
T
he World Bank, in its report on inequality in South Asia, says that
India has a disproportionate share of dollar-billionaires, and that they
own a disproportionate share of the country’s wealth. Almost all
those billionaires – some 50 to 60 of them – hold the bulk of their

wealth as shares in the companies they manage. As those share prices rise and
fall, so does billionaire wealth.

Imagine what would happen if the government banned foreign institu-
tional investors (the famed FIIs) from the stock market. Or, which comes to the
same thing, the FIIs decided to exit India for reasons of their own. Since FIIs
have long been the prime movers of the market, the stock market would col-
lapse with their wholesale exit, and share prices would drop by a half or two-
thirds. That is what happened in 2008-09, when the North American financial
crisis caused the FIIs to pull their money out. The Sensex crashed from 21,000
to 8,000 in 14 months. That made many billionaires into mere millionaires, and
naturally reduced wealth inequality.

I’m sure the poverty-stricken millions who have no wealth were very
pleased, since inequality of wealth had come down. It may be a small matter
that economic growth also slowed, as did the job market. How that helped the
poor, we will have to ask the World Bank. You get the drift? There are many
valid ways of assessing inequality in a society, and the World Bank looks at
quite a few. But using the number of billionaires and their wealth as a proxy
makes little sense, and it is a surprise that the World Bank should adopt this
populist logic.

If India has more billionaires than before (15 years ago, it had only four),
it is because the Indian economy began to look more attractive to FIIs. As they
bought up stock, prices went up; the market value of all listed companies rose
from less than 40 per cent of GDP to more than 80 per cent today. Naturally,
the largest owners of stock, ie the promoters of companies, have been the
biggest beneficiaries.

So why do the other countries of South Asia not have so many billionaires?
That’s simple; they don’t have companies and economies that interest FIIs to
the same degree. Pakistan’s market capitalisation-to-GDP ratio is just 25 per
cent. What about China? That’s simple too; most of China’s largest companies
are owned by the state or its surrogates. In India, it is entrepreneurs who have
been in the driving seat. To be sure, some of them have exploited opportuni-
ties in sectors where the government has a heavy controlling hand, which puts
a shadow on the ways in which they have created their wealth. But they are in
a minority. In any case, the government simply has to list companies like the
Life Insurance Corporation, for the billionaires’ share of stock market wealth
to shrink.

Finally, bear in mind that, according to Credit Suisse’s annual wealth
report, 85 per cent of wealth in India is held in the form of physical assets like
land; only 15 per cent is in financial form, and of that the bulk is in bank
deposits. It’s different in wealthy countries, where about half the wealth is held
in financial form. When you look at billionaire wealth in India, remember
that it is a small part of the 15 per cent. If you go by Credit Suisse, wealth
inequality in India is less than in most countries.

And yet, there should be an agenda for action. India’s taxes on wealth
have two large gaps. The estate duty (abolished by VP Singh) should be re-
instated; so should the tax on long-term capital gains in shares (abolished
by Mr Chidambaram). Two thoughts for Mr Jaitley as he prepares his sec-
ond Budget.
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The shanties along the rail-
way line for local trains
near Park Circus station in

east Kolkata are not so different
from similar encroachments
across the country. Many of them
are home to rag pickers, who
occupy perhaps the lowest rung in
urban India’s social ladder. They
are mostly Scheduled Caste and
Muslim landless labourers who
have migrated from nearby dis-
tricts in search of work. Across the
country rural scavengers often
escape to a better life in a city as
rag pickers.

This colony of rag pickers,
who forage into garbage dumps

across the city to fish out recy-
clables, has been there for
decades now. One kindly light for
some of them though is the Tiljala
Society for Human and
Educational Development, Tiljala
SHED for short. Founded by a
retired government school-
teacher, Muhammad Alamgir, it
has for over two decades worked
among rag pickers in mostly
deprived slum-ridden east
Kolkata, which has a large con-
centration of Muslims.

Tiljala SHED was one of the
30 NGOs selected to participate in
a daylong event in one of the
nicer hotels in south Kolkata by
Kolkata Gives. In the second such
event in a couple of years, NGOs
who make the cut (one criterion is
a low expense ratio) were invited
to man kiosks and the rich and
the good of the city invited to
come, see, select a worthy cause
and be generous to its NGO
backer. Mudar Patherya, one of
the organisers, says immediate
commitments of ~4 crore have
been made and more is expected
to come in with time.

