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The house needs
united opposition

PRIME MINISTER Manmohan Singh has faced many
crises in the eight-year tenure as the head of the United
Progressive Alliance (UPA) government, and in most
cases he has emerged stronger. However, the crisis created
by the findings of the Comptroller and Auditor General
(CAG) of India in the coal block allocation seems to be
the biggest of them all. Though his party and other allies
have stuck by him so far, a sense of unease is palpable
in the UPA. The opposition, led by the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP), has seized the moment created by the CAG
findings.
The BJP seems to be in no mood to let Parliament
function, even after it forced the prime minister to place
his speech on the coal block issue on the floor of the
house instead of reading it. Given that a Congress prime
minister is in the dock, it has brought out the best in the
BJP, like it did when two earlier Congress heads of governments faced corruption charges. And, in both cases
– first of Rajiv Gandhi and then of P V Narasimha Rao
– the sustained opposition campaign led
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stalling the functioning of Parliament, despite being isolated on this approach
within the National Democratic Alliance and in the larger
opposition.
While this approach by the BJP may help it electorally,
it is making other parties uncomfortable, for it is not letting the highest legislature of the land function. The Left
parties, the Telugu Desam Party, the Janata Dal (United)
and the Shiromani Akali Dal all feel that a debate in the
house on the coal issue can shame the government further
and may be a better strategy to employ. It will also open
up the combined opposition attack on the government to
other reports that the CAG has brought out, namely about
the irregularities in awarding the Delhi airport contract
to a GMR-led consortium and the transfer of coal blocks
outside the authorised power projects. Both these issues
may turn out to be as big and as embarrassing for the
government. Combined with the fact that the opposition
successfully managed to pin down the government on the
Assam violence, an issue which unfortunately continues
to be relevant, it may be advisable for the opposition to
launch a combined, more concerted, attack on corruption
and ethnic violence, for which the people of this country
want honest answers from the prime minister, even if it
means putting him to more personal discomfort.

A touch-me-not
patent regime
Apple, the venerable technology giant that produces
ipod, ipad and the iphone, all three bestsellers in their
respective categories and has recently emerged as the
world’s most valuable company is soon going to add $1bn
to its coffers as damages for infringement upon its patented technologies by rival company Samsung. In a long
drawn copyright war, the first round has gone, unquestionably so, to Apple. But there may be more battles
ahead as technology becomes the driving force of not just
human taste and distinction but also of human lives. In
spite of some voices to the contrary, we are clearly becoming a civilisation obsessed with innovations in adaptive
technology that invades our bedroom and our psyche in
equal measure, forever changing the entire dynamics of
our relationship with society, with nature and even our
own self. No wonder the stakes for companies who are
investing millions in developing that technology is really
high. Towards that end, Apple’s victory over Samsung may
not be huge monetory loss for the Korean biggie, but its
implications could be wide ranging.
There are two implications: one practical and one,
ethical. The practical implications are of course easier to
define. It means that those companies which were happily
lifting applications from Apple that could not be immediately recognisable as thefts but were helpful in giving
the derivative products a certain degree of acceptability
and recognition in the market, cannot continue to do so.
It is not about Apple, it is about the inventor of technologies anywhere on whose intellectual properties, other
profit making companies, cannot infringe upon. So those
who were happy in their borrowed robes must go back
to stitching their own. The ethical implications are however a bit more complex: in the day and age of borderless web and open source software, is it really possible to
define the boundaries of intellectual property? This question becomes all the more relevant because Google’s free
operating system Android is used by a number of companies for their own profit while Google does not directly
make money selling it. Some of the thefts pointed out by
Apple are inbuilt in Android and not in the tailoring that
companies do after buying Android. Is it then a theft for
profit? Also, a large part of technology innovators and
enthusiasts have been increasingly demanding a global
free flow of technology that would be beneficial to man.
In this climate, can one company, even legally, practice
a tough touch-me-not policy? Can they afford to do so?
These are questions worth asking and their answers may
define the future in more ways than one.
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The Olympic chin up mantra

Our six medals at the London Olympics 2012 represent six reasons to be proud of

Shreya
Sen-Handley

L

ondon 2012 is over, with
all the glitz, glory and
heartbreak that the Olympics bring. And there
was heartbreak and humiliation
aplenty for India. As always.
A pall hung over the Indian
effort even before the games
started.
The international press dubbed
India the most underperforming
Olympic nation ever. Studies by US
academics on how nations should
perform at the Olympics based on
their size and economy spawned
articles in the Western press
bemoaning India’s poor showing
thus far. Though neither unsympathetic nor unfair, they were nevertheless demoralising.
Who can forget the sorry saga
of the Olympic selection spats
amongst the Indian tennis stars?
The now notorious ‘Woman in
Red’ incident at the opening ceremony did us no favours either.
Madhura Nagendra, opening ceremony extra of Indian origin, didn’t
exactly cover herself in glory when
she pushed the Indian Olympic
contingent to the background for
her 15 seconds of fame, but nor
did Indian officialdom with their
peevish unwillingness to shift their
focus back to the sport after the
incident. It was Déjà vu time as
politics took over Indian sport
once again.
When the competition finally
started, it was the same sad story
of our sporting stars exposing their
feet of clay by crashing out early
or too-comfortably occupying

