
T
he former chief political commentator of The Daily Telegraph in
London has written a damning piece about how his former news-
paper has suppressed or severely under-played news about the
British bank HSBC. The bank has been at the centre of journalist and

now police investigation for the way it ran its Swiss operations, and the role
it played in tax evasion and related practices; consequently, it has been much
in the news. That HSBC would try and indeed succeed in attempts to muzzle
a major British newspaper is news, if true. HSBC has apologised to the British
public through newspaper advertisements for its banking transgressions.
What it has to say on the Telegraph’s former columnist’s revelations and alle-
gations with regard to the use of advertising money as a tool to influence edi-
torial behavior would be interesting to find out. 

Do companies try such stunts in India? You bet they do. Most publishing
houses in India know from experience that the country’s largest business hous-
es don’t think twice about blacklisting a newspaper and denying it advertis-
ing if offence has been caused by any reportage or editorial comment. Many
state governments (which are often run as private empires of the chief min-
ister of the day) do the same. Now even public sector entities, more bound by
internal rules than whimsical owners of private enterprises, have resorted to
the practice. HSBC, if it has been doing what is alleged, is therefore in good
Indian company. 

The institutional defence against such pressure is of course to have an
independent editor. The advertising sales staff feel the pressure of being
blacklisted because they miss sales targets, but most editors would consider
this a minor irritant. Publishers would like to get over the conflict, but are usu-
ally hesitant about asking an independent editor to tailor editorial content in
line with an advertiser’s wishes. This changes when the editor is also the own-
er (as is increasingly the case), or if the editorial department has been made
completely subservient to the business interests of the publishing company
— which too is less of a rarity than before. In the case of the Telegraph, the
change seems to have come with the editor being replaced by a “head of con-
tent”. Such innovations are not unknown in India. 

Company chieftains show a lack of awareness of the implications of their
blacklisting decisions. If they withdraw advertising on account of editorial con-
duct, they draw a connection between the two that self-respecting publications
try to keep apart. If the publications were to repay the advertiser in the same
coin, it would mean publishing reams of negative stuff about a company if it
did not give advertisements. The word for such conduct would be blackmail.
But then, blacklisting publications is blackmail too, so why shouldn’t a publi-
cation repay in kind? The only thing that stands in the way of such a response
is a publication’s internal code of editorial ethics, which would stand for accu-
racy, fairness and balance. But does the offending advertiser have such a code? 

At a time when technological changes are putting ever more pressure on
the bottom lines of news publications, their vulnerability to financial pressure
has increased. Indeed, publications bought trouble by lowering the price of
publications to absurdly low levels in order to win circulation wars; that
increased dependence on advertising money. In the last couple of years, as it
has become ever clearer that advertising money is moving away from print,
some publications have started raising cover prices to levels closer to the
cost of newsprint and printing. If the advertiser does not pay, the reader has
to. Ultimately, readers get editorial quality and independence if they are will-
ing to pay for it. 
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The grand finale of the three-
day Sufi Sutra festival in
Kolkata earlier this month

began with a brief rendition by an
Egyptian team which raised an
invocation to Allah and ended
with the Baul team from West
Bengal chanting “Hare Krishna
Hare Krishna”. You can hardly do
better than emphasise the one-
ness of faith in today’s India.

At another level, the finale
also had a Samba dancer from
Brazil improvising to the robust
beats of a dholak player from
West Bengal. Sufi Sutra, a yearly
international Sufi and tradition-

al music festival started in 2011,
is a celebration of cultural diver-
sity and plurality. “It is music for
all and music for peace,” says
Amitava Bhattacharya, the spir-
it behind it all, an IIT graduate-
turned-Silicon Valley techie-
turned-social change agent. 

Sufi Sutra is distinctive in
several ways. Admission is free.
It is held at Mohar Kunja, the
large garden area next to the
Victoria Memorial which earlier
used to host the annual book fair
and lie derelict for the rest of the
year till the courts threw it out.
An audience of thousand listens,
mostly standing and often rap-
turous, for three hours. 

