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“

P

lease, please, please. Nobody

else die!” That was the first

line of the tribute Kurt

Vonnegut wrote when his friend, the

poet Allen Ginsberg, died. 

Vonnegut never intended to

outlast his fellow hell-raisers, from

Ginsberg to William Burroughs to

Joseph Heller, but he did, until he

took a fall down his stairs a few

weeks ago and went, reasonably

quietly, in his eighties. A thousand

obituary writers and bloggers

dusted off Vonnegut’s catchphrase,

the one that became the refrain of

the cult novel Slaughterhouse Five.

So it goes, Kurt, they said. So it goes.

Vonnegut could have, but didn’t,

to his astonishment and everyone

else’s, died at several points of his

often embattled life. There was the

time in 2000 when his house caught

fire, and he survived potential death

by smoke inhalation. It would have

been a “shapely” death, he said later. 

In 1984, he used alcohol and pills

to try and kill himself, but survived

the attempted suicide. He often

joked about how he botched the job,

but suicides littered his life. His

mother committed suicide when he

was in his early twenties. So did

some of his friends: “Suicide is the

punctuation mark at the end of

many artistic careers,” he said once.

And in one of his more off-the-wall

pieces, Vonnegut wrote about the

“final” conversation he had with his

fictional creation, Kilgore Trout. 

“Trout committed suicide by

drinking Drano at midnight on

October 15 in Cohoes, New York,

after a female psychic using tarot

cards predicted that the

environmental calamity George W.

Bush would once again be elected

president…,” Vonnegut added in a

helpful editorial note.

Vonnegut wrote Slaughterhouse

Five in 1969, 24 years after he had

been an unwilling witness to the

firebombing of Dresden, on

February 13, 1945 . Vonnegut was a

prisoner-of-war, imprisoned

beneath the city; when he and his

fellow prisoners came out, they

found no city left. They buried

corpses for the next week. 

Billy Pilgrim, the hapless

protagonist of Slaughterhouse Five,

was also a survivor of Dresden in

Vonnegut’s version, a man “unstuck

in time”. Kidnapped by

Tralfamadorians, exhibited with a

movie star called Montana

Wildhack, Billy’s time trouble helps

him understand the key to surviving

being human—if all moments in

time are unpredictable, then no one

moment is more important than

another, not even the moment of

death. When he is assassinated, by a

raving lunatic, Billy’s final words

are: “Farewell, hello, farewell, hello.” 

There could be no better survival

manual for the twentieth century

than Slaughterhouse Five.

Generations of college students

instinctively gravitate to the book,

and those adults bright enough to

recognise that the endless drudgery

of life—the bills, the taxes, the kids,

the job—is not what we were solely

meant for, hold on to Pilgrim’s

progress as though it were some

kind of talisman. 

Vonnegut shambled through his

own life with the aid of his fictional

alter-ego, Kilgore Trout. In Breakfast

of Champions, Vonnegut, who had

done his share of churning out

stories to pay the bills, described

Trout: “Trout’s employer and co-

workers had no idea that he was a

writer. No reputable publisher had

ever heard of him, for that matter,

even though he had written one

hundred and seventeen novels and

two thousand short stories by the

time he met Dwayne ... He thus got

in touch with a firm called World

Classics Library, which published

hard-core pornography in Los

Angeles, California. They used his

stories, which usually didn’t even

have women in them, to give bulk to

books and magazines of salacious

pictures.”

Trout’s masterpieces included

such works as ‘The Barring-gaffner

of Bagnialto, or This Year’s

Masterpiece’, ‘ Gilgongo!’ and ‘Oh

Say Can You Smell’. Many years

after Kilgore Trout had found a

faithful following, fans were

surprised to find Venus on the Half-

Shell, a novel written by Kilgore

Trout. Some speculated that this was

one of Vonnegut’s japes, but the

novel was the work of fellow science

fiction writer Philip Jose Farmer.

Vonnegut wasn’t amused; he asked

Farmer not to continue with the

‘Kilgore Trout’ series. “I understand

he was really burned up about my

decision. I heard he had made more

money in that one ‘ Kilgore Trout

year’ than he had ever made

before—in case you’re too polite to

ask, I didn’t get any of the money,’’

Vonnegut said in an interview. 

