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If you fancy a flutter on the 
Man Booker Prize 2012 
before the winner is declared 
on 16 October, here’s the low-

down on the contenders
Great Britain is a betting nation. 

Horses, dogs, reality shows, preg-
nant royals and the Man Booker 
prize for literature – it’s all fair 
game. Betting on the Booker has 
become a tradition. Even those 
who wouldn’t touch a Booker win-
ning novel with a barge pole will 
want a wager on it. And why not? It 
has all the unpredictability, drama 
and action of a thundering, swash-
buckling horse race. Like Royal 
Ascot, the Queen’s favourite rac-
ing event of the year, it has glam-
our, money and celebrities aplenty 
associated with it. This year, Emmy 
Award winning English heartthrob 
Dan Stevens is a judge. 

Of course, the feverish betting 
and the accompanying razzmatazz 
liven up an essentially pedantic, 
elitist contest and bring it to the 
attention of the millions who 
are not ‘scholastically inclined’. 
Whether you bet on the Booker 
because you love books, gambling 
or a windfall (who doesn’t?   ), the 
outcome is positive; the hoopla 
generates book sales, publishers 
prosper and churn out many more 
titles to delight book lovers every 
year. 

So, join me in a ‘Vegetarian’ 
bet where, having examined the 
form of each author below, you 
tuck your favourite’s name with a 

`20 note (or more, if you’re feel-
ing lucky) into a sealed envelope, 
hiding it in a dark recess till the 
winner is announced. You’ll be 
delighted to get your hands on that 
money again should you guess the 
winner correctly and if not, pass it 
on to someone less fortunate than 
you. It’s a win-win situation!

This year, the competition 
is looking like a two horse race 
between former winner Hilary 
Mantel’s Bring up the Bodies and 
comic star Will Self ’s Umbrella. 
Indian debutant Jay Thayil’s Nar-
copolis has an outside chance at 
best but Indians have tradition-
ally exceeded expectations at the 
Booker; can Thayil pull one more 
out of the bag for his countrymen?

The doyenne of contempo-
rary historical fiction, Hilary 
Mantel, is an incredibly accom-
plished authoress. Amongst her 
many literary triumphs are the 
2009 Booker winning Wolf Hall 
and Beyond Black, shortlisted for 
every conceivable prize under the 
sun. In Bring Up the Bodies, she 
tells Thomas Cromwell’s compel-
ling story with such wit and style, 
it should have been a shoo-in for 
the Booker but for the fact that 
she’s won before with Wolf Hall, 
the first book in the trilogy. Will 
they reward her for a sequel even 
if it shines brighter? The top dogs 
in the UK betting industry, Lad-
brokes and William Hill, have her 
in second place with odds of 5/2 
and 2/1 to win.

Raconteur Will Self isn’t a big 
a star outside the UK but he is 
ubiquitous here.  Starting life as a 
stand-up comedian, he was a telly 
regular through the Noughties. 
He is now an acclaimed novelist 
with a string of successful books 
like How the Dead Live, short-
listed for the Whitbread Novel of 

the Year 2002 and The Butt, win-
ner of the Wodehouse Prize for 
Comic Fiction 2008. He has also 
been shortlisted thrice in the last 
decade for the Bad Sex in Fiction 
Award! Despite that, he is clearly 
the frontrunner for the Booker 
this year with odds of 2/1 and 7/4 
from Ladbrokes and Hill. 

The other Asian in the run-
ning is Malaysian Tan Twan Eng. 
Lawyer, martial arts expert and 
novelist, Tan is no Booker virgin. 
His first novel, The Gift of Rain 
was longlisted for the prize in 
2007. Can he make it past the fin-
ish line this year? The British bet-
ting establishment doesn’t rate his 
chances with odds of 11/2.

