
Much has been written by pundits, 
with their imaginary ponytails, 
about the demise of  the software ser-
vices industry, and some have even 
given sensational monikers like “duf-
fers” to the CEOs running these com-

panies. It is true the world is changing so fast that 
many of  us are grappling with the pace and uncer-
tainty ahead. But while everyone is pontificating from 
their armchairs, this is a view from the trenches. 

It is neither utopian or dystopian, but just realistic 
to imagine a future like the one in Star Trek, with 
multiple aspects of  the ’70s show becoming a reality 
— think video calls, tricorders, body scanners on hand-
held devices, space travel, reusable rockets, flying 
drones (and cars)…the list goes on. 
The World Economic Forum pre-
dicts that by 2020 more than 50 bil-
lion things, ranging from cranes to 
coffee machines, will be connected 
to the internet. In the face of  such 
advances, it’s important to remem-
ber three things.

First, technology is truly a global 
phenomenon, perhaps the most global 
of  all. It does not differentiate between 
borders, nationalism, and trade agree-
ments in its adoption and impact.

Second, while disruption can come 
from many/any source, it shines a 
light on true differentiation within an 
industry. There are entire subjects 
such as “Innovator’s Dilemma” and 
“Good to Great” that are the founda-
tion of  what it takes to succeed in the face of  disruption.

Third, the newest dimension of  disruption seems to 
be the impact of  technology on everyday business. Until 
now, disruptive innovation impacted hi-tech industries, 
leaving core sectors less exposed. But now, established 
leaders, many of  them American heritage firms, are in 
the line of  disruptive fire.  According to a report released 
last year by Innosight (‘Corporate Longevity: Turbulence 
Ahead for Large Organizations’) based on almost a cen-
tury’s worth of  market data, corporations in the S&P 500 
Index in 1965 stayed in the index for an average of  33 years. 
By 1990, average tenure in the S&P 500 had narrowed to 
20 years. It fell to 18 years in 2012, and is forecasted to 
shrink to 14 years by 2026. At the current churn rate, half  
of  S&P 500 firms will be replaced over the next 10 years.

The key takeaway is that the next 10-15 years will 
witness a tectonic shift in the global business order, 
which is evident in the reordering of  the US retail sec-
tor. Think of  the impact that connected devices can have 
on health insurance, driverless cars on auto insurance, 

Blockchain on banking, and digital commerce on supply 
chain and logistics. 

It is valid to say that every large enterprise needs to 
have a strategy to embrace these technologies, especially 
in its interaction with consumers and response to business 
partners. This calls for a significant overhaul of  underly-
ing core systems and business process, guided by a con-
sumer-centric view, to provide a seamless digital experi-
ence. In addition, there needs to be an overhaul of  the core 
rules that define the businesses (such as repricing of  in-
surance risk with driverless cars and connected devices).

It is then fair to say that the underpinnings of  technol-
ogy are likely increasing with every passing day across 
the entire spectrum of  enterprises, some even going as 
far as to say, ‘Every business is a Digital Business’, now 
and forever. The next question then is how and where are 
the resources available to enterprises to make this “digi-
tal pivot”? And even with increased technology budgets, 

who will enable the transformation? This is where 
established software services compa-
nies become important — they have a 
deep understanding of  core enterprise 
systems through years of  being ‘inside’ 
IT and operations back offices. They 
have software engineering skills and 
intellectual capital developed through 
years of  investment in new tech devel-
opments, and a burning desire to help 
clients cross the chasm of  digital dis-
ruption. Where else will you find most 
of  these firms if  not amongst the larg-
est, most successful Indian software 
services companies?

So, are the pundits who are confi-
dently predicting the inevitable de-

mise of  the software services com-
pany right? 

I think they are paying scant re-
gard to the technological and cultural roots of  these 
firms that are deeply embedded with global clients. 
Some will fail definitely, but many will make it, though 
they will look nothing like they do today. Make no mis-
take, winners will emerge from this pack.