Tiljala SHED runs several pro-
grammes, but the flagship is one

that covers 350 rag pickers and
50 ultra-poor families. It is sup-
ported by the German Roman
Catholic charity Misereor. Just
next to the shanties lining the rail-
way line is a one-room school for
rag pickers’ children in a proper
“recognised” slum. They all go to
government schools earlier in the
day and in the afternoon come to
this one which is more like a
“coaching” class. They need this
additionality as their parents are
all illiterate and working most of
the day.

As we enter they all say in
unison unprompted “Good
morning, sir”, to have a teacher
correct them to say “good after-
noon”. It is a mixed age and abil-
ity setup with children forming
several clusters pursuing differ-
ent tasks. A teacher has a hand-
ful of children standing near the
blackboard with him explaining
simple arithmetic: “If I have four
bananas and two oranges and
want to distribute it to two of
you equally…” 

The shanties are as makeshift
as they come — but even then,
some of them are two-storied!
You enter and go to the upper lev-

el by a ladder. The clearance for
both levels is low, you bend a lit-
tle to get in, to sit or lie down.
Sometimes two families share
such a shanty.

Levels of well-being differ
greatly between shanties. Clearly
at the top of the heap is Munni
Molla, a grandmother and secre-
tary of a self-help group. Her hus-
band does paint jobs at ~400 per
day. There is electricity to power
a couple of lights, fans and a TV,
at ~360 a month, plus ~200 per
month for a cable connection to a
dish antenna.

Easily the apple of her eye is
Nazia Khatun, her granddaugh-
ter of eight who has stood first in
her class. All proudly point to a
picture on the wall drawn by the
little girl showing the teacher in
her class holding a pointer to the
blackboard. Munni Molla has an
Aadhaar card and a bank
account. The big recent event at
the shanty town was a nation-
alised bank setting up camp to
open around 250 Jan Dhan
Yojana accounts.

But the lot of the average rag
picker is far different. A full fam-
ily of grownups and children

earns around ~300 a day by sell-
ing to aggregators what they col-
lect. They don’t save and spend
all they earn right away.
Addiction is widespread. The
monsoon months are particular-
ly bad as rain washes away the
waste paper, a major recyclable,
in the garbage heaps.

One of the biggest disap-
pointments of Tiljala SHED is the
result of their attempt to teach
rag picker women vocational
skills like tailoring, making paper
bags and processing spices. Rag
pickers don’t like regular routine
like attending training classes
and will refuse a cleaner job than
what they do if it earns them the
same as rag pickers. MNCs like
Cognizant give away a lot of
waste paper but it is a headache
getting the rag pickers to land up
at an office at the appointed hour
to collect it. Even then, it is diffi-
cult to sell what the training cen-
tre produces. Shops say con-
sumers prefer to buy branded
packaged spices.

It is a humbling moment for
any upper middle class do-good-
er when the realisation dawns
that, unless the very poor have a
stake in the future, they do not
become aspirational.
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What does life hold for a rag picker?

The pomp and pageantry of
January 26 has always
been a source of mild sur-

prise to me. Not the pomp itself.
A young nation needs to celebrate
its existence and India is a young
nation even if it’s an old country. 

But why does India celebrate
the fact that it is a republic?
After all, the republican-ism
was never in doubt. There were
many other uncertainties at
Independence. But even

though there was a surfeit of
royals scattered across the sub-
continent, there was never any
attempt to turn India into some
sort of confederation of monar-
chies, ala Malaysia or the UAE.  

India was a republic from the
“stroke of midnight when it kept
its tryst with destiny”, well before
the Constitution of India came
into force on the first Republic Day
in 1950. It was always assumed that
independent India would be a
republic modelled on Westminster
processes with two houses of
Parliament and a prime minister.
The concept of first-past the post
(FPTP) elections without separate
electorates had been a source of
bitter (and fascinating) debate
before it was adopted. But FPTP
had been in place with provincial
elections from the 1930s. 

