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an India’s public sector come to the rescue of the Indian economy?
That’s the question which the government has asked, in the finance min-
istry’s mid-year review of the economy. Some economists outside the
government, too, have been asking the question, since most of the lead-

ing private industrial groups are so burdened with debt that they are unable to make
fresh investments. Turning to the public sector for solutions would be a complete
swing away from the narrative of the last couple of decades, namely that the pub-
lic sector’s inefficiency was matched by the private sector’s efficiency. If it does not
look like such a neat equation any more, it is because many of our billionaires have
got neck-deep in debt in order to fuel their ambitions. In some cases are close to
drowning in debt — because of changes in the marketplace, disputes with the gov-
ernment on public-private partnership contracts, and sweeping court orders that
followed the unearthing of scams. 

While this raises questions about the quality of risk assessment in the big pri-
vate groups, and about standards of corporate governance, the fact to deal with is
that corporate debt is at record levels, even as profit margins have collapsed. The
government review says that Indian corporate debt in relation to equity is the high-
est in the world, and that one-third of companies have to borrow to pay interest
costs, because profits are not enough. Some business houses have been struggling
to hawk assets and reduce debt, with limited results — because businessmen are
unwilling to recognise losses incurred. The resulting investment famine affects oth-
er sectors, and also affected indirect tax revenue — which has grown by less than
inflation this year (in constant terms, revenue has fallen). The knock-on effects of
private sector profligacy (and, let’s note, of crony capitalism, too) are showing. 

Businessmen may complain, as they did at a closed-door session of the
Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) recently, that the Modi government is not
doing anything to help. But there is little the government can do. The Reserve Bank
could drop interest rates, but any serious cut in rates will take time to deliver, and
still more time to take effect. Mr Modi has now decided to personally monitor
stalled projects that involve investment of ~18 lakh crore (or 14 per cent of GDP).
But even if all government clearances come, who has the money to invest? 

The only real answer today, as the mid-year review argues, is: the government.
But that answer comes with questions. Investment could be financed if the gov-
ernment raised extra resources through taxation, but that is a non-option in the
middle of a continuing slowdown. The government could borrow more and
invest, but the history of public sector investment is that, outside of sectors like oil
marketing, the return on capital employed is lower than the government’s cost of
borrowing. The solution would have more votaries if new companies could be cre-
ated that match the record of the National Thermal Power Corporation (NTPC) or
of the Delhi Metro Rail Corporation (DMRC), and/or if the projects offer high
non-financial returns that help the rest of the economy perform better. Possibilities
today are the dedicated freight corridors, the Delhi-Mumbai industrial corridor and
perhaps the national broadband network. International financing is available for
some or all of these projects, and the way to access it may be through special pur-
pose vehicles that raise debt which the government guarantees. But this becomes
feasible only if the government can find men/women who can deliver well-run proj-
ects and companies, like D V Kapur who set up NTPC in the 1970s, 
V Krishnamurthy and R C Bhargava who set up Maruti, E Sreedharan who set up
DMRC, and Nandan Nilekani of Aadhaar fame. We need to find and empower a
dozen like them. That is where the government can and should be doing more. 
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Language can only poorly
approximate things that are
bodily felt: “lovesick”,

“bursting with happiness”, “heart-
broken”. Good poetry makes a
virtue of obliquity, but good poet-
ry is hard to write.

The world has been awash in
irreducible feelings this week, in
the wake of the Tehrik-e-Taliban’s
attack on the Army Public School
in Peshawar, in which 148 people
died, 132 of them children.

This event bleached the poten-
cy right out of language. Social
media tried hard to write its feel-
ings down, but even beautiful

expressions began to grate from
overuse. My heart twisted the first
time I read “The smallest coffins
are the heaviest”, but countless
iterations later it seemed cloying
and sentimental, and set my teeth
on edge. It felt like “collateral
damage”-words recycled end-
lessly until they have lost all
meaning. The word “martyred”
was also widely and wrongly used.
These children did not nobly sac-
rifice themselves. They were
killed while they were in school,
preparing for their futures.

Sentimentality, that counter-
feit emotion, does not belong any-
where near this event. A pretty
phrase is no shortcut through
what we should be feeling.
Repeating the story of what hap-
pened, to itself and to others, is
how the mind gradually surfaces
from the anaesthesia of shock to
begin the painful process of
acceptance. The attack in
Peshawar, which seems to
demand a thousand adjectives, in
fact, just leaves us silent before
the facts.