Most of  these firms are making great progress in this 
‘digital pivot’, to align with current and future needs, 
though one must acknowledge the continuous nature of  
this progress. More work is also needed to ensure that 
just as this sector scaled up to help Global 2000 firms over 
the past three decades, it will now enhance software en-
gineering skills that are needed on a different scale and 
complexity. But I have great confidence that this sector 
has the ability, scale and technical chops to help “create 
in India” the software that will run the world. 

It is truly ‘India’ inside.
        The writer is Chair, Nasscom IT Services Council 
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You are from Karachi, studied 
in the US, and now live in London. 
What are your views on British 
multiculturalism?
There seem to be different Brit-
ains at the moment. Now you have these 
laws where, if  you are a dual citizen, Brit-
ain has the right to strip you of  your Brit-
ish citizenship if  you are seen as a threat 
to the state. So, two people could commit 
the same crime but one could have their 
citizenship removed, which is essentially 
the government’s way of  saying that some 
people are more British than others. We 
need to have more conversations about that 
kind of  thing, rather than conversations 
like, ‘Are Islam and the West compatible?’ 
Having said that, it’s really important to 
say that London is a remarkable example 
of  a place where people from very different 
backgrounds interact, marry, do business 
together, and is proof  that this can work. 

As a writer, you explore the sense of 
alienation and unbelonging that must be felt 
by any minority today. Is this what you sense 
around you?
I moved to London in my mid-30s and I come 
from a place where my links are fairly well 
established, so I didn’t have that experience 
of  growing up as a minority. But I think one 
thing that has happened, particularly with 
British Muslims in the last 15 years, is the 
feeling of  being the community viewed 
suspiciously. The writer Gillian Slovo, who 
has done a play about young British Mus-
lim men and women who join the ISIS, in-
terviewed young people for her research, 
and it was quite sad and instructive that 
when she asked what they know about Is-

lamic State, they said that they 
don’t look at that stuff  on the 
internet because someone 
could be watching them. One of  
the boys said he was on the tube 

and the minute he put his backpack down, 
people started looking funnily at him, and 
he actually felt guilty. There is now a pro-
gramme called Prevent which is supposed 
to spot radicalisation in schools and to 
identify suspicious behaviour which could 
easily just be regular adolescent behaviour. 
That kind of  thing has created a sense 
among the younger lot that they are being 
watched and mistrusted by the state.

At the end of your book, love triumphs. Is 
this a personal cry for a sentiment that seems 
to have eluded people and nations?
Well it’s a mixed thing, because 
love triumphs but vio-
lence also cuts it short. 
It’s very hard for me 
not to feel bleak 
about the world 
right now, ex-
cept for the fact 
that there are 
always those 
places where 

people are not giving up, they are coming 
together despite differences. So, I’ve lost 
faith in a lot of  political structures and 
events, but I haven’t lost faith in people. I 
try and remind myself  that in all the dark 
periods in history, nothing lasts forever, 
there is a turn later on.

Do you feel it’s a writer’s responsibility  to 
address the larger political issues in our lives?
 The question is not whether a writer should 
or shouldn’t, but why it is that more writers 
don’t. There are always the small things that 
deserve attention as well. But it does strike 
me as very peculiar, given the state of  the 
world, that there are so many writers in so 
many countries who don’t seem to feel that 
these questions about people’s lives and 
liberties are not merely questions for po-
litical historians. We’re seeing how the 
politics is having terrible consequences on 
people’s lives. How can you not want to en-
gage with the world around you?

Do you find people of Muslim backgrounds 
have to be more apologetic and defensive 
than before?
I think you see it in places where Muslims 
are the minority. It’s very hard to know who 
will come at you with statements, like 
‘What is it about Islam that makes people 
more violent?’ or ‘Why aren’t Muslims 
speaking out against this?’ I think there is 
a demand for a reaction. So, there is either 
the angry reaction or the apologetic defen-
sive reaction, which I find very problem-

atic because it does imply guilt and cul-
pability where you are accepting the 

rhetoric that the problem is Islam, the 
problem is all Muslims.

