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f every opinion poll says the Congress and allies will do badly in forthcom-
ing elections, the reasons are both numerous and obvious: sustained high
inflation, the economic slowdown, macroeconomic mismanagement that
has risked instability through a sovereign downgrade, and scandals to suit

every pocket. Crazy tax and other rules have frightened away foreigners and
Indian investors alike, while the failure to undertake serious reform has been
scandalous. Adding insult to injury are counterproductive new laws such as on
land acquisition, because of the scope it provides for delays and rent-seeking.
Before that there was the law on the right to education, including as it did regres-
sive provisions that discourage if not disable private educational establishments.

Also, there is the widespread perception of a power vacuum at the heart of
the government, and that strings are pulled by the party boss or bosses. The result
is an undeniable diminution of the office of the prime minister — which is not
just a subject of much tut-tutting and head-shaking but also a potentially dan-
gerous development. There is, finally, a suspicion that, deep within the bowels
of this government, lies extreme cynicism — about corruption, about craven
crony capitalism, about buying votes at the cost of economic progress, about
doing and saying whatever it takes to get past the day’s angry headlines. Millions,
therefore, will look back on this period with not just disappointment but perhaps
even anger.

A government that has in its ranks some stellar and some not-so-stellar
lawyers – some of them too clever by half – does not need your columnist to make
a case for the defence. The strange thing, though, is that there is a case for the
defence, if someone in the benighted government would have the gumption to
make it. Look at the obvious ones: the Maoists are on the run (no more the old
talk of 160 districts being affected), and there is less unrest in the Kashmir val-
ley than at any point since 1989. Internal security is, therefore, a good-news sto-
ry. External security had been neglected for years (resulting in a depleted air force,
an ageing submarine fleet, ancient fighting ships, and an army without some
essential wherewithal to fight), but this government has spent more money and
effort than any previous one to bolster the country’s armaments and defence
capability. It has been slow going, and is still work in progress, which is why the
Chinese can poke a finger in our eye whenever they want, but much ground has
been covered.

The country is ahead of the curve on achieving several Millennium
Development Goals by the United Nation’s target year of 2015. Some have already
been achieved, like halving the extent of poverty since 1990, achieving univer-
sal primary education and halving the percentage of people without access to safe
drinking water. Others will fall marginally short, like halving the population with-
out access to sanitation facilities. And the maternal mortality rate will have fall-
en by a creditable 68 per cent in 25 years, but will fall short of the target of 75 per
cent reduction. Some targets will be missed by a mile, but most indicators
(including levels of hunger) show substantial improvement.

Meanwhile, agriculture has enjoyed record growth and impressive crop
diversification, so that more money jingles in rural pockets — of cultivators and
labourers alike. Then there is infrastructure, which is a patchy story but which
has improved with record investment. The country now has better roads and air-
ports, access to telecommunications has grown at lightning speed, and there is
a dramatic increase in power generation capacity. These and others like them are
considerable achievements. One suspects, though, that the operative reality
will be what Mark Antony said of Julius Caesar, “The evil that men do….”
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Not all bad
Can this government’s record be defended?

Arecent meeting of the Mont Pelerin Society I
organised in the Galapagos Islands on the
theme of “evolution, the human sciences and

liberty” brought together some of the world’s lead-
ing neuroscientists, evolutionary psychologists,
geneticists and social scientists to discuss what
answer recent advances in these human sciences
provide to the fundamental question, “what is
human nature?”. 

One session was on the human animal as a war-
rior. Richard Wrangham provided an excellent
summary of evidence on the evolutionary origins of
human violence following his path-breaking book
(with Dale Peterson), Demonic Males. He argued
persuasively that war is part of our evolutionary
psychology (particularly in males). His Harvard col-
league Steven Pinker accepts this but argues that
because of a complex set of social and cultural fac-
tors war may now be defunct. This was the view I dis-
puted in my own paper. 

I read Professor Pinker’s monumental door-stop-
per of a book, The Better Angels of Our Nature, in my
study in New Delhi in May. I could not help thinking
that I was about six minutes flying time away from
nuclear missiles from Pakistan to my west, and that
to my north the heavily armed People’s Liberation
Army had just made an illegal incursion 12 miles into
Ladakh. This made it difficult to believe that
Professor Pinker’s “better angels” were about to take
over the world.

