
V
isitors from less privileged cities (and less privileged parts of the the
city) marvel at the broad avenues and splendid greens that mark the
colonial heart of the capital. More frequent visitors (and Delhi-ites,
of course) notice that every now and then the shape and colour of

kerb-stones in the central “bungalow zone” has changed — yet again. This has
been going on for decades. One year the kerb-stones are made of local stone,
the next they have been replaced by concrete blocks, only to be replaced in turn
by local stone — but of a different shape. Sometimes they are square with sharp
corners, other times the edges have been smoothed into curves, and on occa-
sion there is even some bevelling done as an extra flourish. Sometimes red sand-
stone, associated with the city ever since it was used for the Central Secretariat,
gets used for kerb-stones as well.

This creativity is overseen by the cash-rich New Delhi Municipal Council
(which is responsible for this privileged zone), while less wealthy municipal
bodies in the rest of the city struggle for funds. The babus who play with the
shape, size and raw material of kerb-stones also fool around with their colour.
The current talking point is a strange pink-green combination, introduced in
recent weeks. The pattern earlier was either black and white, or yellow and black
— both of which get easily picked up by car headlights. Pink and green do not,
so as an after-thought they are adding intermediate stripes of white. What next?
Mamata Banerjee’s Kolkata blue?

The desire for constant change extends to the fencing around parks and
lesser green patches. Early denizens of the city will recall a uniform pattern of
single green wire that used to be curved and serially overlapped, making for
fencing that was simple, low-cost, attractive and people-friendly (you could step
over them and get onto a patch of green without the risk of your trouser or sari
ripping because it had got caught in a sharp edge to the metal). That simple and
elegant design made way long ago for a vast and ever changing array of fenc-
ing designs. All of them taller, sharper, with complicated curly-wees, and all of
them more costly and reflecting an undisciplined creativity. Gone in the
process is a signature design.

The Commonwealth Games of 2010 became an opportunity to re-introduce
uniformity — which naturally meant ripping up every kerb-stone in sight and
putting in new ones. New flagstone walkways were laid as side-walks, and new
signages came up (personally hand-picked, it was said, by the then chief min-
ister — who also chose new lamp-post designs and got into trouble for the
bother). Nothing was wrong with most of the earlier lamp-posts; and many of
the new signages came up in the middle of the new walkways, so you have to
either walk around them (which means getting off the flagstones) or risk bang-
ing your head. If you have a sharp eye, you would also have noticed the mangled
spellings used for roads named after illustrious personages, national and foreign. 

Galbraith wrote half a century ago in his Ambassador’s Journal that New
Delhi was a city that was perennially being dug up for one reason or other. That
has not changed. Either the babus in charge of the zone are under-employed
and feel the need to create work for themselves, or (more likely) new contracts
for public works mean more kickbacks. Whichever the reason, the privileged
heart of the capital tells us of the problems with governance, even (or espe-
cially) when there is no shortage of money: the lack of systemic thinking, the
absence of attention to detail, the penchant for wasteful spending, the poor
comprehension of design and consistency, and at bottom an absence of plain
good sense.
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The other day Arthur
Brooks, president of the
conservative think tank

American Enterprise Institute
(AEI), stood up at a podium in
Delhi and declared himself a
“moral warrior” of capitalism, rar-
ing to carry out god’s moral com-
mandment to lift people out of
poverty with an economic cock-
tail of what he called “abundance
without attachment”. This was in
the auditorium of the World
Wildlife Fund. How sweet is that?

Mr Brooks said that he’d met a
monk who explained that people
are dissatisfied despite growing
prosperity because of their
attachment to money. If you
ditch the attachment, said Mr

Brooks, then you can be happy-
and preferably rich. If this were
coming from just another mid-
dle-aged man reorienting his pri-
orities after a personal epiphany,
it would be boring. Coming from
the president of the AEI, it sounds
a little disingenuous.

The AEI has been accused of
trying to bribe journalists to diss
the United Nations’
Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change report. It has
claimed that non-governmental
organisations can “undermine the
sovereignty of constitutional
democracies”. As a proponent of
big business, and as a recipient of
a lot of big business funding, it
helped craft the Bush adminis-
tration’s Iraq policy. It is the burn-
ing heart of neo-conservatism.

And yet, the AEI has warm
relations with the Dalai Lama, a
self-professed Marxist — and it
was the Dalai Lama who reached
out to the AEI.