There is a general sense that writers 
from Pakistan have outshone writers 
from India. Do you think it’s true?
India seems to have many more writ-
ers and a larger publishing infrastruc-

ture. I think there are probably more 
interesting things happening in 

translation and non-fiction. But 
given the situation in India to-
day, I am struck by the fact that 
Pakistani writers just seem to 
have their finger on the political 
pulse in a way that Indian writ-
ers don’t seem to.

The personal is political, especially if you are a Muslim in 
a Western country today. Suddenly, which internet sites you 
surf, where you travel, or whether you’re growing a beard, may 
be viewed with suspicion in a world where boundaries are 
becoming both fluid and firmer. Kamila Shamsie explores that 
territory in her latest novel Home Fire, longlisted for the 2017 
Man Booker prize. The London-based Pakistani author spoke 
to Namita Devidayal about multiculturalism in Britain, and 
the role of a writer in a fragmented world

Politics affects people’s lives and 
liberty. How can writers ignore it?

ALL THAT MATTERS

Of  India’s many subsidies, the kerosene 
subsidy is the worst. Yet it has been such 
a sacred cow that no government has 
dared tackle it for decades. Different 
states levy different taxes, but in most 

cities subsidised kerosene retails at around Rs 23/litre 
(it is just Rs 13.50 in Chennai, because of  the state’s 
additional subsidy). The open-market price of  kerosene 
(used for commercial purposes) is far higher, around 
Rs 57/litre.

The government has announced that the price of  
subsidised kerosene will be raised by 25 paise per fort-
night until the subsidy goes. At this speed, the losses 
suffered by refiners could end in a little over a year. 
However, the retail price (including taxes) needs to be 
raised to equal the diesel price. That alone will end the 
adulteration of  diesel with kerosene.

 Studies show that up to 40% of  subsidised kerosene  
is diverted from poor beneficiaries to the adulteration 
of  diesel, which is more than twice as costly. Adulter-
ated diesel produces massive pollution, much more than 
ordinary diesel, and the additional truck fumes sicken 
and kill poor people living on roadsides. The extra pol-
lution hits cities where shopkeepers and industries use 
diesel gensets to overcome power shortages. Villages 
using diesel for tractors and pumps also suffer.  Subsidis-
ing kerosene means subsidising disease and death for 
millions through pollution. 

Besides, kerosene-adulterated diesel damages the 
engines it is used in. Trucks, gensets, tractors and diesel 
pumps wear out much faster than they should. The sub-
sidy kills machines as well as humans. The major ben-
eficiaries are crooked adulterators. That’s why it is the 
worst subsidy. 

Many left-wing critics have said on TV that the poor 
will not survive if  kerosene becomes costly.  Really? 
In 2014, Delhi was declared kerosene-free — all sales, 
subsidised or not, were banned — with consumers hav-
ing to shift to cooking gas. Chandigarh became kerosene-
free in 2016. Did the poor in these cities cease to live? 
Did they flee to areas where cheap kerosene was avail-
able? Not at all. Indeed, thousands kept migrating from 
kerosene-available to kerosene-free areas. Haryana has 
just become kerosene-free last April. All such areas have 
reduced pollution and hit adulterators, without causing 
mass distress.  

What matters for the poor is not the price of  this or 
that item but overall inflation. But consumer price infla-
tion is now down to 1.54%, the lowest for decades. The 

gradual upward price drift of  kerosene will impact the 
index only marginally. There will never be a better time 
to decontrol the price. The needy can be given a free 
solar lamp for lighting, or a direct cash transfer. 

Subsidies are palliatives. Only rapid economic 
growth accompanied by rising wages can cure poverty. 
Subsidies are nevertheless warranted for the needy. But, 
as Swaminomics has argued for decades, the right 
approach is to give cash to the needy, instead of  subsidis-
ing goods that may well be used by the rich or crooks. 
The subsidy on urea, for instance,  goes mainly to rich-
er farmers with large holdings, while some is smuggled 
into Bangladesh. Ultra-cheap urea discourages the 
use of  green manure which is environment friendly. It 
also means farmers use an excess of  urea and not 
enough potassic or phosphatic  fertilisers (which are 
not subsidised), and this ruins soil quality. Just as sub-
sidising kerosene benefits the wrong people and activi-
ties, so too does subsidising urea, or rural power, or 
almost anything else. 