The facts are: the gunmen shot
the kids individually, point blank,

or executed them in a line like a
firing squad. They reached
beneath desks where kids were
hiding and pulled them out to kill
them. They fired indiscriminate-
ly. They asked who wanted to be
spared, and shot the children who
put up their hands. They shot
teachers and torched them with
gasoline, and made the kids
watch. They shot children in the
face, in the head, in the chest, in
the back. Kids were blown up with
explosives. Some survivors went
home from hospital after receiv-
ing first aid, and others are still
being treated for their wounds.

They, and their communities,
have unthinkable psychological
injuries. Children cradled their
dying friends in their arms. Some
played dead amid, or under, the
corpses of their schoolmates, until
it was all over. They blessed their
dead teachers for trying to pro-
tect them, and attended the end-
less funerals of friends, class-
mates, schoolmates and staff.

In silence, we need to take
stock, once again, of how and why
we have accepted the diminishing
of humanity to the point where

murdering children is said to be
justified by the murder of other
children, whose murder is called
collateral damage, which is justi-
fied in as many terms as it takes to
obscure the faces of dead chil-
dren. And after that silence, we
need to raise our voices. If killing
children is unconscionable, why
do we continue to allow it?

We grieve with all our hearts
for the children of Peshawar, who
were deliberately sought out and
killed, and for their communities.
We should grieve just as hard for
the children of Iraq or Syria or
West Asia or any number of other
conflict zones, instead of telling
ourselves that the poor little mites
were in the wrong place at the
wrong time, but what do you do,
that’s geopolitics. We should
grieve for the children killed in
communal riots all over India,
those killed inside the bodies of
women executed by the Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria, and those
killed by Boko Haram. We should
grieve for the foetuses and babies
we kill because they are girls.

Those are the children that die.
There are also those children who
are stricken by polio because their
parents consider the vaccine to be
anti-religious. Those who suffer
lifelong sickness from malnutri-

tion, those who are trafficked into
the sex trade and slavery, those
who are recruited into child
armies and crime, those who are
homeless and live by their wits,
those who lose their parents to
war, crime, religious fatwa, riots
and poverty. They pass their trau-
ma on to their children.

How many murdered chil-
dren and traumatised adults will
it take for citizens to stand up to
religious fundamentalism, state
and non-state violence, greed,
and other dominance-seeking
behaviour? Will the people of the
world continue to allow power-
ful men, men who own nuclear
codes, banking codes, social and
religious codes, and weaponry, to
keep killing children in the name
of god and country and keep
shrouding them in political jar-
gon? Can the much-scorned
peaceniks, mothers, secularists,
activists, civilians and protesters
say, loudly enough, that there is
no god, country, justification or
excuse worth killing children? 

The world claims to be in
unspeakable pain over the
Peshawar school attack. But if
the smallest coffins are the heav-
iest, why does the world seem so
able, and so willing, to carry so
many of them?

The pain threshold

At the bustling literary car-
nival hosted by The
Times of India in Mumbai

earlier this month, a leading
Indian publisher and British lit-
erary agent were asked how they
tackled the flow of frequently
unsolicited manuscripts that
landed on their desks. What was
the yardstick by which they
judged a work worthy of publi-
cation from the mounting “slush
pile”? David Godwin, the agent,
said he had a rule of thumb, and
it was quite simple. If a manu-
script held his attention from
beginning to the end, he would
back it wholeheartedly. David

Davidar, the publisher, agreed.
It didn’t matter what the genre
was – fiction, history, biography,
politics or travel writing – if the
material was original enough for
him to finish reading, he would
publish it. Literary ambitions so
often override limitations nowa-
days that many aspiring writers
seem to hold down day jobs
merely to hone their creative
outpourings after hours. Social
media, on the other hand, can
serve to compress rather than
expand the writer’s craft to an
evanescent degree. (The film
maker Shekhar Kapur showed
me haiku-like short stories he
composes to fit less than 120
characters on Twitter.)

As has long been the custom
with this column, here is my end-
of-the year listing of best books, in
conventional hardcover format.
Top of the list is Neel Mukherjee’s
compelling fictional narrative
The Lives of Others (Random
House; ~599) from the Man
Booker shortlist that darkly mir-
rors Kolkata’s decline in the late
1960s in the disintegration of a
joint family. Cast in the mould of
a cross-generation realist-bour-

geois novel, Mr Mukherjee’s gifts
enthrallingly capture the idiom
of spoken Bengali in English. Two
debut novels stood out: A Bad
Character (Penguin; ~499) by
Deepti Kapoor is a bold story of a
young woman’s alienation in
Delhi, and her seeking escape in
illicit sex and drugs. In lower,
even-handed key is Saskya Jain’s
Fire under Ash (Random House;
~499) of the cultural clash
unleashed in the 
capital’s Metroland.