The two remaining women, 
Deborah Levy, the battle-scarred 

veteran staging a comeback, and 
feted newcomer Alison Moore, 
might also end up as also-rans. 
Alison’s novella, The Lighthouse is 
spare and ambitious, and Debo-
rah’s 18 year labour-of-love, Swim-
ming Home has been described 
as both satisfying and unnerving. 
But they aren’t backed by the gam-
bling fraternity, who have pegged 
them at 6/1 and 10/1 respectively.

Bringing up the rear for the 
bookies but with all eyes in India 
pinned on him is our man from 
Mumbai, Jay Thayil, with his sur-
real snapshot of Bombay, Narcop-
olis. It will never be a book club 
favourite but it has received rave 
reviews from critics. The Guardian 
calls it ‘a blistering debut that can 
stand proudly on the shelf next 

to Burroughs and De Quincey’ 
while the Financial Times cele-
brates Thayil’s ‘compelling’ and 
‘exhilarating’ first canter. The con-
sensus seems to be that the book 
is a triumph despite its overheated 
prose, because the author’s own 20 
years of addiction gives it the ring 
of truth. Can he pip the favourites, 
Mantel and Self, to the post? 

Why not? The bookies may 
dismiss his chances with odds of 
10/1 but he could turn out to be 
the competition’s dark horse. He 
wouldn’t be the first Indian to win 
the Booker after being declared 
a long shot. Rushdie, Roy, Desai 
and Adiga spring to mind. In fact, 
Indians are one up on the British 
when it comes to winning a dou-
ble. Unlike Rushdie, no home-
grown English author has ever 
won the Booker twice. Mantel 
would be the very first if she wins 
this year with her stunning sequel. 

Now you know them all (or 
better still, have read them all), 
shut that door, dim the lights, 
and write that name down. Stick 
it where the sun doesn’t shine (I 
mean a drawer you don’t rum-
mage through often) and wait. All 
will be revealed next week.

Shreya Sen-Handley is a writer 
and illustrator. She now writes for The 
Guradian and other UK newspapers

The off-loading of 9.5 per cent stake in NTPC, as 
is being contemplated by the government, is a danger-
ous thought that should never have surfaced. The gov-
ernment does not appear to have a coherent and well 
thought out policy of disinvestment. It seems to have no 
discrimination at all about which government corpora-
tions to disinvest and which not to. In a mixed economy 
the public sector has been given an important role which 
is for a definite public purpose. The changes in economic 
policy that followed the crisis of 1991 did bring a shift in 
thought in some quarters regarding public sector units 
in India. Some have argued that market-driven econo-
mies are more efficient than the state-planned economies 
and that the role of the state should be as a regulator 
and not as the producer. This is merely a perspective in 
economics that favours private capital and is not nec-
essarily true. There are many factors that bedevil the 
performance of public sector enterprises. Not the least 
among them is the excessive interference in the workings 
of these enterprises  
by government and 
politicians. These 
enterprises have not 
been allowed the 
freedom to perform 
that should have 
been theirs. There 
has, moreover, been 
no consensus on the 
issue of disinvest-
ment in the country with many political parties opposed 
to it. Even conceding for the moment that there was 
some truth in the arguments for disinvestment, it may 
well be imagined that only those PSUs which have been 
characterised by low productivity, unsatisfactory pro-
duction, excessive manpower utilisation and inadequate 
human resource development would merit the involve-
ment of private capital. This, however, is certainly not 
the case with NTPC, which is a maharatna corporation 
and is among those which have performed outstand-
ingly over the years. 

The generation of electricity by NTPC has been above 
the normal for the power sector. It is a corporation that 
has been given several awards for excellence for its per-
formance. By no stretch of imagination can it be said 
that it is being run badly. There is no logic to the thought 
that shares of NTPC should be off-loaded. The fact that 
the government is even contemplating this act shows 
that it is batting for the interests of private capital at the 
expense of public interest. It shows that that the govern-
ment is following pro-rich polices. This has been demon-
strated by the recent policy initiaties of the government 
regarding foreign direct investment as well which  
favour foreign investors and multinationals. The 
government’s move to disinvest in NTPC should be  
strongly opposed.