My own view of human nature was heavily influ-
enced by David Hume, who wrote: “There is some
benevolence, however small ... some particle of the
dove kneaded into our frame, along with the ele-
ments of the wolf and serpent.” From Professor
Pinker’s comprehensive survey of the mounting
neuroscientific and socio-biological evidence, it is
clear that the genial Scot, sitting in his study con-
templating his fellow creatures, had got it right. 

Where Professor Pinker has gone wrong is in
attributing what he terms the Long Peace to the var-
ious social processes he discusses at length; they
have allowed the dove to tame the wolf and the ser-

pent in at least the developed countries. In my own
book on war and peace, In Praise of Empires, I devel-
oped a framework that emphasised the importance
of empires (or global hegemons) – the equivalent of
Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan in international affairs
– in maintaining global order and thereby peace in
an otherwise anarchical society. I surveyed the rise
and fall of empires since antiquity to show how they
provided the order needed to pursue the elementary
and universal goals that David Hume maintained
any society must pursue for any social life to exist.
These are: first, to secure life against violence that
leads to death or bodily harm; second, that promis-
es once made are kept; third, the stabilisation of
possessions through rules of property. Through their
Pax, these empires maintained peace and prosper-
ity, and their decline and fall led to both domestic
disorder and the disintegration of the enlarged eco-
nomic spaces they had created. 

True, these ancient empires did not seek to end
various barbarous violent practices that were very
much part of their “cosmological beliefs”, and
Professor Pinker is right in stating the importance of
what he calls the “civilising and humanitarian
processes”, whose evolution I also traced in my
Unintended Consequences. But nevertheless these
have been insufficient to tame the instincts of the
wolf in all civilisations, and the role of empires in
maintaining peace and prosperity in their domains
cannot be gainsaid.

Thus, despite its abhorrent cultural practices by
the standard of contemporary norms, the Roman
Empire had, through its Pax Romana, brought
unprecedented peace and prosperity to the inhabi-
tants of the Mediterranean littoral for nearly a mil-
lennium. When it collapsed, the ensuing disorder
and the destruction of the imperial economic space
led to a marked fall in the standards of living of the
common people inhabiting the fallen empires. 

In his history of war and peace, Professor Pinker
completely neglects the rise and fall of empires. The
graph depicts his Long Peace. It does not, as he
claims, show that war is now defunct. For it depicts

the long struggle for the mastery of Europe, to cre-
ate another Roman empire (albeit Holy) after the fall
of Rome, and the success first of the British in the
19th century and then the United States after the
Second World War in creating global empires that
mitigated international anarchy. 

Thus, during the post-medieval period since
1500, with the consolidation of European nation-
states, religious wars were fought to a stalemate.
They only ended with the Peace of Westphalia in
1648. But after a brief lull of peace, they resumed
their conflicts in wars for the mastery of Europe —
till, with its victory in the Napoleonic Wars, Britain
established its global imperium in 1820. But by 1870
Britain’s long imperial decline had begun.
Challenged by the emerging great powers, Germany
and the US, and temporarily Russia, the British were
willing but unable to maintain their hegemony. 

The US, which became a partner rather than a
competitor of Britain in the First World War, there-
after turned inwards and was unwilling to take over
or share Britain’s imperial responsibility for main-
taining global order. This led to the global disorder of
the interwar years. It lasted till after the Second World
War, when a duopoly of empires (the US and the
Soviet Union) succeeded in maintaining some glob-
al order — with the mutual assured destruction of
nuclear weapons preventing a direct war between the
two superpowers, and their continuing competition
being limited to proxy wars. With the implosion of
the Soviet Union, the US became the sole super-
power, and the era of warfare depicted in Professor
Pinker’s graph came to an end.

Hence, the Long Peace is the result of the
empires established by Britain in the 19th century
and by the US in the late 20th century. With the
West again turning inwards, and the current glob-
al order being threatened by the rising power of
China, there is an emerging struggle for the mastery
of Asia. India is at the centre of this coming mael-
strom. It cannot afford to believe that the dove in
our nature has now replaced the wolf in interna-
tional relations. 

