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The Optimist

I have become my own 
version of an optimist. If I can’t

make it through one door, 
I’ll go through another door –
or I’ll make a door. Something
terrific will come no matter

how dark the present. 

Rabindranath Tagore

Seventy years after 15 August 1947, India has made undeniable
progress. But there will be many to question whether the ‘tryst
with destiny’ that Jawaharlal Nehru spoke of at the dawn of

independence has been realised. PM Narendra Modi called for an end
to poverty, illiteracy and corruption last week. Unfortunately, Indian
leaders have been making similar calls for decades. The tryst 
with destiny can only be said to have been realised when such calls 
have become redundant.

Stepping outside today’s partisan political bickering, what are 
some structural impediments to India fulfilling its potential? Poor 
governance is one failing which, in turn, has several causes. Govern-
ment spreads itself into too many areas, which stretches its resources
thin while holding up the development of civil society. Government
would do much better if it focussed on a few core areas and delivered
quality outcomes in those areas, while not getting in the way of civil
society in other areas. A realisation of this is embodied in Modi’s 
slogan of ‘minimum government, maximum governance’, but that

dictum has hardly been put into 
practice in the last three years. The
slow pace of reform means that growth
in investments and formal job creation
remains weak; farms are in crisis and
‘Make in India’ has hardly taken off,
even as millions of young people enter
the job market every year.

Related is the fact that the political
class imagines social justice largely
through the lens of reservation while
hardly debating the role of quality

school education to uplift the underprivileged. No nation has become
prosperous without delivering such education universally. The 
Mandal legacy has entrenched rather than dislodged caste, even as
emphasis on caste-based reservations and quotas has meant 
patronage- rather than merit-based systems. That in turn feeds poor
governance, low productivity and institutional mediocrity. The 
Mandal legacy, together with the jobs crisis, has also touched off an
explosion of caste agitations.

Another tripwire has been India’s ambivalent secularism which
stops short of separation of church and state – embodied, for example,
in different personal laws for different religions. This ambivalent 
secularism makes the argument for Hindu majoritarianism seem
convincing to many – if the state is to have truck with all religions
then (or so the argument goes) it should have more truck with the 
majority religion. Only a strong secularism can obviate communal
tensions and conflict, but no one in the political class seems ready to
uphold or deliver this. On the plus side, India stands a reasonable
chance of realising its vast potential within the space of a generation.
But all of these tripwires will need to be negotiated.

Seventy And Young
The India story remains, to this day, 

one of unrealised potential

So some employers are experimenting with period leave 
where female employees get the day off on the first day of
their period and for once both the feminists and sexists aren’t
exactly sure how to react. Sadly i no longer work in an 
office and as a matter of fact no longer have my period either,
menopause having taken root earlier than later. But at 44 years

of age i know i could have faked it because seriously who in the office is in 
charge of checking? Who got that job i wonder.

And by the way who decided that it would be the first day and not the second
or in the case of some of my friends the sixth? Yes, some women do have it 
longer and rougher than others. Not me, my body gave me things i loathe like
cellulite and varicose veins yes, but it also gave me a four-day, pain-free ride for
which i will be eternally grateful. I was one of the lucky ones who was always
surprised to see my period having had zero warning. Some women on the other
hand got the Holy Trinity – bloating, cramping and vicious mood-swings. It’s
no joke and if you are that guy at work going she must be PMSing yaar you are 
literally an idiot whose mother and father did an abysmal job raising you.

A woman’s body really is a wonderland – thanks John Mayer – and
we have been living with this wonderland since the dawn of time. For
every woman who had an easy pregnancy there is one who endured
bed-rest the entire time. For every woman who went into labour in the

conference room and completed a major merger before crowning (look it up
lads) there is the woman who spent over 18 hours in excruciating pain. And 
finally for every woman who thanks to a feminist husband bounced right back
to work there is the one forced to stay home with the baby because she has a 
rubbish husband who makes silly jokes at the office about other women’s PMS.

Should women have period leave? Should they have better maternity 
benefits? Can they come home at midnight without being stalked or raped?
These are the questions that plague modern India and so before answering
them let’s consider this: Women do not need sympathy and we certainly do not
deserve scorn, what we need is what every living being deserves – empathy. 
And yes, you can look that up too. 

The writer is a comedian

Hello, period leave

Radhika Vaz

But who decided that it would be the first 
day and not the second or the sixth?

Mr India and Mrs Bharat
go before a judge. After
hearing Mr India’s 
testimony, the judge 
says, “It seems you are
right.” But after Mrs

Bharat presents her case, the judge says,
“It seems you are right too.” The court 
steno chronicling the case pipes up, 
“Judge, how can both be right?” Judge:
“Hmmm…you are right too.”