By the end of his life, the

creativity was drying up.

Timequake, one of Vonnegut’s last

published works, was nothing like

Slaughterhouse Five, or Player

Pianoor the short stories in

collections like Welcome to the

Monkey House. But Vonnegut had

given us enough. “I want to stay as

close on the edge as I can without

going over,” he made Finnerty say in

Player Piano. “Out on the edge you

see all kinds of things you can’t see

from the center. Big, undreamed-of

things—the people on the edge see

them first.” 
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A

s Agni III, the 16-metre inter-

mediate range ballistic missile,

successfully leapt up into the

sky in its test-fire last week, it marked

a crucial breakthrough in India’s

search for an effective nuclear de-

terrent. The 48-tonne missile, which

can carry 1.5 tonnes of nuclear or 

conventional warheads over 

3,000 km, provides the right platform

to build missiles that will travel as far

as 3,500-5,500 km. 

However, India is still way be-

hind China in the nuclear weapons

technology, including the warheads-

delivery capability. China’s inter-con-

tinental ballistic missile, Dong

Feng-5, is known to have a range of

over 13,000 km. Even the long-

range ballistic missile Dong Feng-31,

which China is reportedly prepar-

ing to induct in the army, is said to

have a range of 8,000 km. However,

the Agni-III technology validation

seems to give India an edge, though

only marginal, over Pakistan’s Ghau-

ri-III, which has a range of 2,500

km, and Haft-VI and Shaheen-II

with a range of around 2,000 km.

But the pace at which India is moving

forward in developing missile tech-

nology seems rather leisurely when

compared to the hectic testing be-

ing undertaken by both the neigh-

bouring countries. Pakistan is un-

derstood to have conducted at least

five tests—three of ballistic missiles

and two of long-range cruise missiles—

since the beginning of the current year.

Whether Pakistan’s technology is whol-

ly indigenous or acquired from

elsewhere is a different matter. In con-

trast, that India can claim far fewer

initiatives though the indigenousness

of its technology is beyond suspicion. 

Of course, the total inventory of

India’s missile arsenal now ap-

pears a little more weighty, be-

cause it comprises a series of inter-

mediary-range ballistic missiles rang-

ing between 700 km and 3,500 km,

the Prithvi missile system of short-

range ballistic missiles ranging be-

tween 150 km and 350 km and In-

do-Russian jointly developed Brah-

mos supersonic cruise missiles, be-

sides the Akash medium-range

surface-to-air missile and Nag anti-

tank guided missile.

Now that the flaws in the Agni de-

sign that led to the fiasco of its ear-

lier version test-fired in July 2006 have

been suitably addressed and the new

systems successfully tried out, the

next logical step has to be the ac-

quisition of technology for intercepting

incoming missiles on the lines of that

utilised in the US Patriot missile

system. The first step in this direc-

tion was taken in November last, when

an atmospheric hypersonic  inter-

ceptor missile was successfully used

to destroy an incoming Prithvi mis-

sile at an altitude of 50 km. Con-

sidering the fast-paced nuclear build-

up in its vicinity, what India really

needs is a multi-layered missile de-

fence system, supported by a network

of early warning sensors, com-

mand posts and anti-missile land and

sea-based missile detection, inter-

ceptor and destruction system. Even

though the country may run the

risk of being charged with fanning

the nuclear race, an adequately de-

terrent and protective defence ca-

pability is unavoidable in the inter-

est of national security in the post-

1998 nuclear tests era. What sets

India’s defence missile programme

apart from those of its close neigh-

bours is the large-scale private sec-

tor participation. In fact, even for the

Agni-III project, most of the com-

ponents were made by the private in-

dustry though some 20 laborato-

ries of the Defence Research and De-

velopment Organisation were also in-

volved in it. This is a trend that needs

to be encouraged.

Catch up, fast

E

conomists, philosophers, po-

litical scientists, politicians,

retired civil servants and count-

less others have all along said that de-

veloping countries are short of capi-

tal, technology, institutions, gover-

nance etc. and that those are the

major reasons for their backwardness.

