
M
ost relatively well-off Indians have got used to the idea of taking out
medical insurance policies in order to take care of possible health
episodes. It has been a rapidly growing business, doubling in four or
five years. The annual insurance premium was estimated for three

years ago at about ~15,700 crore. This financial year the figure should be somewhere
in the region of ~25,000 crore. Given the inadequacy of the government hospital
system, most people pay the premium willingly, in return for what was initially pro-
jected to be a cheaper alternative to going overseas for treatment. There are no inde-
pendently verified estimates in the public domain, but some 40 million Indians
are said to benefit from such insurance.

Despite the growing tales of medical malpractice at the private corporate hos-
pitals to which the insured usually go – needless tests, avoidable surgical proce-
dures and commissions to the doctors who abuse patients in this manner – most
well-off people are willing (or forced) to stay with the system in the absence of sat-
isfactory alternatives. The milling crowds in the lobbies and public areas of the cor-
porate hospitals tell their own story.

All of this is understandable, and private medical care should expand and grow
— though with better ethical norms. But here’s the thing: since medical insurance
payments are tax-deductible, up to a quarter or more of the insurance premia that
support the private corporate hospitals is probably claimed as a tax waiver. In oth-
er words, the government is paying ~6,000 crore for the sustenance of these cor-
porate hospitals; those insured pay the rest. On top of this, state and local gov-
ernments have provided land at subsidised rates to these hospitals, in return for
free or subsidised treatment to poor patients, who were to account typically for a
quarter of the total patients. There is no corporate hospital that has met its obli-
gations on this score; in one infamous case, the hospital said it had promised free
treatment but not a free bed or bed linen.

Two questions arise. First, why is the government financing a profit-orient-
ed corporate hospital system that is prone to malpractice and given to reneging on
promises of free care? And why is it subsidising those who can afford to pay for med-
ical insurance, by giving tax breaks? When there is an enormous shortage of pub-
lic hospitals, when state expenditure on healthcare is abysmally low by any inter-
national yardstick, tax money should be used to set up public hospitals. The tax
breaks on medical insurance could fund the capital cost of setting up of 12,000 hos-
pital beds every year. That’s broadly the size of the Fortis or Apollo chain, and you
could replicate that size each year. In five years, you would have a public hospital
chain that is equal to twice the size of Apollo and Fortis combined. This would obvi-
ously make a massive difference, especially if public hospitals could provide the
standards of care and cleanliness that the corporate hospitals do.

Most people assume that such standards cannot be replicated in public hos-
pitals, but please recognise that government hospitals are hopelessly over-crowd-
ed because of the crush of patients. Since they cannot be turned away, patients end
up sharing beds, or sleeping in corridors. The problem is shortage of supply. If the
number of public hospital beds were to be expanded rapidly, the crush of patients
would be addressed and one could aspire to better standards of care and cleanli-
ness. That would bring in more aware, middle-class patients who would demand
better care. The quality of care would then improve — creating a virtuous circle.
Even more people – not the well-off, who would anyway prefer a private hospital
– would then be willing to turn to a public hospital for needed care, and this
would put pressure on corporate hospitals to clean up their act. It is the lack of a
satisfactory alternative that needs to be addressed, for the sake of all patients —
insured and uninsured.
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The paterfamilias in one
branch of our extended
family recently passed

away at 92. He was a legend to the
family and, in particular, his many
younger siblings. After quickly
establishing himself, even while
their father was around he took
over the task of helping them get
ahead in life without a single one
being left behind. 

He was so respected and
adored not just by his siblings but
also the next generation that
whenever anyone needed advice
he would automatically turn to
the in-house elder statesman

who, in turn, would not just
impart advice but also support
the person in whichever way
needed. He rose to a very senior
position as head of the legal
department and company secre-
tary in what was then a leading
British firm and post-retirement
was part of the faculty of several
professional institutes. 

But for someone who was so
helpful to all around him, fate
could not have been more unkind.
The last several years of his life
were trampled upon by creeping
Alzheimer’s. At times, family
members, who otherwise adored
him, were hard put to cope with
him and continue to treat him
with the respect that he had
always commanded. And finally,
when the end came, I have no
doubt that all those close to him
breathed a collective sigh of relief.   

As his mind deteriorated but
his body remained relatively bet-
ter off, visiting him became an
increasingly daunting task. After
every such visit, I would return
convinced that this was no way
to end one’s life, particularly
when for the most part it had

been so constructive and help-
ful to all around.