Over the years audience par-
ticipation has changed. First peo-
ple came to try out a novelty;
now, it has become a congrega-
tion of music lovers who come
for something in particular, an
important item in the city’s cul-
tural calendar. At the core it pro-
motes acoustic music, that is
music that grew from the world
and life around us until comput-
ers and microprocessors or chips
began to synthesise something

that was once spontaneous. 
The event would not be possi-

ble without help and support from
several official organisations —
Kolkata Municipal Corporation
(it’s held on their turf!), the power
utility CESC (power for light and
sound at commercial rates can
cost a fortune) and, you will not
guess, Kolkata Police. They even
put up one of the international vis-
iting teams. There were six inter-
national teams this year and this is
how the body that actually organ-
izes the event, banglanatak dot
com, founded by Bhattacharya,
managed: “ICCR, or the Indian
Council for Cultural Relations,
funded the visit of the Tunisia and
Morocco teams; we funded Egypt
and Brazil; and Spain and
Denmark took care of themselves.”

“We keep control on costs by
not going in for any five-star hos-
pitality (for the visiting teams),
we have no event manager and
we do all our publicity, fabrica-
tion and design work ourselves.
Sufi Sutra now has high visibility
without going in for media pub-
licity, not even hoardings. It now
plays to packed houses enabled

mainly by word of mouth and
social media like Facebook. But
for all this, an event like this
would have cost ~80 lakh,”
explains Mr Bhattacharya. 

Sufism in the popular mind is
often linked to religion but it also
lends its name to a genre of
devotional music. The Baul of
rural Bengal is a bearer of a tra-
dition of music and it is his songs
that take him to god. “This is
how we can link the Sufi way,
traditional music and the Baul,”
says Mr Bhattacharya. 

Sufi Sutra is now going places. It
has been held in Dhaka, Goa, Patna
and Delhi. Audiences have different
ways in different places. In Dhaka
they applaud within a song or item,
in Goa there is a standing ovation
after every number, and in Patna
people are very exuberant.

When Sufi Sutra began there
were around 50 global Sufi festi-
vals, but Bauls were not called
to any of them. Now they get
called to nine. The achievement
so far is — 21 groups from 17
countries have come to India
and 12 from India, with 55 rural
artistes, have gone abroad. This
is the international footprint
that has been developed. The
troupes that come render both
Sufi and their traditional music. 

It all began in 2004 when
banglanatak started “Art for Life”
which sought to make perform-
ing artistes with traditional skills
employable and focused on six
traditional art forms. The aim
was also to link Bauls to the inter-
national market for Sufi culture.
Over the years not only have the
livelihoods of over 3,000 tradi-
tional performers increased
manifold, their self-esteem has
changed beyond recognition.

Unesco found in an assess-
ment in 2011 that the project had
succeeded in aiding income gen-
eration for artistes, and using
traditional artistes and their
income skills for a source of
livelihood was “a viable devel-
opment model for rural India”. 

My final takeaway from the
last day’s programme was a
remarkably post-modern line
from a Baul song which went
something like “in that Vrindavn,
the peacock still dances.” When a
free song and dance event does
not attract noise-makers, much
maligned public agencies actual-
ly help out, and traditional impov-
erished artistes are literally reju-
venated and find a place in the
sun, things can’t be all that bad. 
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The peacock still dances

IQ vs EQ is an old debate.
Most cognitive psycholo-
gists claim that Emotional

Intelligence Quotient (EQ) is a
better determinant of success
than Intelligence Quotient (IQ).
How well individuals recognise
and control their own emo-
tions, and understand and
cater to the emotions of others
is obviously important in every
walk of life. 

Nobel Prize winner Danny
Kahneman once pointed out the

blindingly obvious, when he stat-
ed that people prefer to do busi-
ness with people they like and
trust, and will even pay a premi-
um for this. This is why a compa-
ny with a likeable (and compe-
tent) CEO will be able to put
together stable teams that gel well
together, even if it doesn’t pay as
much as the competition. 

EQ is crucial even in fields
where IQ counts for a lot. William
Shockley, co-inventor of the tran-
sistor, unquestionably had a
stratospheric IQ. But he was also
an unpleasant man with deeply
racist views. He could not get
along with colleagues, or subor-
dinates. Several of Silicon
Valley’s most iconic companies
were started up by people who
quit Shockley’s teams in disgust. 

In contrast, Robert
Oppenheimer was not quite in the
same league as some of the sci-
entists he oversaw in the
Manhattan Project, which devel-
oped the first atomic weapons.
But “Oppy” had the ability to put

together and manage a 6,000-per-
son team, including many intel-
lectual divas with delicate egos.
Similarly, Dr Kalam is credited
with being a great manager and
an inspirational leader, rather
than being an engineering genius. 