In non-fiction, the standout
surprise was Naseeruddin
Shah’s memoir And Then One
Day (Penguin; ~699) that became
an instant critical and commer-
cial success. As an actor’s ability
to tread the boards at many lev-
els, and convey the timbre of life
before and beyond the foot-
lights, Shah’s combination of
swaggering critique and candid
self-scrutiny is summed up in
lines such as: “I am still often
mistaken for Om Puri or Girish
Karnad or Nana Patekar ... who
they get mistaken for, I don’t
know.” Shah-speak challenges
the idea that actors are often
mechanised marionettes and

that stardom is merely an arid
celebrity scam. From another
generation in Indian cinema an
original voice rang out, also with
pitch-perfect clarity:
Conversations with Waheeda
Rehman by Nasreen Munni
Kabir (Penguin; ~499) is a can-
did, an astute and a witty
account by a great star of the
golden screen. 

Biographies of living subjects
can end up as exercises in vanity
publishing. Out of Line: A Literary
and Political Biography of
Nayantara Sahgal by Ritu
Menon (Fourth Estate; ~699) is
the rare exception. Packed into a
layered life are insights into the
Nehru-Gandhi dynasty, the hard-
ships borne by a woman’s strug-
gle for independence and her rig-
orous nurturing of the fictional
imagination. The 87-year-old Ms
Sahgal lays bare her life with
uncompromising courage and
her biographer mines her large
archive with assiduous research
and sympathy. 

In a watershed election year
Rajdeep Sardesai’s 2014: The
Election That Changed India
(Penguin; ~599) is more than a
heat-and-dust campaign report
or turgid analysis of the making
and selling of Narendra Modi.
Text, subtext and context are

seamlessly interwoven in a
sharp-witted journalist’s story
that brims with information,
colour, political drama and per-
sonal anecdote. Among the many
battles recorded here are not just
of the main political parties and
contestants but of newsroom
warfare as played out on remorse-
less round-the-clock TV news.

Perhaps because things have
quietened down in the island-
nation, Samanth Subramanian’s
This Divided Island: Stories From
the Sri Lankan War (Penguin;
~499) did not receive the atten-
tion it deserved. Still, it is a pow-
erful account of the brutality and
violent reprisals of the Sri Lankan
war and the lives it changed — of
“how victory can be put to the
task of reshaping memory and
burying histories”.

A more luminously told 800-
year-old history, of Indian minia-
tures, comes from the art histori-
an B N Goswamy in The Spirit of
Indian Painting: Close Encounters
with 101 Great Works, 1100-1900
(Penguin; ~1,499). And if memory
is incomplete without taste,
unquestionably the best food
book of the year is Korma, Kheer &
Kismet: Five Seasons in Old Delhi
by Pamela Timms (Aleph; ~395).

Happy holiday reading, Merry
Christmas and a joyous New Year!

Best bookshelf of 2014
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In late October, my wife and I were in Jerusalem
for a week, where I was lecturing to a selected
group of 30 Israeli university students at a bian-

nual seminar series organised by a new think tank —
the Friedberg Economics Institute. Amongst the oth-
er lecturers was Poland’s former finance minister,
the architect of its post-Communist reforms, Leszek
Balcerowicz. I had last been in
Jerusalem in the late 1970s and was
interested in seeing how it had
evolved since then. My wife, though
an American Jew, had never been in
Israel. Her reaction – an inexplica-
ble sense of belonging in this Jewish
homeland – reminded me of the
deep emotional currents underlying
the continuing Palestinian imbroglio. 

One of the issues that I was inter-
ested in was the feasibility of the
two-state solution, which had
always seemed to me to be the only
answer to the mess the British had
made during their post-World War I Palestine man-
date, with the contradictory and irreconcilable
promises made to the Jews and the Arabs in the
Balfour Declaration. An incredible “security tour” of
Jerusalem that a South African-born Israeli had
organised for the lecturers at the seminar soon dis-
abused me of the credibility of this solution. The
tour started at Ammunition Hill — an iconic land-
mark of the 1967 Arab-Israeli Six-Day War that had
given Israel de facto control of a unified Jerusalem.
In the museum, we saw a movie of the tough fight for
this strategically important site.