Few, if any—perhaps out of sheer

politeness—have ever said that they

are also short of leadership. But when

one looks around, it turns out that if

there is one thing that is critical in any

country, developing or developed, it

is the quality of leadership. China

turned around only after Mao died.

Singapore had the great Lee Kuan Yew.

The UK came out of its 35-year-long

economic decline in 1980 only because

of Mrs Thatcher. The US finds itself in

a hole now because of George W Bush.

Under Jyoti Basu, West Bengal became

a dump but under his successor, things

are ever so much better. North Ko-

rea has not prospered, first, be-

cause Kim Il Sung like Mao was not

a great peacetime leader and, second,

because he wanted to found a dynasty.

His son has been a disaster the likes

of which are rare. Large swathes of

Africa suffer because they have had

no leaders at all, good or bad. These

examples can be multiplied but the

point ought to be clear: leadership

is important and it is not an inherit-

ed trait.

The not-so-young-any-longer Rahul

Gandhi should be judged in this con-

text. His statements during the last

two weeks—about how wonderful his

family is—are probably the result

of some very poor advice on how

villagers recognise the Gandhi Su-

perbrand but not the lesser Congress

one. This may even be true to some

minor extent. But, surely, Mr Gand-

hi also has an obligation and a

right to think for himself. By repeatedly

suggesting that but for his family—

which like any other has had its good

points and bad—India would have

been very much worse off, he is

not proving anything but his in-

ability to think an issue through. That

would not have mattered much if

he had not, in the process, been in-

sulting the intelligence of millions of

Indians, too. This is not the place

to point out the many mistakes the

Family has made. But surely those

who live in a glass house should at

least not throw stones. Discretion

is the better part of not just valour but

also good leadership. Certainly, in

a democracy, it doesn’t consist of

endorsing the dynastic principle.

Unmindful of this, not just the Con-

gress party but also the Prime Min-

ister has almost swooned in their ad-

miration of their king-in-waiting. A

spokesman of the party has said

that what Mr Gandhi says is noth-

ing but the historical truth. And

the Prime Minister, perhaps tem-

porarily forgetting—even after three

years in the job—that he is not just

a member of the Congress party

but altogether something more im-

portant—the head of India’s gov-

ernment—has called Mr Gandhi a

messiah. That the Congress has for

long been a royalist party is not in

doubt. But even it, surely, has a du-

ty not to appear foolish.

Royal statements

T

he economic liberalisation

which has led to India’s cur-

rent growth splurge has large-

ly been based on removing the

distortions in product markets creat-

ed by the licence-permit raj. The re-

formers have so far failed to remove

the distortions that past policies have

created in the markets for factors of

production—labour and capital. The

limited spread of the benefits of growth

to the aam admi is in large part due to

this failure. The reluctance to reform

is not due to lack of knowledge but the

political constraints that have been im-

posed not only by the UPA coalition’s

Communist partners, but also by their

fellow travellers in the Congress par-

ty. Much worse, the UPA is about to in-

troduce measures, or failed (to date)

to accept the reforms recommended

by expert committees. This will either

worsen or stall the necessary reforms

of Indian factor markets. This failure

reflects the continuing hold of atavis-

tic economic ideas on the minds of the

Indian political and intellectual class-

es, and is the subject of this column.

First take the market for labour.

It is well-known that the rapid growth

in employment of about 2.5 per cent

a year between 1999-2000 and 2004-

05 was entirely in the unorganised sec-

tor, while organised sector employment

has hardly risen since the liberalisa-

tion of 1991. The reason for this is clear-

ly the colonial labour laws, which raise

the price of labour to the organised sec-

tor above its true cost, and create a bias

against the use of India’s most abun-

dant factor of production—labour—in

industrialisation. As this column has

pointed out on numerous occasions,

the rescinding of these colonial labour

laws is essential for both efficient in-

dustrialisation and to spread its ben-

efits more widely among the labour

force.