The dove and the wolf
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People inundated me with advice
(most extremely useful) before I
moved to Mumbai many years

ago. One, in particular, stands out. “If
you’re travelling late at night in the local
train, get into the last coach,” said the
advice giver, an older woman. “That’s
where all the prostitutes sit on their
way home, and they’ll look out for you.
Better than sitting in an empty com-
partment,” she added. Out of laziness,
I never did take the last train, but I
always wondered at the possibility of a
coach full of strong women, ready to
protect their own. 

In all of India’s states, public trans-
port is something you are cautioned
about. Travelling alone in Bangalore is
a bit of a sport: you are told it isn’t safe,
despite the apparently gentle faces of
the rickshaw drivers. “Take a cab,”
you’re urged, even if you have to pre-
book one before you leave for your
engagement. It seems as if you are
always juggling how you will get home
— that’s the first question you con-
cerned friends and relatives ask before
you leave the house in New Delhi. A
woman can’t step out
without a back-up plan, a
phone call to a friend
who lives nearby, and an
extra wad of cash in her
purse for a radio taxi ride. 

I can very vividly
remember the last time I
took a local bus, for the
15 kilometres to college. If you missed
the AC “chartered” bus, you had to take
the 534, all the way from east Delhi to
the heart of south Delhi, where the
ladies’ seats were taken by women who
woke up earlier and went to the bus
stop earlier. I stood and was jostled by
men; it was too crowded for major
fondling, but I learnt to wear my back-
pack on my front and keep my bottom
away from pinchers, not even resting it
against the metal pillars. I learnt to
drive soon after. If it hadn’t been for
those buses, I would probably be taking
public transport to this day. 

Public transport in India is about the
men. Even in the hallowed Delhi Metro,
held up as a shining example, the
women are shunted into the zenana,
while the “general” compartment is
basically the “men’s” section. Women
are treated as the other, whether it’s
their allocated seats on buses right next
to the seats for the differently abled or in

the trains of India — the long-distance
coaches have now done away with the
ladies coupe, but you can’t get kicked off
a train on an RAC (reserved against can-
cellation) seat, if you’re a single woman
travelling alone. In Mumbai, the ladies’
coach is often next to the one for the
differently abled, illustrated with an
image of a crab (for cancer). Once I got
on that one by mistake and was shout-
ed at in Marathi by a man in a white
kurta pajama — who, in retrospect,
looked perfectly healthy to me. 

Even on semi-private transport – the
auto, the cab and so on – you’re at the
mercy of the male drivers. A little illus-
tration made the rounds on Facebook —
what you should do if your auto driver
misbehaves. “Wrap your scarf around
his neck and pull,” said one point; “call
someone, and pretend you are, and give
them his registration number in a lan-
guage he’s sure to understand,” said
another. I notice that when you are a
single female traveller in an auto, at traf-
fic lights the men around you start to
hone in, like so many mosquitoes
towards a light. Like mosquitoes too,
you can’t swat them all away. More often
than not, my auto driver is pulled into
the role of my defender: he has to drive
faster than them or slow down so they

overtake, and it must be
so exhausting to be him,
to be responsible for
someone who he proba-
bly believes shouldn’t be
travelling alone at all. 

A leading radio taxi
company hired a driver
in Bangalore who

refused to play the role. “I’m not going
any further,” he said, annoyed that I
didn’t know directions to the friend’s
house I was staying at. “I don’t live
here,” I said, but his mind was made up,
I was not his responsibility. When I
called the company to complain, they
said they would send him a letter of
warning. And that’s where they abdi-
cated their responsibility as well. How
I wish I had the confidence to just step
out of the cab and not pay him for the
journey! But it was late at night and I
needed him more than he needed me. 

My aim is to be an independent
woman, regardless of what country I
live in. I can never fully be that in India,
where even waiting for a bus is flirting
with danger, where even the men who
ferry us around this teeming country
are not on your side. 