the bottom spot. Our squabbling
tennis stars, the hapless hockey
team, Bindra, our golden boy from
Beijing, all disappointed. A few
unfortunate decisions also went
against us. The boxers, in particular, seemed to suffer at the hands
of parochial judges. In Sangwan’s
case, even the British commentator
was outraged, calling the decision
against him, ‘daylight robbery’. But
with the exception of a handful of
instances, we really had no-one else
to blame. We had underperformed
woefully again.
As London wrapped up its otherwise delightful games with a surreal closing ceremony of has-beens
warbling long forgotten ditties, the
regulation gloomy post mortems of
India’s performance started rolling
in. But was it really such a disaster?
Every avid India-watcher knows
how hard it is to look past the
obvious disappointment of India’s
miserable medal tally sans a single
gold, but if we could allow ourselves to do that, there are actually
things to feel good about.
Let me introduce you to my
‘Olympic Chin Up Mantra’. If your
head’s been drooping in shame,
hold it high, lift that chin up, and
repeat after me: Our six medals at
the London Olympics represent six
reasons to be proud.
One, it’s garnered us our highest Olympic medal haul. We’ve
won three more than our previous
best ever result of three in Beijing.
Could we make it nine in Rio?
Two, it was the best ever Olympics for Indian women. Mary Kom
may not have won the hoped for
gold, but she still did India proud.
Between her and Saina Nehwal,
Indian women doubled their previous best medal count. It may have
gone from one Olympic bronze in
2000 to two in 2012, but alongside
improved performances at other

London Olympics medal winners Sushil Kumar and Yogeshwar Dutt take ride on a rath during a felicitation function in Chennai  PTI

international events like the 2010
Commonwealth Games where
Indian women won 37 medals,
up from zilch just a decade ago, it
suggests Indian women are able to
devote more time to sport.
Three, Sushil Kumar, the first
individual to win two Olympic
medals for Independent India; how
can we not bask in his deserved
glory?
Four, the Olympics is much
more than a sporting occasion; it’s
a cultural extravaganza. And culturally, we were on top of our game.
Tino Sehgal’s performance art
at the Tate Modern, poet Tishani
Doshi’s star turn at London’s popular Southbank Centre poetry festival, and Sarnath Banerjee’s work
on the shared history of sport
splashed across billboards, posters and newspapers across the city,
showed London off as a multicultural creative hub, and made it an
Indian summer at the Olympics.
If there was a gold medal for
artistic achievement at these

games, an Indian would have won
it. Artist Anish Kapoor’s towering
artwork, The Orbit, central showpiece of the Olympic Park, proudly
watched over the games at 115m
(22m taller than the Statue of Liberty). Outside the sporting arena,
it was the image London 2012 will
be remembered for.
That brings us to the 5th Indian
connection, business behemoth
Lakshmi Mittal who built this
£19.6million addition to London’s
skyline, his investment in London
2012 paid off as the Orbit became a
talking point before the games had
even begun. Tata, too, was heavily
involved with the Olympic effort,
and though, sadly, their Indian
protégés such as Tata Academy
archer Deepika Kumari did not
bring home the gold, its investment
in British Triathlon paid dividends.
In fact, Mittal, having tasted Olympic glory, has pledged 55 Crores to
support India in Rio. That’s got to
be worth a cheer!
Last but not least, the spotlight

Missing the woods for the trees
With the expansion of the middle class, the ‘netizens’ will begin to dominate the voters’ list

Amulya
Ganguli

A

noteworthy feature of
a recent poll to choose
the ‘greatest’ Indian
since Gandhi was
the wide difference between the
choices of the serious-minded
elite and the online voters. While
the former, represented by 28
‘eminent’ persons, selected Jawaharlal Nehru for the number one
position, the ‘popular’ crowd of
nearly two million voters put B R
Ambedkar at the top and Nehru
at the bottom.
The gulf was only to be
expected. It has always been seen
in the kind of books, which are
read by the intelligentsia compared to those which the aam
admi favours. The same applies
to films. Dabbang will score over
Shatranj ke Khiladi any day where
the hoi polloi are concerned.
However, such differences can
take on a darker hue, when the
choice of picking today’s leaders is determined by an online
crowd, because the implication
may not always be beneficial for
the country’s political future. The
reason relates to the factors that
guide the accomplished elite and
an average person. Their varying
perceptions are explained by the
fact that the former’s vision is
almost always much wider than
that of the common man, which
includes the middle class.
How the narrow outlook
of the middle class affects its
choices is obvious in the preference expressed in most of the
opinion polls for Indira Gandhi.
She almost always tops the list of
best prime ministers where the
man-in-the-street is concerned