I know nothing about eco-
nomics and am open to the con-
ventional view that when it comes
to fighting poverty, capitalism
really is the best of a bunch of bad
options. But you’d have to be a
much truer believer than me to

put your scepticism aside.
According to Mr Brooks, peo-

ple all over the world fail to under-
stand that capitalism is not about
some people grabbing ever more
out of a limited pie, but an end-
lessly self-generating system of
having more and more for every-
one so that evermore poor people
are lifted out of poverty. It is in
disseminating this truth, he said,
that the proponents of capitalism
have failed. How, then, he won-
dered, do we sell the god-man-
dated moral imperative that is
capitalism in India?

If that seems like a lot of
loaves-and-fish stuff it is because,
for Mr Brooks and for much of
conservative America, capitalism
really is an article of faith. “Faith
comes first,” said Mr Brooks. “The
markets must reinforce that
morality.” Given how much the
right sneers at the left’s perceived
“moralism”, it was refreshing to
watch a torchbearer of the right
get on a panel titled “Capitalism
and compassion: Why morality
matters in a market economy”
and struggle to figure out, if not
why capitalism does not equal
social justice, at least why rich
people are not happier.

Mr Brooks flung “greed is
good” to the ground, spat on it
and ground it into the dust with
his boot, calling it “one of the sev-
en deadly sins”. He and his co-
panelist, Gurcharan Das, were sad
about the fact that so many peo-
ple in the world think of capital-
ism as a dirty word.

Perhaps you have to acknowl-
edge – to more directly feel, as so
many people in India do – that
capitalism operates within a pol-
icy framework that is easily
manipulated by the rich primari-
ly to benefit the rich, because
people, especially powerful peo-
ple, are much less hung up on
morals than is strictly desirable.
You have to acknowledge that
land rights are legislated out of
the fingers of traditional com-
munities and landholders, that
environmental concerns are
thrown out the window, that
peaceful protests – against dis-
placement (to make way for min-
ing), risk (living near a nuclear
plant), or health problems
(because of environmental pol-
lution) – are swiftly beaten down
to get projects up and moving.

The United States has institu-
tionalised this manipulation in

the art of lobbying, which at least
has the virtue of being more trans-
parent, though that only means
that you get to watch less “moral”
capitalists at work. AEI-style cap-
italism has traditionally been
sweet on access to markets, not
on uplifting the poor. If access to
markets uplifts the poor, well,
super. It’s hard to believe that Mr
Brooks’ attempt to flog capitalism
in India with a palatable spiritual
imperative is not just another
marketing tactic for the good old
morals-free stuff.

And yet, there’s something
about the man that makes you
wonder whether he might not be
serious; whether he might not
sincerely be trying to recast cap-
italism in a kinder, gentler
mould. Is it just a cynical public
relations stunt? Is Mr Brooks
leading a capitalist group thera-
py session, or is he just some
lonesome quixotic character tilt-
ing at moral windmills while the
rest of his economic brethren
snigger at him? Is American cap-
italism really ready for reform?
And is that person who’s going
“ROFL” the loudest, in fact, the
Indian capitalist?

It will be interesting to watch.

The morality of the markets, ROFL (or not?)

Alittle learning, it’s said, is
a dangerous thing. Two
living exemplars of the

phrase in recent days are Smriti
Irani and Zameeruddin Shah,
for their ill-judged and obsolete
ideas on education and campus
management. The human
resource development minis-
ter’s belief that teaching German
in schools should be chucked in
favour of Sanskrit, and the
Aligarh Muslim University vice-
chancellor’s view that allowing
girls into the main library will
lead to “four times more boys

trooping in”, boils down to a
basic question: should former
TV actresses and retired gener-
als be put in charge of educa-
tional policy and university
administration? 

Ms Irani’s latest move has even
caused a diplomatic frisson – the
German chancellor raised the
issue with the Indian prime min-
ister in Brisbane – but she’s no
stranger to controversy. Her so-
called degree from Yale University
turned out to be a six-day crash
course she took with other mem-
bers of Parliament; and ever since
Narendra Modi’s “chhoti behen”
(as he endearingly called her after
the good fight she gave Rahul
Gandhi in Amethi) became min-
ister, her ratings are focused on
how to keep Hindutva’s votaries
smiling. Demands by the stu-
dents’ wing of the Bharatiya
Janata Party led to the messy busi-
ness of rolling back the four-year
undergraduate degree at Delhi
University to three years. She then
appointed a local Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh leader as

chairman of a technology insti-
tute in Nagpur after he wrote her
a grovelling letter; and in the pres-
ent case, she is promoting a cam-
paign by the Sanskrit Shikshak
Sangh. The organisation’s presi-
dent, D K Jha, has several way out
ideas — he believes that “learning
Sanskrit gives you happiness,
decreases the chances of suicide ...
acquisition of wealth is a second-
ary aim, but Sanskrit can help in
that, too”. His cohort V Dayalu
says that Sanskrit can bring down
the crime rate. They are of the
same ilk as Dinanath Batra, whose
prolonged litigation resulted in
the pulping of Sanskrit scholar
Wendy Doniger’s book.   