India speaks in many voices. India is 
also seen from many angles through many
prisms and many eyes, making it hard to
assess objectively. Famously it is said,
“Whatever you can rightly say about India,
the opposite is also true.”

Many see India at 70 as a stupendous
success. The very survival of a young 
nation born of an old civilisation, derided
by the racist-imperialist Winston Churchill
as “a geographical term… no more a united
nation than the Equator,” is accomplish-
ment enough for most Indians and Indophi-
les. Some see India as being more united
than, er, the United Kingdom. That it has
stuck steadfastly to its founding ideals –
and civilisational underpinnings – and has
thrived as a plural democracy in the face of
many odds, occasional aberration aside, is
cause for celebration. The rest is bonus. 

Others see abject failure. A nation of
immense promise at its birth, helmed by
progressive visionaries, has muddled
along in fits and starts, wracked by inter-
necine warfare involving regions, religion,
caste, and class. From “functioning 
anarchy” it appears to have descended into
anarchic functioning; a small affluent soci-
ety has no eyes or ears for the large effluent
society. A country that has landed space-
craft on Moon and Mars cannot overcome
its dismal infant mortality rates, its abys-
mal social practices, its infantile politics.

For these among other reasons, India
is alternately admired and scorned, 
venerated and derided outside India.

Hot Borders: At a moment when its
borders are overheated, it is evident that
one of India’s biggest failures in the global
and regional domain has been its inability
to arrive at settled boundaries with 
contentious neighbours – two in 

particular. Of course, it takes two to tango.
No country can make peace – or conces-
sions – unilaterally. But for a country of its
size (and self-importance) India has been
singularly lacking in sustained energy
and focus to resolve an issue that would 
have allowed it to adequately parlay its 
influence beyond its neighbourhood.

The result has been a country 
hamstrung in its attempted tryst with 
destiny, locked instead in seemingly petty
neighbourhood squabbles. Compared to
the immense skill with which it navigated
the Cold War, where it managed not to 
antagonise or aggravate the United States
excessively despite its non-aligned 
alignment with the former Soviet Union,
New Delhi’s regional policy has been 
lackadaisical – an approach bordering 
more on hope (that somehow the problems
will disappear) than on purposeful urgency.

Second Failure: Some half century 
later, its two main borders still unsettled,
India appears to have ceded its natural
sphere of influence stretching from the
Gulf and Africa to southeast Asia, to 
China. Our history textbooks are heavily

centred on north to northwest India, all but
ignoring peninsular ties around the Indian
Ocean, Arabian Sea, and Bay of Bengal.
Our singular obsession with Pakistan and
its provocations has simply allowed China
to get around us and get a lock on many 
countries where India has deeper roots. 

Our biggest fiascos though have been
domestic; our global slip-ups pale in com-
parison to the self-injury we have brought
on ourselves with our inability to address

basic issues relating to healthcare and 
sanitation, education and employment, 
infrastructure and development, all areas
that countries (such as South Korea, 
Malaysia, Indonesia) with even lower 
metrics than India at the cusp of its Inde-
pendence have improved dramatically 
to race ahead in the global economic 
sweepstakes. We are still playing catch-up. 

There is in India a tendency to take 
comfort in small, sectoral successes: the
fact that life expectancy and literacy have
improved significantly since Independence;
that agricultural production has increased
so much that we are self-sufficient in food-
grains; that we have had signal successes in
our nuclear and space programmes; that
we are finally getting a decent communica-
tions and highway network. There is both
self-gratification and self-glorification over
all these admirable feats. 

But as we are reminded every single
day, our success is spotty and random.
Our increased (low quality) life expectancy
is weighted down by our grim infant 
mortality metrics, lower than that of
sub-Saharan Africa, reflected in the 
unspeakable tragedy in Gorakhpur. With
some of most fecund and arable lands and
riverine systems in the world, we remain
a low-yield agricultural society despite
becoming self-sufficient in food, our 
messy market mechanisms making a meal
of farm incomes. Our annual roadkill
stats – more than 150,000 lives lost – would
qualify as a genocide. Our cities and
towns speak for themselves – grim, dirty,
and chaotic – with not one qualifying to be
worthy of a Top Ten tourist destination.

Where we top: Hope, optimism, and
where both fail, a sense of resigned 
acceptance. Karma.

So how and what do we score for 
India given its dodgy record both on the
domestic and global front? A 30/100 or a
70/100? A 100/100 we certainly aren’t 
(unless you are one of those delusional
hyperpatriots working up a lather on 
social media), so a 50/100? It’s your call.

Purely subjectively, i’d go with 35/100
(pass marks in Indian systems), with the 
reasonable prospects of nailing a first
class, if not a distinction, if we act with 
urgency and purpose in the thirty years to
our centennial. Happy Independence Day.