So, assuming January 26 is
a convenient place-holder, and
that it was a given that India
would be a republic of roughly
the sort it is, what is actually

celebrated on R-Day? I’d guess
India celebrates being an unit-
ed, yet diverse
nation. 

Teams work for
a year at a time to
put together those
floats meandering
down Rajpath.
Schoolchildren,
artisans, artists, and
performers from across the coun-
try get this one big chance to dis-
play their skills and showcase
respective states and Union terri-
tories. 

R-Day is a different sort of
exercise for the defence forces and
the security establishment. At one
level it is an enormous tamashato
be carefully orchestrated, all
about ensuring that the dress uni-
forms are impeccable and the
camels are not incontinent. At
another level, there is the careful
unveiling of bits and pieces of new
military hardware. At the third
level, it is a nightmare. 

The parade is attended by
random hordes of dignitaries,
“VIPs”, who remain in open
spaces for several hours. It is
also attended by huge num-
bers of aam janata. At least a

lakh or more in the
way of citizens
watch the parade.
Plus, there are the
thousands of civil-
ian participants
from various states
and there are per-
sonnel deployed

from the Public Works
Department, etc.  It would be
the perfect occasion for carry-
ing out a terrorist assault and
enormous overkill goes into
ensuring that such an attack
doesn’t, in fact, happen. 

The security involves cor-
doning off a huge chunk of cen-
tral Delhi for weeks on end. Once
the bamboo enclosures go up on
the lawns of India Gate, it is
essentially off limits to the hoi
polloi. The  roads leading into
the parade zone are often
blocked for hours at a time on
days when rehearsals are set up.

In addition, the police put up
barriers and checkpoints all over
the city-state and visually inspect
vehicles as they trickle through
the barriers. 

Moving around Delhi is never
a picnic. It becomes an insane test
of endurance in January. After
January, the next round of secu-
rity involves guarding legislators
during the Budget Session of
Parliament. That also means
roadblocks, albeit on lesser scales.

Those long enforced halts at
police barriers offer ample time
for commuters to ponder anoth-
er philosophical question. Whose
Republic is it?  There are few
enough public spaces in India.
Many of those in Delhi - Rajghat,
India Gate, the Mughal Gardens-
are off bounds to the public for
months at a time in the name of
VIP security. 

VIPs: Royals, Republic:
Kingdom — what is the differ-
ence when it comes to display-
ing utter disregard for the con-
venience and comfort of
common citizens?

Twitter: @devangshudatta

The imperial republic

Volume II Number 25

NEW DELHI  |  24 JANUARY 2015

The recent furore over the Modi government’s
ban on the Indian branch of Greenpeace
receiving funding from its foreign parent

raises some important issues. What should be the
role of foreign NGOs in Indian democracy — par-
ticularly since, as I have argued at length in my
Reviving the Invisible Hand, a host of the environ-
mental ones are the stormtroopers of the anti-glob-
alisation movement? What are their true aims? Is
there any international civil society of which they
can be taken to be the spokesmen,
as they claim? And what are we to
make of their local representatives
who seek to influence their coun-
tries public policy to the agenda of
their foreign sponsors?

NGOs are pressure groups which
have been a part of the political
process in the UK and US for over 200
years. The American “pluralist”
school of political sociology has con-
sidered them to be benign, with per-
fect competition among interest
groups, and the state acting as
umpire, leading to the political ana-
logue of the perfect competition paradigm of the
economist. This benign view was punctured by
Mancur Olson who showed that they are predatory:
aiming to use the political process to obtain special
benefits for their members at the expense of the com-
mon weal. 

But, within the domestic domain, such distribu-
tional games need only concern the domestic poli-
ty. What is different about the international NGOs
(particularly the green ones) is that instead of pro-
moting sectional interests they are dealing with par-
ticular causes whose resonance comes from some
form of universal moral claim. They are, in the apt
phrase of my former University College of London

colleague David Henderson (in his Misguided
Virtue), “global salvationists”, who resemble reli-
gious fundamentalists. 