If learning Sanskrit can do
more than what Colonel Pickering
dreamed of in My Fair Lady, it
should be made compulsory in
police academies, jails and legis-
latures, not just Kendriya
Vidyalayas. No one in the ensuing
storm has actually sought the
opinion of what the majority of
70,000 students in 500 schools –
who are expected to change

courses mid-stream – wish to
study. Like Mr Shah in Aligarh
who never asked the girls of
Abdullah College which library
they preferred before shooting his
mouth off, and compounded his
error by blaming the media, Ms
Irani has opened a Pandora’s box.
Capitulating to the Saffron
Brigade’s demand in centrally
administered schools has given
outfits like the Sanskrit Shikshak
Sangh new ballast: they are now
brazenly asking for a ban on
teaching of any foreign language
in any school, public or private.
Mr Jha has threatened “strong
action” and taking the matter to
court if it doesn’t happen.

If learning is about choice,
then reducing rather than increas-
ing language options, effectively
means shutting out the world — a
disastrous prospect in a country
where education is already at a
low premium. A Status of
Education survey by the leading
non-governmental organisation
Pratham, in fact, confirms the
sharp decline in the reading abil-

ity of children, especially in gov-
ernment schools. According to
the report, carried out in schools
across 567 districts and covering
600,000 children, 45 per cent of
the students enrolled in the age
group 3-16 (Class I-VIII) in rural
areas attended private schools; in
some states the enrollment rate
for girls had actually declined.
Rukmini Banerji, in charge of the
survey, found “the decline ... very
worrying”. But she nailed the
problem by adding, “We have
spent many years getting our chil-
dren into school, now it is time to
see what we learn from them.”

As education minister Ms Irani
should be worried about the state
of education nationwide rather
than fuelling a German-versus-
Sanskrit row in 500 schools
sparked off by a bunch of Hindu
zealots. And, as a mother, what
are the preferences her own
school-going children exercise —
Sanskrit over a foreign language?
Or Vedic science before physics
and chemistry? Like the misguid-
ed general at Aligarh Muslim
University who learnt the impor-
tance of discretion before valour
too late, Ms Irani’s saffron-tinted
serial will backfire badly.

Why a little learning is dangerous 
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I n September, my wife and I toured Indo-China.
After seeing the glories of the partially restored
Hindu temples of Angkor Wat, we cruised down

past the lush fields of the reversed Mekong River
from Siem Reap to Saigon, making various stops –
including at Phnom Penh – on the way. There was
one striking feature of the Cambodians we met who
could speak English: they were about the same age
as my daughter, born in 1980. I had seen a similar
phenomenon when I first visited China in 1985 as a
guest of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences: the
age distribution of the Chinese academics was bipo-
lar. They were either very young (just
out of graduate school) or else the
very old, and had returned from the
pig farms they had been sent to dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution, when the
intermediate generation had all
become uneducated Red Guards. 

On our stops we visited the chill-
ing museums of the Golgotha of
skulls left by the Khmer Rouge and
the notorious secret prison and exter-
mination centre at the Tuol Sleng
Museum of Genocide, where the
archives of the torture and murder of
about 14,000 educated Cambodians
are graphically presented. Ben Kiernan (in The Pol
Pot Regime) details how Pol Pot’s regime emptied the
cities, abolished money, put everyone to work in
the fields, separated families, fed the workers gruel
in communal halls to meet unrealistic targets of
exporting rice, smashed the skulls of educated pro-
fessionals and intellectuals (to equalise human cap-
ital or “status inequalities” – see below), and forced
mass marriages with the disabled and “ugly” (a la
Amartya Sen’s “capabilities approach” to equality).
This was the ultimate socialist Utopia: an inden-
tured agrarian state where all inequalities, including
those inherited, had been abolished. The regime
could rightly claim in a secret document in 1975
that “compared with the revolutions in China, Korea
and Vietnam, we are 30 years ahead of them”. 