Where We Top: Hope, Optimism
And where both fail there’s a sense of resigned acceptance, a return to Karma

Chidanand.Rajghatta@timesgroup.com

So how do we score India
@70 given its dodgy record
both on the domestic and
global front? I’d go with
35/100 (pass marks), with the
reasonable prospects of
nailing a first class, if not a
distinction, if we act with
urgency and purpose in the
thirty years to our centennial

Sports fans witnessed the unimaginable this past weekend –
sprint king Usain Bolt sprawled on the track in the final race of
his illustrious career. Running the anchor for the Jamaican 

team in the 4x100m relay at the London World Championships, Bolt
uncharacteristically cramped up midway through his sprint. The
superhuman Bolt proved himself to be human after all. He could 
have bad days. He could get injured in a major competition. He could
fail to get that fairytale ending. 

This wasn’t the Usain Bolt the world has come to love over a decade.
Announcing the beginning of his reign 
in the 2008 Beijing Olympics, the lanky 
Jamaican has stamped his authority on his
sport like no other. The holder of three
world records and eight Olympic gold 
medals, Bolt is certainly the greatest 
sprinter till date. But the law of averages
had to eventually catch up. His 31-year-old
body had to eventually give up from all 
the strenuous training of international 

competition. That’s precisely what happened at London where
Bolt’s best run was a bronze-winning sprint in the 100m final. 

But one event can’t undo a legend. Bolt inspired hope at a time
when doping had cast a deep shadow on his sport. His superhuman
performances were testimony to the fact that clean athletics still
has a future. And Bolt’s showmanship on track put the fun back in
competitive running. The world will soon forget Bolt sprawled on
the London track. What will remain in memory is Bolt’s famous ‘To
The World’ pose, daring future athletes to run past his legacy.

Bolt Into Legend
Despite London fall, Usain Bolt’s sprint 

legacy will continue to inspire

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU, 15 August 1947
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A thought for today

Krishna is perceived as being 
sensual, often depicted cavorting
with Vrindavan’s gopis and 

Radha; legend says he has 16,108 wives
and indulges in the raasa lila. But isn’t
he also the one who teaches detachment
as evident in his dialogue with Arjuna in
the Bhagwad Gita? Are these two
aspects not contradictory?

To understand why he is depicted in
contradictory ways in the Puranas, let
us first examine the Gita maxim that
Krishna represents the deity of amuse-
ment and joy which is lawful. It indicates
that “Krishna represents Kamadeva in a
man, for procreation that is in accordance
with dharma; is for the continuation 
of his race; is pure, sattvika; and 
unperverted by the feeling of carnal
pleasures as the lord is present in it.” 

Secondly, Bhagavad Purana directly
answers this question as to why Krishna
is “super sensuous, representing the

quintessence of beauty and charm and at
the same time, is self-contained, one with
his true Self, which he experiences within
his own individualistic form, that of
Purna-ahamataa, signifying that he
remains completely independent and
experiences pure bliss on the highest
plane of existence.” He is complete in
himself as his pure conscious-
ness is undisturbed by external
movements.

Hence, Krishna is titled as
aatmarati and aaptakama.
Besides, he also turns into
aaptakama personae due to his
power known as ahlaadinishakti
which signifies his very nature
of blissful mode and the power
that makes him indulge in lilas.
His lilas reveal that he is self-
contained, but is also a sportive person.
In this state, he also represents a 
revelation of sweet attributes, essence of
all joy in one form, a mode of the 
Almighty, where he indulges in sportive

Shukracharaya, in his Nitishastra,
stressing on the high moral standards of
Krishna, remarked that “Krishna be cited
as the best example of a person endowed
with self-contained mind, who, despite
having married over 16,000 damsels had
ever remained calm and undisturbed.”
Besides, as Radhavallabha, Krishna also
fully manifests himself “as a god 
‘frolicking’ in company with his principal
supreme Energy personified as Radha,
with which he turns into a god who is all
perfect, illimitable; for nothing is 
impossible for him who is all-perfect and
self-contained, whose acts are lilas which
are not for any outwardly purpose, since
all his desires are fulfilled.”

Shridhara, the non-sectarian 
commentator of the Bhagavad Purana,
remarked that “Krishna’s raaslila
narrative’s purpose was to help devotees
overcome their sensuous impulses and
express deep love for the Lord.” 

The author is an Indologist, 
specialising in Krishnaite studies

activities for his own pleasures since he
is hailed as atmarati. 

Thirdly, the same personality trait of
Krishna could be understood with the
help of Upanishadic insights which treat
the Divine as endowed with all 
transcendental glory (aishwarya) with
which He assumes a form and indulges in

lilas for his own pleasures as well
as for the pleasure of all beings.