Meenakshi Reddy Madhavan is the 
author of Cold Feet

OPINION 11
>

We cannot allow ourselves to believe that war is becoming defunct, argues DDeeeeppaakk  LLaall

The microwave oven was a lit-
tle more than just that. It
was elegantly designed and

was given to us years ago by my
late brother-in-law when he used
to stay in Singapore. OK, I am
being sentimental, but a bit of him
was there permanently in one
corner of our kitchen, although his
genial self was no longer around to
cheer us up. 

Then, one day, the oven gave
up. We called the mechanic. He
charged ~200 for the visit and

declared that the “card” of the
microprocessor-based appliance
had burnt out and Panasonic nei-
ther produced the model nor mar-
keted its components in India any
more. You could import the card,
but it would cost a pile and come
without a warranty. “Sensible to
buy a new one,” he declared with
cryptic insensitivity and left. How
can you throw away a thing like
that, I thought, which is so elegant-
ly designed and still looks so smart.

Then, a few days ago, our Sony
music system, which had changed
our lives for a decade, gave up.
Another mechanic came, took one
look and declared the entire disc-
changing mechanism had to be
changed. The damages? Around
~6,000. “Difficult to come by these
components, as the company
doesn’t make these systems any
more,” he explained. Then, as he
tuned on the FM radio, which still
worked fine, the room filled with
quality sound. If the speakers
(lungs and vocal cord, if you like)

were still so good, then why throw
away the whole thing, I wondered.

The last straw was our Tata
Indigo car. I asked a friend who is a
car buff to suggest a good garage
where I could get the alternator
repaired. His reply was precise:
since your car is over five years old,
get rid of it and go in for a new one. 

The advice to throw away
things after they have done some
years, I thought ruefully, was like
asking me to call it a day when all
I may need is a pacemaker —
something that is neither insignif-
icant nor inexpensive, but can and
should be implanted when the rest
of the system still has a good bit of
life left in it. 

The problem is not with tech-
nology or workmanship – the two
keep making tremendous progress
– but the way consumer durables
are marketed. Ever since post-War
prosperity took hold and ordinary
families began to own TVs, wash-
ing machines and cars, appliance
manufacturers hit upon a unique

strategy. Stop overdesigning things
that you can proudly claim will last
a lifetime. Design so that as soon as
the clock strikes midnight to mark
the completion of five years or
so, the appliance conks out.
Galloping technology, powered by
the microprocessor, will be ready
with a new model with more fea-
tures to keep you engaged for the
next five years — until it is time to
go in for a replacement. And what
is junked will keep adding to the
world’s junkyards. 

Soon there was a term for it –
planned obsolescence – and it
came to be symbolised by the Intel-
Microsoft duo. Keep designing
more complex operating systems
that need more powerful proces-
sors so that every so often there is
a new operating system and a chip
to go with it, making the previous
incarnation passé, obsolete and
impossible to upgrade. Now that
the latest incarnation has arrived,
glasses that can compute, I am
waiting for the computer that will
be able to see. Then a pair of cor-
rection lenses will be as cheap as a
tablet, not the one you pop into
your mouth but the one that helps
you junk your laptop. 

Life would have gone on nicely
but for the fact that the world soon
woke up to an entirely new prob-
lem: a lot of the planet’s resources
were non-renewable. Since there
was a threat of running out of such
resources, commodity prices
zoomed, thereby putting paid to
the business model that depended
for survival on the insatiable
appetite of the consumer and the
fickleness of his attention span. 

When concerns over resources
and what to do with our junk first
surfaced, I had a great conversa-
tion in Delhi with a diplomat from
the European Union. I said I so
liked the Volvo car, which looked
like a tank but gave you such a stur-
dy ride and lasted for as long as you
wanted to use it. He couldn’t agree
more and extolled the virtues of the
Ambassador, which could merrily
do 300,000 kilometres with its
engine being redone not once but
twice. What had derailed the world,
we both agreed, were the Japanese
who made us junk perfectly good
devices every few years. The time
had come for modular designs that
allowed upgrades endlessly. 
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Throw out obsolescence

Looking backfive years to the
subprime crisis, it is clear
that one underlying cause

was the conflict of interest caused
by the way in which Wall Street
structures compensation. 