Whilst drifting down the Mekong and visiting
the remains of this socialist nightmare, I was also
slowly ploughing through the latest livre du jour,
Thomas Piketty’s neo-Marxist tome Capital in the
21st Century, with a tremendous sense of déjà vu. For
in the mid- and late 1970s, when there had been a

great surge of interest in questions of income and
wealth distribution, I wrote two review articles:
“Distribution and Development” (World
Development 4(9) 1976)) surveying a plethora of
books concerning developing and developed coun-
tries, including the World Bank volume
Redistribution with Growth co-authored by Hollis
Chenery and others, including Montek Singh
Ahluwalia; and a review of John Roemer’s A General
Theory of Exploitation and Class (in the Journal of
Economic Behavior and Organization, 1986).     

In the first, I had argued that this new interest in
distributional questions was the
result of the mid-1960s to early 1970s
crisis of American politics and eco-
nomics. Since the rise of the Soviet
Union, Western liberal democracies
have been haunted by the possible
irreconcilability of the two
Enlightenment ideals of liberty and
equality. In the post-Second World
War boom, it seemed America had
established the Good Society, where
residual problems of class and group
conflict could be easily resolved. But
with the failure of traditional
attempts to solve the problems of

poverty and race, the questioning of whether equal
access to education could reduce inequalities of
opportunity, and the sharpening of domestic con-
flicts during the Vietnam war, the views of the pre-
vious decade about the end of ideology and conflict
in America began to seem complacent. Dealing with
the problems of equity seemed urgent.

This was reinforced by the inflationary pressures
in most OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-oper-
ation and Development) countries being seen as a
result of a “constant war of all against all” for a larg-
er share of the national income. But with the resur-
gence of monetarism, Thatcher’s and Reagan’s par-
tial adoption of classical liberal economic policies,
and the dissolution of the countries of “really exist-
ing socialism”, the Goldilocks decades that followed
were seen as “the end of history”. 

But history has a way of biting back. The Great
Crash of 2008 – and the obscene incomes derived
from rent-seeking by bankers it exposed, and which
were not punished – brought questions of equity
again to the fore. In earlier columns (“The case for

‘trickle-down’ ”, April 2013, and “Changing class in
America”, May 2013), I have dealt with the claims
that increased inequality of incomes and hardening
class distinctions threaten the American Dream.
These refute some of the claims made by Professor
Piketty and his associates about the path of future
income differentials in developed countries.

In my second review article, I had delineated
Professor Roemer’s distinction between feudal, cap-
italist and socialist exploitation. The former ceases
once rural producers are paid their marginal prod-
uct. Capitalist exploitation ceases once “there are no
differential endowments of produced goods”. But
there would still be socialist exploitation because of
“producers’ different endowments of inalienable
assets” like skills. He argued that even with the end-
ing of feudalism and capitalism, “if skills and needs
are truly inalienable, then those forms of property
cannot be socialised or eliminated”. The Pol Pot
regime belied this by chillingly showing how the
ultimate socialist Utopia could be reached, with all
human beings turned into institutional inmates —
with an albeit benevolent guardian dictating who
does what and gets what.

Professor Piketty does not advocate such a rad-
ical transformation of capitalism. But it is the
emphasis on inequalities of wealth, and their like-
ly perpetuation, that is the new wrinkle added in
Professor Piketty’s book. He is particularly against
inherited wealth, which he argues is unmerited,
and argues for a confiscatory global wealth tax, on
the grounds that this is needed to provide equality
of opportunity.

Here, Friedrich von Hayek’s discussion of
“Equality, Value and Merit” in the sixth chapter of
his The Constitution of Liberty is pertinent. As he
shows, the essential equality needed for a free soci-
ety is equality before the law. This recognises that
individuals are very different, but “the demand for
equality before the law means that people should be
treated alike in spite of the fact that they are differ-
ent”. It rules out any end-patterned distribution of
income or wealth enforced by the State. On inheri-
tance, Hayek argues that there is no “greater injus-
tice involved in some people being born to wealthy
parents than there is in others being born to kind or
intelligent parents. The fact is that it is no less of an
advantage to the community if at least some chil-
dren can start with the advantages which at any
given time only wealthy homes can offer than if
some children inherit great intelligence or are taught
better morals at home”.

Even the chairperson of the United States Federal
Reserve, Janet Yellen, who is also concerned with
rising inequalities of wealth (and incomes) in that
country, has noted that based on the Fed’s Survey of
Consumer Finances “inheritances are also common
among households below the top of the wealth dis-
tribution and sizeable enough that they may well
play a role in helping these families economically ...
I think the effects of inheritances for the sizeable
minority below the top that receive one are likely a
significant source of economic opportunity”. 