Many companies institute
mandatory emotional intelli-
gence programmes. Corporate
coaches who specialise in social
and emotional learning (SEL)
courses are always
in great demand.
People who are tem-
peramentally
equable, high on
self-confidence,
empathetic, pos-
sessing initiative,
and other desirable
character traits  out-
shine their IQ peers
at almost everything. 

Apparently, a lot of this can be
taught. EQ course material borrows
quite heavily from Yoga and from
dramatics workshops. There is an
emphasis on body language, and
on breath control. Projecting  a
calm, serene image is believed to
help. Crying or screaming obscen-
ities is not considered useful, unless

you are channelling Steve Jobs.
People are told to stand straight

and gaze in the culturally appro-
priate direction when  delivering
handshakes, namaskars or bows.
The American salesman cultivates
a direct gaze and a firm handshake;
the Japanese bow is delivered look-
ing respectfully at the recipient’s
mouth; it is inappropriate to focus
on cleavage when doing namaskar.

One important aspect of EQ is
the ability to lie flu-
ently and credibly.
Coupled to the relat-
ed ability to distin-
guish when some-
body is telling the
truth, this is indispen-
sable. The ability to lie
is essential for any
senior policymaker.
Unfortunately, no EQ

course teaches this. 
Whether at diplomacy, or in

politics, or at the daily grind of
administration and policing, the
judicious lie is an important tool.
In this era of social media and
multiple online information
sources, crafting a lie to be believ-
able is more difficult. It must not
be contradicted by other infor-

mation that could land up in pub-
lic domain. 

Just as the leg spinner who
uses the wrong ‘un sparingly
is more likely to be effective,
the habitual truth-teller is
more likely to get away with it,
when wheeling out the occa-
sional lie.  A habitual truth-
teller builds a reputation for
credibility.  A habitual liar is
liable to be misbelieved even
when being truthful. 

Successive Indian govern-
ments have failed at the task of
crafting credible lies. Nobody in
Indian politics, or the higher
echelons of bureaucracy seems
to know how. The last govern-
ment tied itself into knots about
“zero loss auction policies”. This
one is doing a poor job obfus-
cating about “terror boats”,
black money repatriation, One
Rank One Pension for defence
personnel, commitments to
protect minorities, etc. Maybe
some EQ coach could fill this
gap in the market by crafting a
course for policymakers on the
art of lying credibly?  

Twitter: @devangshudatta
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This year marks the 800th anniversary of the
Magna Carta, on which the constitutional liber-
ties and the Rule of Law of England were found-

ed. It was signed by a beleaguered King John on 15 June
1215 with his disgruntled noblemen. Dan Jones’ Magna
Carta shows why it was granted, repudiated by the king,
and subsequently reinstated, and became the founding
document in the history of liberty of  the English-speak-
ing peoples, in particular the United States. 

The Magna Carta is also the basis for the Rule of
Law that was established in India by the British Raj
and is the foundation of independent India’s
Constitution. But it also seems to have resonance in
authoritarian states as President Xi claims to be
establishing the Rule of Law in China, whilst the
illiberal democracies of Russia, Egypt and increas-
ingly Recep Erdogan’s Turkey and Viktor Oban’s
Hungary, seem to regard the Rule of Law, “as nice
rather than necessary”. (D Gardner: “Putin and Sisi
linked by common thread of illiberal leadership”,
FT 11 February 2015).

The importance and resonance of the Great
Charter resides in it creating the institutional basis for
reining in the predatory state. For every state’s rulers
have to be given the monopoly of the power of coer-
cion – to avoid Hobbesian anarchy and to provide
the essential public goods of law and order and
defence – and must also be given the “power to take”
— euphemistically called the “power to tax”. But this
provides the rulers with an incentive to be predatory
by taking more than is required to provide the requi-
site public goods.

King John was a predatory monarch par excel-
lence.  Following the example of his  Plantagenet
predecessors, the power and wealth of the Crown had
increased dramatically relatively to the barons. As
Prof James summarises: “By 1212 John had achieved
a cruel mastery over his kingdom. He was vastly,
almost unimaginably wealthy, his castles groaning

with silver. He over-
saw a broadly effi-
cient legal and
financial adminis-
tration with which
he could crush any
baron who was
merely suspected of
having slighted
him. He had also
terrorised his neigh-
boring princes into
submission.” (p 56).
A description

uncannily resembling Vladimir Putin’s Russia.
The Plantagenet kings also faced periodic fiscal

crises in defending their empire extending from
Scotland to the Pyrenees. It was John’s attempt to
recover the lands beyond the Channel he had lost to
France in 1204 which was his undoing. To fight this new
war he had to further increase the financial extortions
on his barons. They rebelled and a civil war began.
The Magna Carta was the treaty to end this civil war. It
established the Englishman’s right to Habeas Corpus —
but most importantly it established the idea that the
essential difference between a prince and tyrant was
that “while both made and enforced laws, the prince
also subjected himself to the law.” This is the essence of
the Rule of Law. 