It was, however, the view from the top of two
other sites – Nebi Samuel and Hussein’s Palace –
that were crucial in understanding the strategic sig-
nificance of Jerusalem to Israeli security. Looking
east from these hilltop outposts one could see
Amman across the Dead Sea, with Ramallah to the
north and Bethlehem to the south, and looking west

Tel Aviv and Gaza were visible close
by. The narrowness of the strip of
land separating all these areas aston-
ished me. Without controlling the
heights of Jerusalem, any armoured
invasion from the West Bank and
Jordan cannot be stopped in time.

We then drove through the Arab
and Jewish settlements, interlocked
cheek by jowl in East Jerusalem, sep-
arated by the meandering separation
Wall. At a checkpoint near the Arab
settlement of Kafr Aqab, our guide
used the VIP presence of Mr
Balcerowicz in our car to get an

armed police patrol to escort us to Hussein’s Palace,
as he had heard of stone-throwing by Palestinian
youth in a nearby Arab settlement. In 1967, King
Hussein had constructed the foundation and part of
the structure of his palace in East Jerusalem that
looked directly across the West Bank to Amman.
But with Israel’s annexation of East Jerusalem after
the Six-Day War, the palace remains in ruins. Our
guide’s plan to drive through the Arab settlement
was cut short as the police car escorting us had to
leave to deal with a disturbance in the settlement.

Only on returning to our hotel in the Jerusalem

hills did we learn that an Arab youth had driven a car
into a group of American tourists killing a baby at the
Ammunition Hill stop of the tram linking East to
West Jerusalem, where we had been just a few hours
before at the start of our tour. Since then there have
been numerous violent incidents – most often
involving lone Arab youths – the most notorious
being the attack on a synagogue in West Jerusalem.
In this atmosphere, it is difficult to imagine that the
Israelis would be able to trust the peaceful protes-
tations of any Palestinian state with its capital in
East Jerusalem. For various Arab terrorist groups
would be located only across the road from Jewish
Jerusalem, and would compete for its “liberation”.

There were two other surprising things I learnt.
I had assumed that given the insecurity of life in
Israel because of the ongoing conflict with the Arabs,
the young would be ambivalent about staying on in
Israel, particularly as with the information technol-
ogy revolution many of them have set up transna-
tional enterprises like the young engineer Michael
Eisenberg, who spoke at a dinner at the seminar. He
has set up an early-stage venture-capital fund that
has financed numerous internet ventures, and lives
and travels regularly between Israel, New York and
Silicon Valley. But the young students were all com-
mitted to staying on in Israel. They had all been or
were in the army, and particularly after the success
of the anti-missile Iron Dome in fending off 95 per
cent of the missiles Hamas had hurled in the recent
war in Gaza, were not too concerned about their
security under the current status quo.

The second surprise was to find that most of
them came from large families. One of the fears that
had underwritten the Israeli acceptance of the prin-
ciple of a two-state solution, I had assumed, was
demographic. Given the higher Arab birth rates
compared with the Jews, the Jewish majority would
be swamped by Arab fertility. But as the demogra-
pher Yakov Faitelson has argued, an “analysis of
long-term demographic developments leads to quite
the opposite conclusion. In the long run, a strong
Jewish majority, not only in the state of Israel – as
the Israel Central Bureau of Statistics recently reaf-
firmed – but also in the Land of Israel [the areas of
Mandatory Palestine west of the Jordan river] is
quite possible”(“A Jewish Majority in the Land of
Israel: The Resilient Jewish State”, Middle East
Quarterly, Fall 2013).

These factors explain why the Israelis are unlike-
ly to be moved by various European Parliaments
urging that oxymoron “the international commu-
nity” force Israel to accept the two-state solution to
the Palestine imbroglio. The situation today is anal-
ogous to the frozen Indo-Pak conflict over Kashmir,
and like the Indians, the Israelis have now turned
their backs on any international interventions in
this conflict. It remains a historical irony that the
messy unwinding of the British Empire should have
left frozen conflicts in Palestine, the Indian sub-
continent and Cyprus, where partition was thought
to be the answer to ethnic conflicts, but where the
stronger contestant is no longer willing to listen to
pleas to undo the purported injustice done to the
weaker one by the post-imperial settlement.