Anna Bramwell in her Ecology in the 20th
Century: A History emphasises that the stronghold
of environmentalism has been in Protestant Europe
(Britain and Germany) and the United States. Its ori-
gins lie in the death of the Christian God with the
scientific and Darwinian revolutions. As I argued in
my Unintended Consequences, the West has been

haunted by St Augustine’s City of
God. Carl Becker in his The Heavenly
City of the Eighteenth Century
Philosophers showed how the
philosophes of the Enlightenment
demolished Augustine’s Heavenly
City, only to rebuild it with more up-
to-date materials. The Garden of
Eden was replaced by Greece and
Rome, and God became an abstract
First Cause – the Divine
Watchmaker – and instead of Holy
Writ, God’s laws were recorded in
the Great Book of Nature that the
scientific revolution of the 19th cen-

tury had begun to decipher. But when Darwin
showed that the Divine Watchmaker was blind, the
Christian God died, as Nietzsche proclaimed from
the housetops. 

This did not, however, end variations on the
theme of Augustine’s City. There were two further
mutations in the form of Marxism and
Freudianism — and the more recent mutation in
the form I have labelled Eco-fundamentalism (see
my article in International Affairs, July 1995).
This carries the Christian notion of contemptus
mundi to its logical conclusion. Humankind is
evil and only by living in harmony with a deified
Nature can it be saved. As Professor Bramwell

puts it, in the past the West was “able to see the
earth as man’s unique domain precisely because
of God’s existence…When science took over the
role of religion in the 19th century, the belief that
God made the world with a purpose in which man
was paramount declined. But, if there was no pur-
pose, how was man to live on the earth? The hedo-
nistic answer, to enjoy it as long as possible, was
not acceptable. If Man had become God, then he
had become the shepherd of the earth, the
guardian, responsible for the oekonomie of the
earth”. (p. 23). 

The religious nature of the Green movement is
further supported by its failure to admit that its
predictions have been wrong, eg its Malthusian
beliefs which have been belied by the “demo-
graphic transition” now spreading through the
developing world. Based on faith rather than rea-
son, it has great similarities with the religious fun-
damentalisms sweeping the world. For though it
may appear that the environmental movement is
“scientific” and hence “modern”, whereas religious
fundamentalists are “non-scientific” and “pre-
modern”, they both share a fear and contempt of
the modernity whose central features are rightly
seen to be an instrumental rationality that under-
mines humankinds traditional relationship with
God or Nature. 

The sense of loss with modernity’s “disenchant-
ment of the world” of the ecologists is paralleled by
the fundamentalist’s fear of losing cherished tradi-
tional lifestyles. Both are also pre-modern, claiming
to have a privileged view of reality which brooks no
discussion. Both too have adherents willing to use
coercion (including violence) to impose their beliefs,
as witness the various threats of physical violence
and arson by animal rights activists on university
medical researchers, and Greenpeace’s own antics
like the recent desecration of an ancient pre Inca
World heritage site in Peru. These eco-fundamen-
talists are not Charlie Hebdo, but closer to the
Islamist fundamentalists who slaughtered its jour-
nalists. As such the Modi government is right, in my
view, in preventing foreign financing of their activ-
ities in the country.

Nor is their claim that they represent the
world’s citizens and thence an international civil
society whose interests they serve, sustainable.
There are no world citizens as there is no world
polity. There are only citizens of nation-states to
whom in democracies their governments are
accountable. The chief characteristic of a state is
the monopoly of coercive power, which in democ-
racies is given to governments elected by the elec-
torate, and only they can be responsible for mak-
ing domestic and international laws.

What of the local agents of these eco-funda-
mentalists? They are best seen as what the Chinese
called “Rice Christians”. As citizens of the country
they are free to pursue their secular religion as
they see fit, but as with other religions in a secu-
lar state they can have no privileged position, nor
can they use intimidation to enforce their beliefs.
Their oft repeated claim that they represent the
popular will was tested when the last government
adopted much of their program under the aegis of
a National Advisory Council stuffed with their
activists, creating an environmental Permit Raj.
The overwhelming rejection of this programme
at the last elections showed their claim to be serv-
ing the popular will to be wrong. Moreover, to cor-
rect the damage the environmental license Raj
has done to India’s growth prospects, it needs to be
repudiated along with the eco-fundamentalists –
both foreign and local – who have promoted it. 