Narendra Modi can no longer be called just an incre-
mental reformer. True, he has moved in baby steps in 
many areas. But cumulatively they are adding up to a 
substantial  change. When the price of  oil was at its 
height,  explicit and implicit subsidies on petroleum 
products were 2% of  GDP.  The UPA government devised 
the strategy of  raising the price of  petrol in baby steps. 
The Modi government has extended this to all petroleum 
products, and buttressed the change with direct cash 
transfers to the needy. Soon oil subsidies may be down 
to zero, freeing  lakhs of  crores to be spent on improving 
infrastructure, health and skills. 

The risk is that new subsidies will take the place of  
the old. The farm loan waiver that started in UP has 
spread to other states, and looks certain to be announced 
in all states going to the polls in the next 18 months. UP, 
Rajasthan and other states are starting subsidised 
canteens along the lines of  Tamil Nadu’s “Amma Can-
teens”. Ending the kerosene subsidy is a step forward, 
but the battle for sensible government spending is no-
where near won.   
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FUELLING CHANGE: With inflation at its lowest in decades, 
there’ll never be a better time to decontrol kerosene price

Time to end the 
worst subsidy 
of all: kerosene

Imagine you are a young, ideal-
istic person and you start a pri-
vate school. You hire inspired 
teachers like yourself. The 
school does well and gets a nice 

reputation. Then a new law, the Right to Education 
Act (RTE) comes in 2010. It mandates parity with 
teacher salaries in government schools. You are 
forced to triple your teachers’ salaries to Rs 25,000 
per month. Even Doon School has to raise its 
salaries. The law also insists that 25% of  your 
students must come from poor families. Although 
the government is expected to cover fees of  the 
poor, it pays only a partial amount or none at all. 
Fees of  the 75% students rise steeply to cover the 
costs of  both factors. Soon, teacher salaries rise 
again to Rs 35,000 as mandated by the pay commis-
sion. Again, you have to raise fees.

Parents are angry now with constantly rising 
fees and ‘fee control’ becomes a political issue. The 
government steps in with a new law to control 
student fees. Gujarat, for example, caps the fee at 
Rs 1,250 per month for primary and Rs 2,300 for 
high schools. Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan, Punjab also 
have fee caps and Uttar Pradesh and Delhi are 
considering one. Your school’s survival is threat-
ened because fees will not cover your costs. You 
have three choices. You can either bribe the school 
inspector, who is happy to show you how to fudge 
your accounts; or you can severely cut back on the 
quality of  your school programmes; or you close 
down. Ironically, you had supported the RTE law, 
which raised teacher salaries and gave the poor a 
chance for a good education. Since you are an hon-
est person and won’t compromise on quality, you 
are forced to close down your school.

Parents are devastated. The widespread clam-
our for fee control results in the closure of  good 
schools. As a parent, your choice now is to send 
your child to a government school or an inferior 
private school. Most parents won’t opt for a gov-
ernment school — although it offers free tuition, 
textbooks, uniforms, school bags, meals — be-
cause teachers are frequently absent or are not 
teaching. This is why even children of  the poor 
have been abandoning government schools. Be-
tween 2011-15, enrolment in government schools 
fell by 1.1 crore and rose in private schools by 1.6 
crore, as per government’s DISE (District Infor-
mation System for Education) data. 