But how could this agreement between the citizen
and sovereign be enforced? This became the central
question in tethering a predatory sovereign. The char-
ter itself had a “security clause”, which “allowed for
licensed civil war” (p 89). This happened within a
few weeks after King John had signed the Charter.
After his death there were periodic reissuances of the
Charter with that of 1225 establishing the principle of
“no taxation without representation”, whereby “the
king swapped a concession of liberties for tax rev-

enue” (p 104). Thus was the predatory state’s “power
to take” restricted.  

Magna Carta was invoked in the English Civil War
between the Crown and Parliament in the 17th cen-
tury, which ended with the Glorious Revolution of
1688-9 and the accession of William of Orange to the
throne. With its Bill of Rights, the Common Law and
the Rule of Law became cornerstones of the English
constitution. 

In the 18th century the US Constitution was based
on the principles of the Magna Carta, as were those
of the British dominions of Canada, Australia, and
New Zealand — and also the legal reforms of
Governors-General Cornwallis and William Bentinck
in India in the 19th century. These separated the
executive and judicial functions of government and
made government executive decisions contestable in
civil courts.

What of the rhetorical affirmation of the Rule of
Law in Mr Putin’s Russia and Mr Xi’s China? Many
had come to believe that Russia by 2000 had estab-
lished the Rule of Law, not least the lawyer for Bill
Browder’s hedge fund, Sergei Magintsky who dis-
covered evidence of a $230 million tax scam by state
officials. He refused to flee Russia saying “the law
will protect me. This isn’t 1937”. He was murdered by
his captors, because as Browder writes (in Red
Notice) “he didn’t realise that Russia had no rule of
law, it had the rule of men”. These men were part of
the kleptocracy created by Putin, and meticulously
analysed in Karen Dawisha’s Putin’s Kleptocracy:
who owns Russia?

But like King John, Mr Putin’s foreign adventures
and the economic sanctions they have evoked have
created a fiscal crisis for the state. The resulting eco-
nomic hardships have reduced support for his nation-
alist card, with a recent poll showing that compared
with 50 per cent last March only 19 per cent now
believe Ukraine should be part of Russia. If the 110
Kremlin-connected oligarchs, who Ms Dawisha
claims own 35 per cent of the country’s assets decide
to challenge Putin’s adventurism, could Russia at last
see its own Magna Carta? Only time will tell.

The attempt by President Xi to establish the Rule
of Law in China is, as Jonathan Fenby has rightly
noted, “playing with words. As has been the case for
more than 2,500 years, the view from the top in China
is that China needs rule by law — not rule of law. Ever
since the First Emperor more than two millennia ago
with his doctrine of Legalism, the use of law to keep
the people in line is seen as an essential plank of top-
down rule” (Guestpost, FT.com, 6 November. 2014).
China’s Communist party is not going to see itself
challenged by any Rule of Law. 

But, as part of the Basic Law governing Hong
Kong, the Chinese government agreed to maintain
the colonial Rule of Law, with the independence of
the judiciary and its separation from the executive
guaranteed by the appointment of foreign judges to
its highest court of appeal. Despite the protests of
the democracy advocates against the Chinese gov-
ernment’s refusal to implement a full-fledged
democracy in Hong Kong, it has not to date –
despite the fears of lawyers – attempted to curb its
Rule of Law. This is, after all, part of Hong Kong’s
importance in providing the legal safeguards for
commercial contracts which have been an impor-
tant source of the Chinese economic miracle. These
legal safeguards also protect the financial assets of
the “princelings” who increasingly own and control
the Chinese economy. So for the moment it is
unlikely that the Chinese government will subvert
Hong Kong’s Rule of Law, even as the mainland is
ruled by more draconian rule by law rather than the
Rule of Law.