Besides, his imagery as
Radhavallabha may also cast
some light on Krishna’s 
‘frivolous’ traits with Radha and
the gopis. Since, being endowed
with this role as well as the trait
of blissfulness, Krishna 
undoubtedly emerges as a
manifestation of an amorous
deity who is so beautiful that he

not only excites love for himself among
his devotees (gopis) but also relishes
adoring himself. Hence Krishna is best
known as a “self-possessed god who even
sports with his own devotees.” 

Sensuous, Blissful Dance Of Paramatma & Jivatamas
Asha Goswami

the
speaking

tree

dilbert

The service of India means the service of the millions
who suffer. It means the ending of poverty and ignorance 
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The task of
accounting for
India’s succes-
ses and failures
is no mean one
due to its 

bewildering complexity. That it
is impossible to pigeonhole or
fully comprehend India in all its
varieties of experiences and
outcomes is a given because we
are talking of a continent-sized
nation. The American scholar,
Arthur Asa Berger, wrote in
2008, that “it is hard to reconcile
a country that has atom bombs,
millions of highly trained engi-
neers, an extremely high growth
rate and, at the same time, has
millions of cows wandering 
around its streets and millions
of desperately poor farmers.”

Economically, India has 
been a disappointment. Overall
incidence of poverty has fallen
from a high of 70% in 1947 to
approximately 22% now. Howe-
ver, the pace at which India 
has slashed poverty has been 
maddeningly slow compared to
other heavily populated count-
ries like Indonesia and China. 

Misguided macroeconomic
policies driven by socialistic
ideology are partly to blame for

India’s long post-independence
economic stagnation. But even
after adoption of market-fri-
endly approaches in the 1990s
and record-high GDP growth in
recent years, a whopping 300
million Indians remain devoid
of basic needs. The United 
Nations’ Human Development
Index, which measures levels of
healthcare, education and stan-
dard of living, ranked India at
131out of 188 countries in 2016. 

The stubbornness of poverty
and malnutrition concentrated

in northern and eastern states
of India, in spite of the rise of a
massive consuming middle
class of some 300 million, is a 
serious flaw that confirms 
the narrative of India as a 
heterogeneous country where
riches and privation coexist. 

To critics on the Left, India
can never eliminate poverty if it

keeps marching on a ‘neoliberal’
economic path that concentrates
the benefits of growth in the
hands of big business houses. On
the Right, however, the argument
is that parts of India where mass
poverty is prevalent are presently
left out of the burgeoning market
economy and must be drawn into
it to taste its benefits. A third per-
spective is that only continuous
reform of governance, repurpo-
sing of the state apparatus and
infrastructure uplift can deliver
the poor out of misery.

Since the election of Narendra
Modi as Prime Minister in 2014,
there has been a surge of expecta-
tion and optimism about India
overcoming its socio-economic
maladies and galloping ahead
like the east Asian ‘tigers’. A 

ambitions in Asia and beyond
has magnified. China will seek
to bolster Pakistan with more 
financial aid and military 
support to try and keep India
bogged down in south Asia. 

Although the chief of the 
Indian army, General Bipin 
Rawat, has talked of India being
prepared for a “two-and-half
front war” scenario with China,
Pakistan and internal Maoist
rebels, the history of the last 70
years shows that China and 
Pakistan could never simultane-
ously declare war on India due to
the role of fourth parties (the 
Soviet Union/ Russia and USA).

Indian national strategy 
under Modi should be to ensure
that major external powers like
Russia and USA stay on its corner
or are at least wary of China to
ward off the possibility of a
two-front war by China and 
Pakistan against India, that could
deal a catastrophic blow to India’s
developmental pursuits. 

Seventy-year-old India has
its tasks cut out. They are to 
reduce the regional imbalances,
inequalities and anomalies in
its socio-economic transforma-
tion and to emerge as a provider
of global public goods in its 
foreign policy.

The writer is a foreign policy expert

Prosperity Index by the private
investment firm Legatum gave
India its best ranking in gover-
nance in 2016. Transparency 
International has also promoted
India up the ladder for lowering
corruption under Modi’s watch.

India’s foreign policy, which
used to be lackadaisical and 
reactive for decades, has also
gotten an infusion of confidence
and proactiveness under Modi.
The utter frustration that India
was not living up to global 
expectations by taking on more
international responsibilities
has been dispelled by Modi’s 
quest to make India a “leading
power” on the world stage. 

Yet, as India turns 70, the
spectre of Chinese hegemony
and the threat it poses to India’s

India at seventy: For this continent-sized nation, 
the quest for a place in the sun continues

Sreeram Chaulia

The pace at which India
has slashed poverty has
been maddeningly slow
compared to other
heavily populated
countries like Indonesia
and China
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