The future of Palestine
A two-state solution looks increasingly unlikely — and, for Israel,
unnecessary
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Sweet Rebellion — Reclaiming
India’s Streets with Raahgiri
Day” runs one headline. It’s a

wonderful idea, of course, giving the
people the run of the city every week-
end in place of the various forms of
motorised transport that
choke the roads and citi-
zens on every other day.
But look closely at the
joyous and congratulato-
ry accounts in the media
and it is hard not to miss
one inconvenient truth:
the definition of “the
people” is surprisingly
narrow. Even a casual
stroll-by will tell you how
narrow. It’s the rich and
upper-middle class – the
people who inhabit the expensive
high-rises and bungalows in Gurgaon
and Delhi – that are sweetly rebelling
and reclaiming the roads on winter
weekends. Of slum dwellers and poor
people, the cohort that actually
accounts for a fair proportion of the
population in both cities, there are
scant signs. 

Instead, you see the roads lined
with yoga mats and steppers and men
and women clad in expensive lycra,
track pants, sweatshirts and sports
shoes performing calisthenics and
aerobics in the vain hope of working
off the calories they’ve ingested
through the week in their high-pay-
ing, sedentary jobs. This is odd only
because these people hardly need to
close a public thoroughfare to work
out; they can well afford the price of
the many gyms that dot each city. 

Elsewhere, adults and children
clad in cycling gear and helmets can
be seen careening around on pricey
bikes, many thousands of rupees
removed from the rudimentary kind
that is plied by domestic helps,
handy-men and workers who keep the
cities ticking every other day.
Ironically, the latter, who use this non-
polluting form of transport all the
time, are hard to spot on the days the
streets are “reclaimed” by “the peo-
ple”. Maybe their children are partic-
ipating in local football, the way gen-
erations of Calcutta children who
played pada (neighbourhood) football
and cricket did? Nope, no signs.  

This is not to say that Raahgiri is a
bad thing. With their laughing clubs,
bands playing, uncharacteristically
friendly cops dispensing advice on
traffic rules, self-defence classes, some
advocacy about the environment and
social responsibility, a sociable, colle-
giate atmosphere permeates the place.

The ambience is notably different
from the aggression that is the default
position of the average inhabitant of
the National Capital Region (NCR). Of
course, it’s the kind of civilised atmos-
phere you take for granted in, say,
Mumbai, Bengaluru, Hyderabad or
Kolkata or much of small town India. It
says much that we need to block pub-
lic roads to be good neighbours 

in NCR.
It is hard not to miss

the many ironies in this
carefully created,
exclusionary environ-
ment that is now begin-
ning to attract sponsor-
ships from prominent
corporate groups, too.
For one, many of the
things that constitute
Raahgiri can as well be
organised in any of the
sprawling compounds

of any of the high-rise complexes, sev-
eral of which have commandeered com-
mon lands in questionable deals down
the years. 

For another, there is something
worrying about the virtue being
invested in a movement created by
the same people who cause the prob-
lem in the first place. The NCR’s roads
would be a lot less choked with traffic
and fumes if people eschewed the gas-
guzzling SUVs and luxury cars, the
most potent status symbols of rising
India. Even more insanely in a coun-
try where the government is always
cash-strapped, these luxury vehicles
are powered by subsidised diesel.
Instead of Raahgiri, some self-limiting
behavioural change could be a lot
more useful in the long run. 

Urban pollution and overcrowding
are serious problems that require
sober, thoughtful assessments and
solutions. But with India’s articulate
urban rich and middle class increas-
ingly dominating the public dis-
course, such long-term planning is
increasingly being subsumed by self-
serving agendas. This was well in evi-
dence during the outcry over the Bus
Rapid Transit (BRT) corridor in Delhi.
Designed to encourage the use of
mass transport and cycling (the spe-
cial lane, now infested with motorised
two-wheelers, can still be seen), it pro-
voked such an outcry from petulant
car owners forced to slow down in
favour of buses used by the masses
that it was eventually abandoned. No
one asked bus commuters what they
thought of the BRT. Someone, no
doubt a car owner, derisively
described the BRT as “socialism on
the roads”.  By that token, and given
the way it’s shaping up, Raahgiri is
turning out to be an example of
unabashed capitalism on the roads.

Raahgiri’s ‘people’
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With India’s articulate
urban rich and middle
class increasingly
dominating the public
discourse, long-term
planning for serious
problems like urban
pollution and
overcrowding is
increasingly being
subsumed by self-
serving agendas 