The old gentleman was lucky
that even as the joint-family sys-
tem dies, his was there to see him
through to the end. But for most
that is no longer the case. The last
days of Indian middle-class par-
ents, even for those with mental
faculties intact, has become
increasingly daunting, with chil-
dren pursuing their own lives
elsewhere, often across the seas. 

While the aged living by
themselves is a typical devel-
oped-society phenomenon, India
is in limbo in the sense that the
joint family is gone before insti-
tutional care and state support,
well established in developed
societies, has arrived. 

Private institutional care, for
those who can afford it, is already
on the way, but going by the way
in which private hospitals are run,
with the sole focus on maximis-
ing billing and indifferent nurs-
ing under a veneer of profession-
alism, there is a gap that needs to
be acknowledged before it can be
filled. Homes for the aged, run
by religious orders, are only a lit-
tle, but not much better, in terms
of commitment. In this bleak sce-
nario, only a few non-govern-
mental organisation (NGO)-run

palliative care units stand out. 
If India is to be a caring soci-

ety, then it is civil society that
has to step in to fill the institu-
tional gap in looking after the
aged. And in going down this
road, it can learn from the way in
which developed societies have
ordered themselves.  

One of the most heart-aching
and -warming stories I have read
is by Janet Steen, a writer, in The
New York Times, of how she and
her siblings looked after her aging
Alzheimer’s-afflicted mother, a
professional violinist who had
played for the Pittsburgh
Symphony Orchestra in her time.
They were supremely lucky to
have come across Ramona, a mid-
dle-aged Jamaican lady with her
own support system of children,
grandchildren and nephews. 

They moved their mother in
with Ramona and there is no
question that her last six months
were infinitely superior to what
they would have been had she
been put into a nursing home
paid for by the state through
Medicare. It was the best combi-
nation that could have happened
— a bit of social security support
along with being able to find a
surrogate quintessential joint
family (Ramona’s family helped

her look after the old lady).
All this brings me to the relat-

ed question of how we, as indi-
viduals, wish to end out lives. In
India, the legal system allows
only passive euthanasia — with-
drawing support. It is not legally
permissible for medical assis-
tance to be given to a person who
sees only a life of acute pain
ahead and wants medical help to
die. What is most important is to
have a system of “living wills”
whereby a person still very much
in command of his senses
decrees what should be done to
him under certain conditions,
say, when he is incurably ill but
not in his senses to take a decision
on his future. 

While this can take care of
many who do not want to pro-
long their useless and incurably
painful lives, there still remains
the need for a society to have a
core of compassionate people
who can nurse and take care of
old people as a calling for a mod-
est income. On this base can be
built a superstructure of institu-
tions run by NGOs to take
civilised care of the aged. Right
now, by this token, India is not
so civilised.
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The end, in twilight

Nothing spawns the cre-
ation and perpetration of
conspiracy theories more

effectively than an official obses-
sion with secrecy. In India, the
combination of archaic laws and
an institutional reluctance to
share information has meant the
creation of innumerable secrets,
stored in sundry files.
Declassification has to be specifi-
cally requested and requests are
usually refused. 

The most famous declassifi-
cation requests revolve around a
few incidents and individuals.

There is the tamasha centred on
Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose.
There is the Naval Mutiny of 1946.
The death of Shyama Prasad
Mukherjee in Srinagar in  1953.
The death of Lal Bahadur Shastri
at Tashkent in 1965. The
Henderson-Brooks Report,
analysing the 1962 India-China
military debacle. 

In each case, declassifying per-
tinent files may lay some ludicrous
theories to rest and perhaps exon-
erate unjustly vilified persons. The
multiple theories about Bose, for
example, cannot all be true.
Perhaps he died in that plane
crash. Perhaps he died in a Soviet
gulag. Perhaps he became a sadhu. 

We know that everyone con-
cerned is dead. Officially, the Atal
Bihari Vajpayee government
refused to declassify related files
about Bose, the Indian National
Army and the Naval Mutiny,
because the information would
be detrimental to India’s diplo-
matic relationships. That is plain
absurd: no nation will reboot its
21st century diplomatic relation-
ships on the basis of events in

1945-46. Equally, there was no rea-
son for the Narendra Modi
administration to set up a com-
mittee to review the Netaji mate-
rial. Just release the files! 

Bose made political errors. We
know that. He allied with Japan,
which  had a bad war-crime
record and ran oppressive
regimes in occupied territories.
The Indian National Army was
raised by coercing prisoners of
war. If information in those files
throws light on what Bose did and
why, the nation can live with it. 