Capping fees is a form of  price control, which 
used to be a ubiquitous feature of  our socialist 
days under Nehru and Indira Gandhi. It only cre-
ated huge shortages and a black economy. The 

Soviet Union also collapsed partly because of  
price controls. But we have come a long way since 
then. Hence, it is curious that this damaging idea 
has become a political issue. Only 18% of  private 
schools charge fees higher than Rs 1,000 per month 
and 3.6% charge more than Rs 2,500 a month. So, 
where are the votes? Narendra Modi knows this 
and has privately expressed his reservations 
against fee caps. He realises that there is vigorous 
competition between private schools, especially 
in cities, and this has kept private schools fees low 
— the national median fee today is only Rs 417 per 
month. You don’t need fee control because com-
petition keeps the prices low. Moreover, state gov-
ernments spend two to three times per child in 
state schools than the fee cap. 

What then is the answer? It lies in the Self-
Financed Independent Schools Act 2017 of  
Andhra Pradesh, which encourages private 
schools to open, gives them freedom of  admission 

and fees, and removes corruption from board af-
filiation. To the Andhra model, we should add a 
requirement for extensive disclosure on each 
school’s website — giving all fees, staff  qualifica-
tions, details of  infrastructure, strengths and 
weaknesses — everything that a parent wants to 
know before selecting a school. With competition, 
fee control becomes unnecessary.

Private schools have played a vital role in keep-
ing India afloat in the past seventy years. Their 
alumni have filled the top ranks of  professions, 
civil services and business. Their leadership has 
made India a world class software power. The gov-
ernment should focus on improving government 
schools rather than messing with the fees of  pri-
vate schools. As citizens, we should drop this sin-
ister demand for fee control. Instead, let us sing 
along with Nat King Cole, who expresses nicely 
our attitude to private schools: ‘Sometimes I love 
you, sometimes I hate you. But when I hate you, 
it’s because I love you’. 
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 Why govts shouldn’t mess 
with private school fees

Email the editor at 
sunday.times@timesgroup.com
with ‘Sunday Mailbox’ in the subject line. 
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Kissa kursi ka 
Apropos Saba Naqvi’s article (‘Nitish 
keeps kursi…’, July 30), if the Bihar CM 
wanted to prove his anti-corruption  
credentials, he should have had the 
courage to dissolve the assembly and 
seek re-election for his new alliance 
with BJP. The governor’s action of 
hurriedly installing the new govt 
without inviting the largest party is 
open to question. What’s happening in 
Gujarat RS elections is also disturbing. 
If the ruling party is allowed to employ 
such tactics, it undermines the very 
basis of parliamentary democracy.       
                           M M Mathur, New Delhi

Patriot test 
With reference to Swaminomics 
(‘Nobody should be forced to sing 
Vande Mataram,’ July 30), I fail to 
understand why merely singing this 
song is being laid down as a yardstick 
of patriotism. Vande Mataram is never 
sung or played in any of the Defence 
Services functions or parades; 
soldiers would then be guilty of not 
being patriots if not outright traitors! 
    Wing Cmdr Shashank Bendre (Retd)
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NO AADHAAR
A friend told me, 

“You need Aadhaar, mate,
If  you want a death certificate.

You just can’t get away.”
I jumped and said, “Hurray!

I will live forever at this rate.”         

MISHTAKE
Sushmaji told Modi, “What a scam!

How could you gift away 
our Doklam?”

Modi said, “Galti se, 
I just gave it away.

I thought they wanted dhokla. 
Goddamn!” 

RHYME & 
REASON
AMIT VARMA

Women across North India are 
having way too many bad hair 
days these days. This has been 
going on for over two months 
with over a hundred cases re-

ported from villages in Rajasthan, UP, Delhi, 
Haryana. Mysterious forces are at work in places 
like Agra, Bikaner, Jaipur, Kanpur, Bareilly, Ali-
garh, Meerut, to name just a few, chopping off  the 
lustrous locks of  unsuspecting young ladies in 
deep slumber. What a story, Sirji! We could have 
had a good laugh and forgotten all about it, but for 
the tragic consequences. Like the case of  Mala 
Devi, a 60-year-old woman with weak eyesight,  
who was lynched in Agra, after she lost her way 
late at night. The incident took place when she 
was returning home, after relieving herself  in the 

fields close by at 3.45am. The poor woman landed 
up in a neighbour’s hut, instead of  her own. What 
followed is shocking. Two men pounced on her 
with rods and sticks, suspecting her of  being a 
braid-chopping witch. They later told the police 
they were defending the locks of  their womenfolk, 
sleeping inside the hut. The women said they were 
sure Mala Devi was a ghost. Well, this is the first 
time we are hearing about a ‘ghost’ getting caught, 
then attacked and beaten. 