because of the perception about
her being a ‘strong’ leader. This
belief has been strengthened by,
first, her successful battle in the
1969-1971 period against the old
fogeys in her own party, the socalled Syndicate, and, secondly,
by her victories campaign against
Pakistan in the 1971 war.
For the academics, however,
these achievements are negated,
first, by her attempt to throttle
democracy during the 19751977 Emergency which, mercifully, failed, and, secondly,
by her conversion of the Congress into a party of sycophants,
which, unfortunately, succeeded.
Given the long-term implications
of these attempts – while her
authoritarian streak may have
entered the Congress’s genes,
there is little doubt about the party’s emasculation by a feudal culture – the intelligentsia is unable
to give Indira a pride of place in
the hall of fame.
Yet, ironically, it was the aam
admi that saved India in 1977 by
voting en masse against Indira.
Whereas the urban middle class
(though not the intelligentsia)
was impressed by her ‘strong’
leadership as manifested by the
running of trains on time, as in
Mussolini’s Italy, the ordinary
people in the villages and small
towns suffered because of the
curtailment of civil liberties –
the rule of habeas corpus was
suspended – which placed the
hoi polloi at the mercy of petty
officials than ever before.
It is possible that the villagers of the Hindi heartland have
forgotten the terror of forcible
sterilisation that their parents
experienced. But, the academics haven’t. Hence, the decline
in Indira’s stature in their eyes,
although sections of the middle
class, which mainly constitutes
the online crowd, still have a soft
corner for Indira.

on the ordinary Indian at London
2012 brought a smile to the Indiawatchers’ face.
No ordinary Indian, Amitabh
Bachchan’s turn as torch bearer is
well-documented but there were
a few others whose involvement
gladdened the heart. Inspirational
101-year-old Marathon Man Fauja
Singh, carried the flame through
Newham in London, and he wasn’t
alone; from 21 year old Ammal
Uppal, given the opportunity for
his tireless work for charity, to 69
year old Kistiah Ramaya, a public figure in little Lampeter, there
were many more Indian faces on
the relay route than ever before.
Teenage Assamese girl Pinky
Karmakar got to hold the torch
aloft too, in recognition of her
grassroots contribution to Indian
sports. Not such a bad Olympics
after all, and plenty to build on for
Rio.
Shreya Sen-Handley is a writer
and illustrator. She now writes for The
Guradian and other UK newspapers

tweet
RETWEET
Lisa Ray
@Lisaraniray

You live out the
confusions until
they become
clear- Anais Nin

Anupam Kher
@AnupamPkher

Ego has a
voracious
appetite, the
more you feed
it, the hungrier it
gets
The portents for politics of
this narrowness are worrisome. If
the closed mentality of the online
crowd begins to influence the
electoral outcome, then the marginalisation of the views of the
perceptive elite will have a detrimental effect on governance.
Already, the effects of a blinkered outlook, which miss the
wood for the trees, can be seen
in the populism of the elected
representatives, as in the parliamentary approval of the ban on
cartoons in textbooks or for overturning the Supreme Court’s diktat against allowing quota-based
promotions – two issues on
which the academics hold views
contrary to those of the popular
representatives.
It is frightening to think,
however, the effect of the
online crowd’s myopia increasingly influencing the electoral
outcome. It is a scary prospect
because even a casual browsing of the web sites shows not
only the narrow-mindedness of
the online contributors, but also
their coarse, obnoxious attitude.
It is a feature of all debates that
when someone fails to argue a
case, he becomes abusive. But,
seeing this foul propensity all

the time on the Internet is not a
pleasant experience.
It is possible that with the
growing urbanisation and the
consequent expansion of the
middle class, the ‘netizens’ will
begin to dominate the voters’ list.
Till now, the urban-rural mix
provides a balanced electoral verdict. As Indira’s ouster in 1977
and her return in 1980 when
her successors failed to provide
stable governance showed, the
Indian voter’s response to the
political scene is nuanced and
sophisticated. Virtually all election results bear this out.
But, there is a possibility of
the sophistication being undermined by the entry of the ‘netizens’ in large numbers as voters
in the coming days. The threat
could have been countered if the
politicians had retained a vestige
of idealism.
But, as their kowtowing
to populist pressures, evident
in their silence on the ban on
books like A K Ramanujan’s Collected Works (Oxford University
Press) containing the essay, Three
Hundred Ramayanas, showed,
they would like to sail with the
tide even if it militates against
intellectual freedom. 
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A cigarette and coffee as co
travellers

Why didn’t Sonia
find those comments
of Congress leaders
undemocratic where they
called George Fernandes
‘coffin chor’
Venkaiah Naidu
BJP president
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