The rule of law, 
for 800 years
The influence of the Magna Carta continues to be felt, even 
in the 21st century
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The Theory of Everything, cur-
rently running in cinemas and
tipped to be a big winner on

Oscar night with five nominations, is a
mixed beast. About the life of physicist
Stephen Hawking, the movie had the
potential to be a deeply affecting sto-
ry of a man whose brilliance refused to
be checkmated by the depredations of
motor neuron disease. 

Stephen Hawking, full disclaimer, is
a figure of great fascination to me. For a
generation growing up on advances in
astronomy, Stephen Hawking repre-
sents the epitome of scientific glamour.
I remember travelling to Delhi in
January 2001 to attend his lecture
where he riffed on, among other things,
his paraphrasing of Einstein’s famous
dictum. “Not only does God play dice,”
he said with trademark glee, “but he
sometimes throws them where they
cannot be seen.”

Naturally, I went into the movie
expecting grand things, more so because
this seems to be the spring of British
giants on screen. There is, besides
Hawking, Alan Turing, played by the
redoubtable Benedict Cumberbatch in
The Imitation Game, itself vying for
eight Oscars. That movie dovetails
Turing’s achievement in breaking
Enigma, the German naval code during
the Second World War, with his perse-
cution for homosexuality. The Theory
of Everything too, the trailer promised,
would provide sufficient juice on Prof
Hawking’s private life, particularly his
two marriages.

Sadly, the film attempts unsuccess-
fully to marry these rather disparate
strands of Prof Hawking’s life. This is
not to say that the lead actors are not
great. Eddie Redmayne is Stephen
Hawking, to the last muscle twitch, rem-
iniscent of the determination of a Daniel
Day-Lewis to completely inhabit a char-
acter. Likewise for Felicity Jones, who
plays the academic’s wife Jane — albeit
her role is not as physically demanding
as Redmayne’s.

We know that the two met at
Cambridge and fell in love, and decided
to get married in spite of his diagnosis
having come in and the doctors giving
him no more than two years. The deci-
sion to marry was due in no small meas-
ure to her adamant refusal to let him
carry on with life, or whatever he
assumed remained of it, by himself.
Felicity Jones is remarkable in these
scenes as she shows grit and determi-
nation in choosing love over what might
appear the obvious choice.

We see flashes of this courage at sev-
eral times in the film, for instance, when
the physicist suffers from a severe bout
of pneumonia and slips into a coma.
Jane Hawking is presented with the
choice of mercy-killing her husband
which she stoutly declines, and green-
lights the subsequent tracheotomy that
saves his life but destroys his speech.

Much about Ms Hawking in the
film, which is based on her memoir
Travelling with Infinity: My Life With
Stephen, corresponds to the impres-
sion of a dutiful life who sacrifices
her own goals and even love (she
delayed her PhD and did not marry
her lover Jonathan Hellyer Jones
until years later). The Theory of
Everything gets into serious danger
of becoming a film about one among
the countless women who have
throughout history turbocharged
great men’s ambitions at their own
cost. Which is fine — but then it’s not
a Stephen Hawking film.

As for the science, there is nearly not
enough in the film, apart from brief
glimpses into the bravura theorising
that forms the basis of our current
understanding of the origins of the uni-
verse. The film also omits to account for
his abortive affair with the real Theory of
Everything, which nearly every self-
respecting physicist has sworn off since
the spectacular failure of string theory.

Stephen Hawking’s progressive
physical deterioration is the back-
ground against which romantic disap-
pointments play out. He knew about
the budding romance between his wife
and Jonathan Jones, but he chose to
look the other way because of his ill-
ness. On the other hand, his wife had a
suspicion about his feelings for the
nurse who comes in after his tra-
cheotomy. But the scene where this
revelation is brought into the open is
schmaltzy and obfuscates everything
the Hawking aficionado knows about
the nature of the couple’s relationship.

Jane Hawking, for your informa-
tion, had portrayed her husband in
rather unflattering light in her first
account of life with him, called Music to
Move the Stars. That book was pub-
lished after the two had separated and
the latter had married his nurse. The
film, perhaps for cinematic reasons,
disguises some of the blatantly uncom-
fortable dynamics of the Hawking
household. There is only the slightest
allusion to the difficulties of caring for
a man who was intent on his work and
who, for the longest time, refused exter-
nal help for his condition. If the film
had to be about Stephen Hawking, the
querulous husband, I’d rather the
director had gone the whole hog.

Theories & everything
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A habitual 
truth-teller builds 
a reputation for
credibility.  A
habitual liar is
liable to be
misbelieved even
when being truthful
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