There are similar conspiracy
theories about Shastri’s death,
hours after signing a peace treaty
with Pakistan. Again, successive
governments have refused to
declassify the Tashkent-related
documents. Ayub Khan of
Pakistan and Leonid Brezhnev,
who brokered the deal, are also
dead. The Soviet Union itself is
dead. India doesn’t have a great
relationship with Pakistan. But it
is unlikely to be affected, one way
or the other. The release of the
Henderson-Brooks report, too,
may not reflect well on individu-

als from that time. Yet once again,
they are all dead.  

Apart from well-known inci-
dents such as these, an obsession
with secrecy about the daily busi-
ness of governance is actually
more insidiously damaging. The
Right to Information Act barely
makes a dent in this secrecy
because information can be held
back arbitrarily. 

At a purely utilitarian level, the
hoarding of information and the
consequent lack of analysis guar-
antees inefficiency. Every gov-
ernment and every arm of gov-
ernment makes mistakes. Smart
governments try to prevent the
same mistakes being made twice.
For that matter, when difficult sit-
uations are tackled effectively,
smart governments internalise
and institutionalise the lessons. 

In India, this doesn’t happen
due to the lack of institutional sys-
tems for automatic declassifica-
tion and mandatory information
releases. Successive administra-
tions just repeat the same errors
multiple times. Look at inter-state
disputes, disaster-relief, commu-

nal tensions, counter-insurgency,
geopolitics. At the Centre and in
various states, the same disastrous
errors have been merrily repeated
time and again. 

Most advanced nations declas-
sify and publicly archive confi-
dential material by default, after a
given time. Every nation has
“escape clauses”.  Documents can
be held back from default release.
But a specific senior bureaucrat,
or politician, must give reasons
for exclusion from release.

Britain had a 30-year rule.
That was pared down to a 20-year
rule recently and the process has
been accelerated. The United
States has a 10-year declassifica-
tion rule. America also has an
automatic 25-year review of any
documents held back at 10  years.
This is, in effect, a secondary 
25-year rule. 

India needs some legislation
of that nature. An information-
rich society is, invariably, a more
prosperous society. We cannot
pretend to aspire towards moder-
nity and prosperity, while perpe-
trating a nouvelle caste system
where information is hoarded by
a small elite.
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The Lausanne agreement between the US-led
“P5+1” powers and Iran, on the framework of a
nuclear deal to limit Iran’s dash to an atomic

bomb, has led to fierce debates in the United States
about its pros and cons. There are those like the edi-
tor of The National Interest, Jacob Heilbrunn, who (in
“Détente will force Tehran to choose compromise or
collapse”, Financial Times, April 10, 2015) argue that
the deal does not go far enough. Mr Heilbrunn argues
for a grand US strategy in West Asia “whose goal is an
alliance with Iran that can help move the region away
from the ravages of war to a more hopeful future”. He
bases this on the correct perception
of a de facto military alliance between
the two sides to fight the Islamic State
in Iraq and Syria because of the inter-
twining of their geopolitical inter-
ests. Saudi Arabia he sees as an
“unreliable and hostile ally, whose
virulent Wahhabi branch of Sunni
Islam has inspired deadly terrorist
acts around the world. Neither coun-
try deserves unqualified US alle-
giance. But reaching an accommo-
dation with Iran would give America
a freer hand to play them off against
each other, creating a more peaceful
balance of power”.

Against this, two of the most distinguished US
secretaries of state, Henry Kissinger and George
Schultz, have argued (in “The Iran Deal and Its
Consequences”, The Wall Street Journal, April 7, 2015)
that if a balance of power between Iranian and Sunni
competition were the US aim as it dissociates itself
from West Asian conflicts, “traditional balance of
power theory suggests the need to bolster the weak-
er side, not the rising or expanding power”. Also, co-
operation (as in the battle against the Islamic State) is
not enough for a partnership, which “presupposes
congruent definitions of stability”. But “Iran’s repre-

sentatives (including its Supreme Leader) continue to
profess a revolutionary anti-Western concept of inter-
national order; domestically, some senior Iranians
describe nuclear negotiations as a form of jihad by
other means”. Hence, they argue, as Iran has intensi-
fied its efforts to expand and entrench its power in
neighbouring states, “unless political restraint is
linked to nuclear restraint, an agreement freeing Iran
from sanctions risks empowering Iran’s hegemonic
efforts”. They rightly note that “negotiations to pre-
vent an Iranian capability to develop a nuclear arse-
nal are ending with an agreement that concedes this

vey capability, albeit short of full capa-
bility in the first 10 years”. Even this –
as the example of North Korea shows
– will be difficult to enforce, despite US
President Barack Obama’s claims. In
effect, this agreement recognises Iran
as a threshold nuclear state. 