Professor Piketty’s tract is ultimately based on
envy. However, as Hayek noted, this human failing
is not one a free society can eliminate, but “it is
probably one of the essential conditions for the
preservation of such a society that we do not coun-
tenance envy, not sanction its demands by camou-
flaging it as social justice, but treat it, in the words of
John Stuart Mill, as ‘the most anti-social and evil of
all passions’ ”.

Inequality and envy
No free society can eliminate inequality 
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Recently, Home Minister Rajnath
Singh caused something of a furore
when he said that the Heisenberg
Uncertainty Principle, one of the foun-
dational concepts in modern theoreti-
cal physics, was based on the Vedas.
This was not a one-off: Mr
Singh, a former lecturer
in physics, made head-
lines when as Uttar
Pradesh chief minister he
introduced Vedic mathe-
matics in the 
state’s schools. 

Here, a well-known
political satirist imagines
what would happen if the
home minister chose to go
to the movies, and
watched the current sci-
ence-fiction hit,
Christopher Nolan’s
Interstellar:

Like any other regular moviegoer,
Rajnath Singh settled down
with a bag of popcorn to catch

the Friday matinee show of
Christopher Nolan’s quite incompre-
hensible but nevertheless highly
acclaimed sci-fi thriller, Interstellar.

He had been warned that he might
have to take in a second or a third
viewing, interspersed with a quick
review of “How to at least pretend that
you have understood Einstein’s
Theory of Relativity” if he wanted to
hold forth glibly later about the movie
during Lutyens’ Delhi get-togethers
— but the home minister pooh-
poohed those suggestions. He would
have preferred the dubbed Hindi ver-
sion, or even better the Sanskrit ver-
sion of the movie, but that was OK.
Sometimes, even he preferred the
original English scientific term to its
shuddha Hindi counterpart.

And unlike others, he had a strong
grounding in ancient Indian scrip-
tures combined with elements of for-
mal Western education. That made
him a formidable physicist. During
the interval, Mr Singh chided fellow
moviegoers for finding the relativity
of time a difficult concept to grasp.
“Come on. We know an hour on
Brahma lok is equivalent to 27 catu-
ryugas on Earth. You really should
have read your Bhagvat Purana before
coming to the movie,” he scoffed as
various neighbours resumed 
their seats.

By now, the plot was getting
whackier. The fifth-dimension beings,
accessing time-space points from 
the past … .

“Even I’m getting lost here,” Mr

Singh’s friend and colleague, a theo-
retical physicist from the Indian
Institute of Science, whispered. 

“You wouldn’t be saying that if you
had read your Rig,” retorted Mr Singh.

“What?” his colleague stammered.
“Don’t you see? The whole movie is

a mishmash of passages, concepts
from various ancient Indian scrip-
tures. And key portions of the latter

half of the movie have
been lifted from the sec-
ond mandala, fifth sukta
of the Rig.”

Mr Singh recited the
relevant passage, with
strict adherence to inflec-
tions and pronunciation,
to drive home his point
(translated version):

“Salutations to Indra,
our protector and 
benefactor.

Why is time relative?
It seems to dilate when I

am distressed but com-
presses to a fleck in times of

great joy when I am in the throes of Soma,
the most exhilarating of beverages.

O Rishis, what is the secret of time? O
denizens of the fifth dimension, eluci-
date these concepts, for my edification”

The theoretical physicist was
stunned. “You mean it’s all there in
our scriptures?” he stuttered.

“Yes, of course. Nuclear physics,
drone technology, in vivo fertilisation,
genetic cloning, weapons of mass
destruction, all of them have been
adumbrated at length in our ancient
scriptures. What’s your area 
of research?”

“String theory,” the scientist
answered.

“Then if I were you, I would wipe
the slate clean and start with a litera-
ture search — of the second mandala,
third sukta of the Rig along with the
Chandogya Upanishad,” said Mr
Singh, gently.

The scientist was now close to
tears. “If only we had had this con-
versation 10 years earlier … ,” he 
whispered. 

“Remember, it’s all Maya, and the
earth is but a tiny seed in a watermel-
on, which is being eaten by a giant
monkey according to the
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad,” added
Mr Singh.

“Oh my God! That’s what String
Theory also says! In a slightly 
different way!”

“There you go. Glad I was able to
guide you in your research,” said the
home minister, as Interstellar pro-
ceeded to its stunning climax.

C S Krishna is the co-author of the 2014
political satire Unreal Elections
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‘Don’t you see? The
whole movie
[Interstellar] is a
mishmash of
passages, concepts
from various ancient
Indian scriptures. And
key portions of the
latter half of the
movie have been
lifted from the second
mandala, fifth sukta
of the Rig’ 