Missing elements of puja pandals
We need to protect our traditions for the future of our children

The season of festivity 
in India has begun. 
The season begins 
with Durga puja in 

most parts of India. Puja pan-
dals become the most happen-
ing places in the localities where 
they are set up. In most parts of 
our country these pandals attract 
a large number of visitors, believ-
ers or atheists.  Believers throng 
the pandals for their devotion to 
the Goddess Durga and they join 
atheists in enjoying the food and 
cultural facets attached to these 
pandals.  The numbers of pan-
dals and visitors are increasing 
every year, but the inner charm 
of the pandals are missing now. 
The reasons are obvious. Market 
forces have not spared these pan-
dals either. Now most of the spaces 
in and around the pandals are 
occupied by companies and busi-
nesses that have hardly anything 
to do with the puja and other 
related activities. You can find 
car and motorcycle companies 
in the pandals. Banks, insurance 
companies and other companies 
with their financial products are 
seen wooing visitors aggressively. 
Now business of education also 
capture stalls to sell the seats at 
attractive and exclusive ‘festival 
bonanza rates’. Every product and 
service that has a marketing wing 
can be seen occupying stalls in 
pandals where sales executive 
get bushed while maintaining  
measured smiles. 

The presence of these public-
ity hunters is not subtle either. 
Most of the times they do not do 
any effort to create a campaign 

that suits the mood of puja. They 
create a bizarre atmosphere with 
weird flex hoardings and posters. 
To make matters worse, they add  
loud and filthy music to attract 
customers. It hurts most when 
in many pandals you see stalls 
playing the cheapest possible item 
songs while the puja is on. When 
it comes to food, you do not go 
to such places to have pizzas and 
burgers. The food you look for 
during such outings, you find 
their vendors positioning them-
selves with their products in some 
corners where people could not 
park their car or bikes and organ-
isers could not sell that place to 
‘sponsors’.  Now we hardly find 
craftsmen, folk artists and street 
food vendors in pandals. They 
have lost their grounds and if they 
are found also they are installed 
by the agents who buy space in 
pandals. 

Theme pandals have still left 
some scope for artists who are in 
profession of setting up pandals 
and they are doing good business 
also, but in this professional era, 
event managers play a major role 
and seize major portions of profit. 
Now even credits for pandals are 
given to event management com-
panies instead of artists. Mar-
ket has captured everything that 
motivates artists. Sculptors are the 
lone exceptions who still man-
age to get credit for their work, 
but when they also will run out 
of luck, one cannot say for sure. 

The biggest loser in this new 
culture of pandal is music. Pan-
dals of Durga puja were not 
famous because of idols of the 
Goddess Durga only, but for the 
stage that they provided to the 
vocalists, instrumentalists and 
dancers. Connoisseurs of music 
came from every class… from 
socialites to rickshaw pullers. I 
fondly remember my school days 
in Patna when rickshaw pullers 
used to call it a day early and posi-

tion their rickshaws in their favou-
rite puja grounds and pandals 
from where they could have got 
the best glimpse of the performing 
artistes. I have come across many 
artistes who recall their mem-
ories of such concerts in Patna 
where they got most apt appre-
ciation from rickshaw pullers. 
Many of us were exposed to little 
nuances of Indian classical music 
in very tender age in concerts of 
such puja pandals. These concerts 
had artistes of highest statures 
and many times from both the 
streams – Hindustani as well as 
Carnatic. This happened in many 
towns, small and big. In villages 
too folk artists had good num-
ber of admirers and stages there 
could fetch them sufficient funds 
as well to sustain their livelihood. 
Things have changed there also 
because digital options are replac-
ing them not only because they 
are cheap, but because the ‘vari-