Traders – the agents of finan-
cial institutions – receive most of
their compensation for taking risky
positions. They are rewarded
quickly via quarterly and annual
bonuses, while those positions can
potentially blow up years later.
This structure creates an incentive

for the agent to generate large vol-
umes without caring about long-
tail, long-term risks to the princi-
pal. Compensation structures
haven’t changed much, and the
existing agent-principal conflicts
will, sooner or later, cause yet
another bubble. 

Wall Street (and Dalal Street as
well) lives with another conflict of
interest due to “soft dollars”.
Brokerages offer “free” investment
advice to clients and make it up in
brokerage. The advice may, of
course, be geared to generating
trading volume, rather than gen-
erating higher returns. 

Consulting major McKinsey
had a two-decade internal argu-
ment about fee structures when it
started servicing biotechnology
and internet businesses. These
clients preferred to pay in equity
and some also negotiated for con-
tingency fees and earn-outs. If
McKinsey got them new business
or saved expenses, it could keep a
percentage of gains. 

All these arrangements set up

conflicts. The incentives to fatten
fees may lead to advice that is not
in the client’s interest. Equity-
based compensation is a mine-
field either way. If the company
goes bust, the consultant gets
zilch. If the equity rockets up,
there are problems in the internal
division of spoils. McKinsey set
up a committee to
value such uncon-
ventional struc-
tures. It decided
that at least 50 per
cent of fees had to
be paid in normal
ways to reduce, if
not eliminate,
such conflicts. 

Agent-princi-
pal conflicts involving public ser-
vants are also at the heart of cor-
rupt practices. The state has goals.
If it structures compensation the
wrong way, it creates the wrong
incentives and the personal goals
of its servants diverge from those
of the state. 

The state’s compensation to

bureaucrats and politicians has
three components. It pays a salary,
which isn’t large. It also offers perks
like housing, transport and vari-
ous allowances. These have a value
larger than the salary. But they are
not easily monetised. The third
component is power. Every public
servant has some discretionary
power. It is easy to monetise this
and the monetary value is magni-
tudes more than salary and perks.
This is where corruption starts. 

Consider how
much people are will-
ing to spend to
become members of
Parliament (MPs) and
match that against
salaries and perks.
An MP receives a tax-
free salary and
allowances of ~1.3
lakh a month, or ~78

lakh over a five-year term. If we
assume the value of perks is about
twice as much, we’re talking
roughly ~2.4 crore post-tax com-
pensation over a full term. 

The Election Commission has
an official spending limit of ~2 crore
per political party, per constituen-
cy, including a candidate’s person-

al expenditure limit of ~40 lakh.
Estimates for actual spending per
candidate per constituency range
between ~5 crore and ~8 crore for
every “serious” candidate. The dif-
ference between the election spend
and what the MP receives in salary
and perks is the lower limit of what
the MP hopes to make by monetis-
ing the power component. 

Similarly, rough estimates can
be made about the monetisable
value of an Indian Administrative
Service, Indian Police Service, or
Indian Revenue Service officer’s
power by offsetting the going
dowry rates against the salary and
perks, which the officer will receive
over his career. The difference is
the net present value of the pro-
jected future power component
and it may run into crores. 

The only way to reduce cor-
ruption is to reduce the power
component, perhaps while hiking
salary and perks. It is difficult to
see this happening since the peo-
ple who benefit from the current
compensation structure are the
ones who would have to opt to
change it. This conflict of interest
pretty much ensures that corrup-
tion is irreducible. 

The conflicts still with us

The state has goals. 
If it structures
compensation the
wrong way, it creates
the wrong incentives
and the personal
goals of public
servants diverge from
those of the state
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Unfriendly roads

A woman can’t step out
without a back-up
plan, a phone call to a
friend who lives nearby,
and an extra wad of
cash in her purse for a
radio taxi ride

WAR AND PEACE
Percentage of years in which the greatpowers fought
one another 1500-2000

Source: From Steven Pinker (2011). Graph adapted from Levy & Thompson, 2011. 
Data are aggregated over 25-year periods


