been an idealist softie on
international issues. Totally false. On border issues,
he was a nationalist (I use the word in the pejorative
sense) as we know the word today. He assumed
the same position on our borders as the aggres-
sively expansionist imperial state he inherited.
This is according to the man who has written about
the issue longest and best, the journalist Neville
Maxwell. 

In any case, there is no need to look for evi-
dence of this because it exists in the vocabulary.
What Nehru was doing on the border with China
he called the “forward policy” and the name alone
is sufficient to reveal what it intended to achieve.

China may well be the treacherous and devious
state we have been taught in our textbooks it is. I
think it was Mao Zedong who said that when faced
with an opponent, one should push till one meets
resistance. And that could perhaps be what the
Chinese are doing at the moment. 

However, we should also know that China has
no disputed land border with any of her neigh-
bours, except India and our pal Bhutan. It has set-
tled all other disputes. I am quite sure most Indians
neither know this nor expected it to be the case. The
problem of our curriculum is thought to be
Hindutva’s revisionism. And it is. The other prob-
lem is that of wilful ignorance and victimhood. 

Of course this is not limited to one subject.
Look at our understanding of what is going on in
Jammu and Kashmir. Photographs of jawans
patrolling deserted streets in a city under curfew
does not evoke the questions it should. We have
internalised the idea that the problem is entirely
one caused by miscreants who must be sorted out
by force. 

One way to engage China and any other foreign
adversary is through the military. Hard power (arms,
threats, actions) exists for a reason and it must be
used when it needs to be. That is not in dispute and
I am not questioning that at all. I am referring to the
inflexibility that the government of India has on
many issues because it has sold the population a
fable it now finds difficult to walk back. This is true
no matter which party is in power. 

There are ways to disarm the anger that may be
preventing us from acting rationally. The govern-
ment seems to be doing this by directing media
focus away from the problem so that it is not talked
about. Another way to do this would be to simply be
transparent and educate the population on the real
history of our borders.

Missing in action: TV
news anchors 
Media’s hypocrisy on India-China stand-off and the sense of victimhood
among people are because of successive govts hiding the real issue 
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