The eco-fundamentalists
The Modi government is right to crack down on foreign financing of
environmental NGOs
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JK Simmons earned a Golden Globe
and is nominated for an Oscar for
director Damien Chazelle’s

Whiplash. The film should have created
more buzz in the ongoing awards season
if only because it is so disturbing.
Andrew Nieman (a truly mesmeric
Miles Teller) is studying at the Shaffer
conservatory, an upscale music school,
where he is taken under the wings of
conductor Terence Fletcher (Simmons),
who has a reputation for toughness.

Nieman and Fletcher inhabit an
ecosystem that is as rotten on the inside
as it is dazzling on the outside. A num-
ber of recent cultural products have
looked with a gimlet eye at the creative
professions, from 2010’s
Black Swan to the currently
running TV series, Mozart in
The Jungle.

Whiplash adds to that list
but its style is neither the
brooding intensity of Black
Swan nor the situational
comedy of Mozart. It goes
roundly for the jugular, set-
ting the scene early, as we meet the foul-
mouthed Fletcher who incites deep fear
in his band with his deranged behavior.

A sample: To select the drummer for
an upcoming performance, he makes
three of his best bets go through hours of
torture (while the other musicians wait),
pitting them against one another, calling
them names, even throwing things at
them. He finally does find his drummer
– Andrew – but not before the three are
left bleeding and panting and hurting
both physically and psychologically. 

The movie’s central conceit is the
suggestion that Fletcher does this for
his students’ benefit. His favourite sto-
ry has Jo Jones hurling a cymbal at
upstart Charlie Parker because Jones
was frustrated at Charlie’s inability to
do better with his talent. In Fletcher’s
telling, it was the terror of the missed
cymbal that propelled the “Bird” to
jazz superstardom.

In one scene, Andrew gives his girl-
friend Nicole a long spiel about how they
should break up since he wants to be
great and for that he needs to devote
himself completely to jazz.

“You are not great now?” Nicole asks.
“I want to be one of the greats,”

Andrew corrects himself.
Both Teller and Simmons are excel-

lent in their parts but it is Teller who,
through his silences and the occasional
outbursts, completely dissolves into the
character of a conflicted youth who will

go to any lengths to impress his teacher
and realise his intense desire to be “one
of the greats”.

The movie keeps the viewer guessing
about whether Fletcher is really the
hardest taskmaster in the world or is
just a psychopath who loves to humiliate
his students. This dilemma is distilled,
among other things, through the back
story of one of Fletcher’s students who
kills himself during the course of the
film. His anxiety and depression, the
attorney who fights to get Fletcher
removed from Shaffer tells us, started
during his time under Fletcher.

I came to the movie with the posi-
tive buzz that has attended its release
in the US. By the time things started
getting truly nasty for Andrew as he
attempts to placate Fletcher, including
overlooking the grievous injuries from

an accident, I had made up
my mind that the movie
should conclude on some
satisfyingly brutal defeat
for Fletcher. 

That does not hap-
pen. Fletcher takes
Andrew to the breaking
point – which happens
about halfway into the

film – but seduces him again with
the promise of a part in an upcoming
production. In their first meeting
after their falling out, he regurgitates
to Andrew his mantra for success:
“to push people beyond what’s
expected of them”. Coming as this
does after the storm, the scene
marks the high point of Fletcher’s
villainy: a man who refuses to
acknowledge the evil inside him
even to himself.

Perhaps Andrew was all along the
kind of student Fletcher hankered
after: one he could abuse, dig a grave
for, and then have him rise like a
Phoenix. With Andrew, Fletcher just
got lucky. The duo ultimately find a
perfect function in their dysfunction.
Unnaturally but also gratifyingly, the
movie ends on a fleetingly positive
note. We are left with the hope that
Andrew will be able to pick up the
pieces again, and may even get back
to drumming full time. 

The movie thus far has stripped
us of any desire for hope involving
anything that is even remotely asso-
ciated with Fletcher. All along, it has
led us in that direction and has built
enough of a crescendo for us to want
a bloodbath. But for the sake of
Andrew, we still hope, and with that
hope, we eliminate the movie’s cen-
tral premise — that anything but
love can be the precursor to genius.

Anything but love 
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R-Day is a different
sort of exercise for
the defence forces
and the security
establishment. At
one level it is an
enormous tamasha

We still hope, and
with that hope, we
eliminate the
movie’s central
premise — that
anything but love
can be the precursor
to genius
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