But instead of undertaking this

essential reform what is the UPA

proposing? A minimum wage to be en-

forced on the 422-million-strong un-

organised workforce! The chairman of

the National Commission for the En-

terprises in the Unorganised Sector

(NCEUS), Dr Arjun Sengupta, (the

Commission is currently formulat-

ing draft bills to legislate this policy)

in a recent article in Hindustan Times

(April 5, 2007) while rightly bemoan-

ing the lack of increase in organised

sector employment did not analyse

its cause (the restrictive labour laws)

but instead sought to justify introducing

similar cost-raising measures like min-

imum wages in the unorganised sec-

tor, whose net effect will be to raise the

cost of labour and hence reduce its use

and thence employment in the unor-

ganised sector. It may be (as he writes)

that “workers (in the unorganised sec-

tor) seek employment there because

the alternative would be starvation”,

but the measures he proposes by ar-

tificially raising the price of unor-

ganised labour will reduce its em-

ployment and in fact force some into

starvation!

This is an example of the contin-

uing economic illiteracy of the Left,

which continues to argue for well-

intentioned government interventions

(like minimum wages, rent controls,

price controls) to aid some purportedly

needy groups, which often end up

by damaging them the most. No doubt,

they will cite the burgeoning re-

search initiated by two young US econ-

omists who studied the market for ham-

burger flippers in two towns and found

that a rise in the minimum wage did

not affect their employment levels, with

subsequent studies even claiming that

raising the minimum wage raised

employment! But, a recent survey of

these numerous studies of the ef-

fects of minimum wages in many coun-

tries (D Neumark and W Wascher: “Min-

imum Wages and Employment,” NBER

Working Paper No. 12663, Nov. 2006)

found that the studies with “the most

credible evidence, almost all point to

negative employment effects, both for

the United States as well as for many

other countries”, while “the studies that

focus on the least-skilled groups

provide overwhelming evidence of

stronger disemployment effects for

these groups”. The surest way of en-

suring an end to whatever benefits the

aam admi has received from the

current surge in growth is to accept the

NCEUS’s proposals for regulating the

unorganised sector. 

Turning to capital, Indian capital

markets, despite considerable finan-

cial liberalisation, continue to be re-

pressed largely because of the re-

sistance from the public sector banks

(PSBs) to their privatisation and the

RBI’s continuing resistance to full con-

vertibility of the rupee. The Percy Mis-

try Committee on transforming Mum-

bai into an international financial

sector rightly argued for full con-

vertibility of the rupee by the end of

2008, and for the adoption of infla-

tion targeting by the RBI—issues to be

discussed in my next column—as well

as the gradual reduction of the gov-

ernment’s equity in PSBs. It was the

reluctance of the committee members

from the PSBs to fully endorse the

latter recommendation which re-

portedly led the Chairman not to

sign the report. This points to the

important reasons why there is such

reluctance to end financial repres-

sion in India. 

Financial repression was a nec-

essary feature of the failed Nehru-

vian model of capital-intensive,

heavy industry-biased development

strategy. It requires government mo-

nopolisation of the mobilisation and

deployment of the economy’s savings,

which was achieved by Indira Gand-

hi’s nationalisation of banks. A re-

versal of this policy (which effective-

ly lowered the price of capital to

those favoured by the government)

is needed, along with the rescinding of

the labour laws that have raised the

price of labour, to allow India to de-

velop labour-intensive industries in line

with its comparative advantage. But

any such reversal to get the correct

pricing of factors of production

needed for equitable and efficient

development is hindered by the rent-

seeking vested interests created by this

past failed strategy. Hence the reaction

of the PSBs to the Mistry report.

But reforming these policy-induced

distortions in the workings of Indian

factor markets is essential for equitable

growth.

While it may be obvious that the

labour laws protect an aristocracy of a

minority of labour in the organised sec-

tor, it is less often noted that, as Ra-

jan and Zingales argue in their Saving

Capitalism from Capitalists, finan-

cial repression has been a powerful

means of maintaining the wealth

and power of the few. A fully liberalised

capital market allows greater access

to those without inherited wealth or

powerful connections whereas the mo-

nopolisation of access to finance by fin-

anciers, through implicit or explicit col-

lusion with the state, prevents outsiders

from challenging insiders in financially

repressed economies. Thus both for

reasons of efficiency and equity to serve

the interests of the aam admi, it is

essential to eschew the current eco-

nomic atavism and to fully liberalise

both Indian labour and capital mar-

kets. 