Does this matter? In a 1995 paper,
“Arms and the Man: Cost and Benefits
of Nuclear Weapons” (reprinted in my
Unfinished Business, Oxford, 1999), I
had argued that even though the ben-
efits in terms of military security pro-
vided by nuclear weapons remained
inconclusive, and despite the axiomat-

ic abhorrence of nuclear weapons, the fact remains
that in spite of their apocalyptic potential nuclear
weapons have not killed anyone since the end of the
Second World War. Also, as Lawrence Freedman not-
ed “what we do know is that since 1945 Europe has
been at peace. This underlies the point that nuclear
deterrence maybe a viable policy even if it is not cred-
ible … The Emperor Deterrence may have no clothes,
but he is still Emperor” (The Evolution of Nuclear
Strategy, page 399). 

This is a fact that is further strengthened by the
recent disturbance of the European peace by Vladimir
Putin’s annexation of Crimea. This would not have

been possible if Ukraine had not given up its nuclear
weapons in exchange for the 1994 Budapest
Memorandum signed by the United States, Britain
and Russia to protect its territorial integrity. This
shows the continuing relevance of Hobbes’s dictum
that “covenants without the sword, are but words,
and no strength to secure a man at all”. 

This dictum is also of relevance because of the
nuclear arms race that a Shia Iranian bomb is likely to
induce among the major Sunni powers of Saudi
Arabia, Turkey and Egypt. Some have argued that
Saudi Arabia already has an implicit lien on Pakistan’s
Sunni bomb. But with the recent refusal of Pakistan’s
parliament to send troops and planes in support of the
Saudi-led coalition in Yemen, this must now be in
doubt. Others hope that a nuclear arms race in West
Asia can be prevented by a US nuclear umbrella to the
Sunni states. But how credible would such a guaran-
tee be, if (as I argued in my last column) Mr Obama has
eschewed the use of US military force? As Mr
Kissinger and Mr Schultz have rightly argued,
“Previous thinking on nuclear strategy assumed the
existence of stable state actors ... How will these doc-
trines translate into a region where sponsorship of
non-state proxies is common, the state structure is
under assault, and death on behalf of jihad is a kind
of fulfillment?”

When I was a student at Oxford in the early 1960s,
a board game called Diplomacy was very popular.
This was based on the map of Europe before the First
World War, with players being assigned particular
countries and their armed forces reflecting the rela-
tive strengths of the countries at that time. It was
amazing how often the game ended up repeating the
pattern of alliances leading up to the First World War.
Sometime later this board game was overtaken by a
new one invented in America, which was based on the
West Asian situation in the late 1960s (which was
much more benign than it is now). This version pro-
vided nuclear as well as conventional arms to the var-
ious players. No matter how often we played the game
with different permutations of players and countries,
using the rational tactics for a repeated game of chick-
en, or the tit-for-tat strategy of the prisoner’s dilem-
ma, or no strategy at all, within about half an hour the
game usually ended with nuclear bombs having been
unleashed on all of the major population centres of
West Asia. 

It is for this reason that whilst having supported
the Indian and been relaxed about the Pakistani
bomb, I would endorse the US policy of not accepting
an Iranian bomb. This means that the sanctions that
have brought Iran to the negotiating table should not
be removed until a better deal is negotiated, one
which fulfils the goal set out over 20 years by three US
presidents (as Mr Kissinger and Mr Schultz note) “that
an Iranian nuclear weapon was contrary to American
and global interests — and they were prepared to use
force to prevent it”. 

With the Iranian Supreme Leader’s statement that
only an immediate ending of all sanctions with the
signing of an agreement would be acceptable, and Mr
Obama’s signing of a bipartisan Bill that gives the US
Congress the right to veto any removal of sanctions
after examining the final agreement, perhaps the
Lausanne framework will not lead anywhere. Further
future negotiations will then hopefully be able to pro-
duce an agreement that truly removes the risk of an
Iranian bomb. If not, I fear the apocalyptic outcomes
in West Asia of the board game we played in Oxford in
the 1960s.