ety’ that they offer. People blame 
organisers for such decay of this 
wonderful tradition that patron-
ised every art form for centuries, 
but organisers are not from other 
planet. We all are to be blamed, 
who have lost zeal to value the 
tradition. We cry foul for the fall 
of an ideology, for corruption in 
public life, but we refuse to even 
notice the impact of our indiffer-
ence towards such rampant attack 
on our tradition. We do count the 
numbers of tigers, peacocks and 
make schemes and policies to pro-
tect them, but we hardly have any 
policy through which we could 
have done survey and could have 
known the numbers of art forms 
that have gone extinct. When I 
take my children to pandals dur-
ing Durga puja and I find them 
getting bored within an hour, I 
know how lucky was my genera-
tion when we used to go out with 
sunset and come back home only 
after sunrise mesmerised with the 
performances and other charms  
of puja pandals. Let’s do some-
thing. Apart from trees, rivers 
etc, we also need to protect our 
tradition for better future of our 
children.

Akilesh Jha is a civil servant. 
The views expresssed are his own

Tale of the  
missing girls 

The alarming story of India’s women continue. 
Women in India seem to make news for all the wrong 
reasons. From domestic violence to dowry deaths to 
female foeticide, it’s an endless retinue  of crimes com-
mitted against women.  In spite of better literacy, pros-
perity and awareness, the state of Indian women simply 
does not seem to improve. If there are marginal improve-
ments in aspect of their lives, there are tragic deteriora-
tion in another. If  less number of them are being killed at 
birth then more are missing in early childhood or more 
are being beaten inside the four walls of the room. It is 
not a happy situation either way. 

A recent study, Children in India 2012: A Statistical 
Appraisal conducted by the Central Statistical Organ-
isation [CSO] shows alarming rates of increase in girls 
who have gone missing across all age groups in the last 
decade or so, rather between census 2001 and census 
2011. An accompanying report carried in this newspa-
per says nearly three million girl children are missing 
compared to two million missing boy children in 2011, 
compared to 2001 and there are now 48 fewer girls per 
1,000 boys than there were in 1981. 

Clearly, more girls are getting lost in the haze of pov-
erty, prostitution and street life than before, which does 
not say too much about the numerous schemes the gov-
ernment is running to help this demography. Of course 
there could be a number of reasons why girls go missing 
but the fact that organised and unorganised prostitution 
and poverty are sucking them in large numbers cannot 
be doubted. Also, there are other family pressures on 
them, from early marriage to forced marriages which 
induces many of them to run away and into perhaps the 
more seamier sides of life. The other statistic that there 
are 48 fewer number of girls per thousand compared 
to boys than in 1981 is intriguing and alarming. So are 
we to believe that India’s relative prosperity and open 
economy has actually resulted in more foeticide? Or has 
the foeticide industry got more sophisticated and safe, 
so that people are succumbing to its temptations more 
easily and with more impunity. 

One must really go deeper into the facts to find 
out why is this happening. The need of the hour is 
for discerning, insightful and reasoned analysis of the 
indices. So that facts do not end up being facts only  
and are dealt as crisis of alarming proportions. 

Akhilesh JhA
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 What role did he  
play in that one year when 
dlf SeZ  was in Vadra’s  
control? 
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i will go to Peshawar 
this evening to see 
Malala yousafzai 
and meet her 
parents. distressed 
by this cowardly  
attack on her

iMran Khan
@imranKhanPti

Glad to hear iK is 
flying to Peshawar 
tonight to visit 
#Malala in hospital. 
taliban butchers 
must be condemned 
by all parties/ clerics

JeMiMa Khan
@Jemima_Khan

eVeryone has 
talent. what most 
people lack is 
consistency and 
perseverance

Milind SoMan
@milindrunning

The numbers of 
pandals and visitors 
are increasing, but 
the inner charms of 
pandals are missing

An innovative work of art in a Durga puja pandal in Kolkata

New generation of writers take over 2012 Man Booker Prize longlist 