L

ast week, I got talking to the own-

er of a company that supplies

components to the power trans-

mission sector. Inevitably, the dis-

cussion moved to the sorry state of pow-

er in the area where we were at that

moment, Mumbai.

“It’s a crisis, isn’t it,” I asked, glanc-

ing up at the bright lamps and the

row of powerful split air-condition-

ers affixed on the walls. “Depends

on how you define one,” he said.

Then he said, “Because I thought the

crisis was three years ago. Actually,

I don’t even know how to begin to

describe this.” “And,” he added, “I

do find it a little bizarre that the

state of Maharashtra is in the mar-

ket today to buy power from other states

at prices going up to Rs 10 per unit.

Does it not make you wonder what the

brouhaha about Dabhol/Enron was?”

Indeed, and what has been done

since to anticipate, prepare and bat-

tle the power crisis? Precious little,

it appears. Let me go specifically

and chronologically, using the curious

case of Maharashtra before I ad-

dress what I think is a more funda-

mental problem.

As is well-documented, around 2000,

Tata Power and Reliance Energy (then

BSES) applied to the state government

to increase generation capacity. This

was before the Electricity Act 2003

came into force and the state had

the “veto” right on capacity creation

and expansion.

The state government turned both

the applications down, saying there was

no need for more capacity—industry

watchers interpret that move purely as

an attempt to justify the closure of

the Enron power plant. Needless to add,

state-owned MSEB did not add capacity,

either. In any case it was believed

that Dabhol’s turbines would begin

humming again someday soon and life

would be normal once again.

Four years later, it dawned on the

state that this would not be the case.

Or even if it did, the demand-supply

numbers would not add up. So in April

2005, the state signed and loudly

proclaimed a series of MoUs (totalling

over 10,000 Mw) with several indus-

trial houses including of course Tata

Power and Reliance Energy.

The timelines were sharp. A detailed

project report (DPR) would have to be

submitted within six months of sign-

ing. Financial closure would follow

in 12 months and power would start

flowing, hopefully, in four years’ time.

The state government promised, on its

part, that it would help in the pro-

curement of land (via the Maharash-

tra Industrial Development Corpora-

tion) and that half the power gener-

ation would be picked up by the

state electricity board. The companies

said they preferred a coastal loca-

tion because that would make the trans-

portation of fuels easier. Trouble be-

gan when the state government in

its enthusiasm awarded the same

plot of land (or large parts) to Tata Pow-

er and Reliance Energy. Obviously, the

two began to squabble. A solution

has now been found with Reliance

being asked to move part of its 4,000

Mw project elsewhere. It turns out that

resolving the tiff is only a small part

of a larger conundrum. The land has

still not been tied up (for both par-

ties) and the dreaded environmental

clearances are still to come. And

then the matter of financial closure re-

mains, followed by the raising of funds

and finally, if all goes well, the con-

struction at the site.

Yes, that’s assuming the state offers

generous assistance in evacuating pow-

er, signing the power purchase agree-

ment (PPA), and maybe, building some

roads. My belief is that any or all

these projects could face stiff, local en-

vironmental opposition. At that point,

all will put their hands up.

Okay, that is the situation thus

far. What happens if, let’s say, all these

plants come up in the miraculous time

frame of four years? Well nothing much,

because demand will have far out-

stripped capacity by several thou-

sand megawatts. And what is being

done to prepare for that eventuality?

As I can see, next to nothing.

So the problem has to be addressed

a little differently—which is by plan-

ning for projects that potentially ad-

dress 5 or 10 times the perceived de-

mand four or five years hence. This

might sound a little ridiculous but that’s

the only way it will work. In any

case that’s the hit rate we are run-

ning at; actually it must be worse.

So my point is this. I am not sure

we’ve recovered from our morbid fear

of creating more capacity. Before any-

thing else, we need to work on this

strange, pre-liberalisation, planning-

induced state of mind. We need to think

differently and plan extravagantly,

whether it’s power plants or air-

ports. Sure, we might be surplus for

some time, but now we can leave it

to the private sector to worry about.

Like in cars, scooters or telephone con-

nections. And we will perhaps know

the difference between a real infra-

structure crisis and not.
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