Thinking about an
Iranian bomb
The sanctions that have brought Iran to the negotiating table should
not be removed until a better deal is negotiated
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Iam not a Bengali, so I am unsuited to
comment on the cultural and tonal
anachronisms in Dibakar Banerjee’s

Detective Byomkesh Bakshy!, which seem
to have sent a fair share of
Bengali viewers into a
tizzy, worried as they are
that the (uncouth) rest of
the country would, on the
strength of the film, mis-
judge the delicate nuances
of Bengali culture.
Apparently, aloo bhaja is
not had at tea time, a culi-
nary tradition Sushant
Singh Rajput’s Byomkesh
pays no heed to. While crit-
ics agree that Banerjee has
captured the smoke-filled
ambience of the erstwhile
Calcutta boarding house
well, some felt that
Angoori Devi was an inappropriate name
for a Bengali starlet, or that Byomkesh
himself should not be a detective in the
film. In Sharadindu Bandyopadhyay’s
original rendition, he was only a “satyan-
veshi” (seeker of truth).

Banerjee, like most Bengalis of his gen-
eration, is a Byomkesh groupie (perhaps
more so than the others: he wrote the fore-
word to a Puffin book on the icon). So it
would be presumptuous to suppose that
he let those tics in without judgement.
Rather he may have simply chosen to
walk a fine line between appeasing the
home constituency and making a Yashraj-
produced Bollywood potboiler.

In the 1990s, in the Doordarshan
series by Basu Chatterjee that I watched
as a kid, Rajit Kapur’s Byomkesh would,
say, parse the sounds of a typical Kolkata
locality to hypothesise (correctly) that
the killer used pins inside the bell on his
bicycle that pierced the heart of the vic-
tim when the bell was pushed. It was the
teasing out of such minor but important
details that makes that series such a deli-
cious memory. Kapur’s Byomkesh
unravelled the most unsolvable of cases
solely on the dint of his powers of obser-
vation and ratiocination.

There is very little of such high-
minded thinking in Banerjee’s film. In
fact, the villain here weaves such a
mind-bogglingly complex web of deceit
that it would be impossible for anyone to
crack the case without a fair bit of nifty
investigation. Rajput’s unibrowed
Byomkesh becomes a pawn in this elab-
orate setup, so that misguided by the
villain’s false leads, he mock-solves the

plot again and again only for it to reveal
deeper layers. To that extent, Banerjee’s
hero is indeed more in the mould of a
James Bond or an Ethan Hunt than
Chatterjee’s Byomkesh. Maybe, as with
his Hindi-inflected Calcutta, Banerjee
was looking to reinvent the cerebral
Byomkesh for a mass audience. 

Having said that, by
placing his Byomkesh
squarely in the middle of an
international conspiracy,
Banerjee does overstep the
purist line. An ordinary
search for a missing man
bleeds into a transnational
war to control the ginor-
mous opium trade that, if
successful, would make
Calcutta the drug capital of
the world. The Calcutta
police, helmed by a mostly
stiff-upper lip English man,
come across as bumbling
fools who, in the classic tra-
dition of Bollywood films,

are always a step behind the seasoned
detective. That Byomkesh single-hand-
edly averts disaster is to his credit, but
this fact invokes more than a usual dose of
suspending disbelief on the viewer’s part. 

Of course, none of this lessens the thrill
of the film. Banerjee takes great pains to
recreate the Calcutta of the 1940s, with
its bhadralok ethos masking chilling
undercurrents. I especially loved the night
scenes shot in the tantalising glow of the
lantern. The movie’s soundtrack, culled
from a number of independent artists,
complements its dark moodiness. This is
particularly true for the foot-tapping
Chase in Chinatown that plays just as the
action on the screen seems to tip over into
unexpected exposés. And I grudged what
was only the briefest fight sequence
towards the end that had all the makings
of a luscious ode to Tarantino. More of all
this in the next one, Dibakar, please!

Postscript: It’s surprising that
Banerjee has made a film about Kolkata so
late in his career. He grew up in Delhi, a
setting he employed to masterly effect in
both Khosla Ka Ghosla and Oye Lucky!
Lucky Oye! But clearly his conscience
would not have let him continue as a film
maker (not to mention the pressure he
would have doubtless faced from the cul-
turally conscious Bengalis) if he had not
returned to the land of his forefathers. In
that respect, his journey mirrors that of
another Bengali film maker, Shoojit Sircar.
Sircar made Yahaan set in Kashmir, the
wildly successful Vicky Donor set in Delhi
and Madras Cafe about the Tamil con-
flict in Sri Lanka, before finally returning
to Kolkata with this year’s Piku.

The thrill of 1940s
Calcutta
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Basu Chatterjee’s
Byomkesh unravelled
the most unsolvable of
cases solely on the dint
of his powers of
observation and
ratiocination. There is
very little of such
high-minded thinking
in Dibakar Banerjee’s.
Maybe, as with his
Hindi-inflected
Calcutta, Banerjee was
looking to reinvent the
cerebral Byomkesh for
a mass audience
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