Witches, of  course, are soft targets. Any woman 
who doesn’t play by society’s rules can be branded 
a witch and killed. But here was Mala Devi, a neigh-
bour, a senior citizen with a weak bladder and 
weaker eyes, who needed to urinate every two or 
three hours. Normally, she returned to her own hut 
within 15 minutes. This time, her five sons were 
woken up by villagers after an hour or so, and in-
formed their mother was lying unconscious, with a 
swollen face and eye injuries. The police  were sum-
moned and Mala Devi named Sonu and Manish as 

the two who had mercilessly beaten her, instead of  
alerting her sons and escorting her back to her home. 
Later, Mala Devi was taken to the district hospital 
30km from the police station on — hold your breath 
— a motorcycle! In her precarious condition — just 
imagine. She died of  cardiac arrest soon after doc-
tors discharged her. Mala Devi, a widow who had 
lost her husband six years ago, was a Dalit.

By then, the ‘braid-chopping’ stories were flying 
across northern India, with young girls posing with 
their lopped locks. It’s entirely possible the girls had 
taken scissors to hair themselves. Maybe they want-
ed a Bollywood cut, and their parents weren’t agree-
ing. Maybe, they were victims of  mass hysteria. Or 
perhaps, they wanted their pictures in the papers. 
TV channels, as always, were the biggest culprits, 
playing up this absurd story,  and  ‘braid chopping’ 
became the  new dengue — a killer epidemic.

Mala Devi was not a ‘braid chopper’. But she 
paid for these crazy rumours with her life. Her 
death has once again highlighted the abysmal 

sanitation conditions in our villages. Agra, the 
pride of  India, host city of  the Taj Mahal which 
is a World Heritage site, is filthy beyond descrip-
tion. Mala Devi’s village is a mere 19km east of  
the main city.  Her village has no latrines. We talk 
of  the tremendous strides made by the Swachh 
Bharat campaign. We sign on mega stars as brand 
ambassadors. CMs pose with brooms. Schools and 
colleges conduct cleanliness workshops. But just 
19km from Agra city, in the village of  Mutnai, two 
able-bodied young men attacked a 60-year-old 
woman with sticks and rods, ignoring her pleas 
to drop her home and spare her as her eyesight 
was poor and she had lost her way. Look at the 
number of  subtexts in this single story: no latrines 
for women, no access to an eye doctor, no conven-
ient transport to the nearest hospital, no required 
treatment available, no action taken so far against 
the assaulters. “Mala Devi died of  cardiac arrest,” 
states the official report. Yes, she did. And didn’t. 
She died because of  the shock she suffered at the 

hands of  her neighbours. She died because of  
rumour-mongering in the region. She died because 
she was wrongly accused of  being a ‘braid-chop-
per’. She died because she could not control her 
bladder. She died because the government simply 
does not care. The Mala Devis in India can live 
and die in conditions worse than hell. Nobody 
gives a damn. 

 Bona fide, scissors-carrying braid-choppers, 
beware. You may be next on the hit list. Hang on to 
your precious locks, young ladies. There are ghosts 
and witches all around you. And if  you really want 
to resemble your favourite Bollywood  actress, wait 
till you get to a haircutting salon in a city nearest 
you. Or else, more Mala Devis may lose their lives 
proving they are just  vulnerable women trying to 
locate a secluded spot to relieve themselves in the 
dead of  the night.
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Agra’s Mala Devi was no braid-chopping witch, just a soft target

Hey pundits, do not write an 
obit for Indian IT just yet

KEY LESSON: Focus on improving govt schools first
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