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N
ow that the rupee has a sym-

bol that is on its way to glob-

al recognition, the time has

come for the government to take the

next logical step: globalise the way

money is counted in India. This means

moving away from the business of

lakhs and crores, which is an in-

digenous legacy, and switching to the

millions and billions that the world is

familiar with. This might seem a triv-

ial issue to focus on when weighti-

er matters cry out for attention; but

weightier matters will always be there,

and it would be wrong to dismiss a

mass convenience factor so lightly,

especially when the changeover can

be accomplished quite easily.

In the globalised world, financial

statements are usually prepared on

standard software programmes which

uniformly use millions and billions,

with the commas falling metronom-

ically after every three digits (rather

than every two in the Indian sys-

tem, once you are past the thousand

mark). Quite a few Indian companies

have, therefore, switched to this for-

mat, but the majority sticks to lakhs

and crores even though this usually

involves making manual interventions

to put the commas in different places

— a pointless expenditure of effort

which also makes the numbers dif-

ficult to understand for all interna-

tional audiences who follow Indian

corporate and macro numbers.

Companies (and newspapers)

have thus far been encouraged to

use the legacy units for counting be-

cause the government presents its

own financial numbers in lakhs and

crores. The pernicious result is that

many Indians have begun to count

even non-financial numbers in lakhs

and crores, instead of millions (as

with the country’s population).

Forget being inscrutable to foreign

audiences, most Indians too are prone

to making mistakes when convert-

ing millions of dollars into crores of

rupees, because a good part of even

the literate population is not math-

ematically oriented and cannot fig-

ure out where to add or subtract

zeroes. Sub-editors on late-night news-

paper copy desks will testify to the

needless tension involved in get-

ting the conversion right.

There is another convenience is-

sue: the macro-economic numbers

that people have to deal with now are

large enough to cause oddities in

the way the indigenous counting units

handle them. Thus, India’s GDP this

year is expected to be about ̀ 68 lakh

crore; if it grows by 50 per cent in the

next four years, it will be more than

`1 crore crore! How much more el-

egant to say that the figure this year

is likely to be ̀ 68 trillion, and four

years later could be ̀ 100 trillion. And,

comparisons become demonstrably

easier; for instance, American GDP

is said to be ̀ 650 trillion.

To be sure, traditional Indian math-

ematics is not to be under-estimated,

because it has provisions for bigger

units than a crore (like the arab and

kharab, which are equal to a billion

and 100 billion, respectively). Indeed,

the Indian counting system goes all

the way up to an adant singhar, which

is equal to one duodecillion — a num-

ber that has 39 zeroes. But a sys-

tem that has a new definition with the

addition of every two zeroes, rather

than every three, is inherently more

cumbersome. Also, words such as

arab and kharab are not a part of

everyday parlance, and will make In-

dian numbers even less compre-

hensible to the international audi-

ence, which might wonder why In-

dians are suddenly counting Arabs,

and why they are kharaab! So, Pranab

Mukherjee, in the midst of admittedly

greater challenges like introducing

the goods and services tax and get-

ting the direct taxes code adopted,

might spare a thought for a simpler

issue that can be dealt with quickly,

and make counting a little more con-

venient for millions of people.

Crores or millions?

W
hen I went up to Ox-

ford in October 1960,

I took a slow boat from

Bombay on which were

a number of young

Australians, also going to British uni-

versities, and a number of British diplo-

mats and their families returning home.

Two memories stand out. First, was the

amazement of the young Australians

at the “cradle to grave” welfare state

that they had read had been set up

in Britain, with bipartisan support. Sec-

ond, was the complaint by a diplomat’s

wife that there had been no demon-

strations against the Brits in their re-

cent posting unlike their previous one

in South Africa, which showed that

Britain was no longer a Great Power.

As the dust settles on the first 100

days of the new Con-Lib government,

the denouements of these two major

trends in the subsequent history of Britain

are now apparent, and their wider im-

plications are the subject of this column.

First, the welfare state. With its ex-

pansion and complication, particular-

ly during the last 13 years of Labour

rule, it is apparent that it has led to the

creation of a broken society with a large

underclass: work-shy, feckless, some-

times criminal and entirely depend-

ent on public handouts. Successive gov-

ernments trying to massage the unem-

ployment figures colluded with work-

shy, “able-bodied” claimants, putting

them on incapacity benefits. These

2.6 million costing about £12.6 billion

a year “on the sick” are a sad indictment

of the state of the nation’s health under

its self-proclaimed national treasure —

the NHS — or the current system of sub-

sidising unemployment, whilst creat-

ing disincentives for this underclass to

work, is to blame.

There are now 250,000 households

where no one has ever worked.

There are nearly 100,000 house-

holds receiving benefits which are

more than the average wage. Some-

one on benefits who decides to work

faces a marginal tax rate of 90 per cent.

They prefer to remain unemployed on

benefits, whilst joining the black econ-

omy if they want to work. It is the fis-

cal crisis accompanying the vast ex-

pansion of a dysfunctional welfare

state which is leading the coalition to

consider, and hopefully undertake, its

radical overhaul — something even

the Iron Lady shied away from. This

denouement (and the even more dras-

tic one facing the Club Med countries

like Greece) should give the social de-

mocrats in the Indian coalition gov-

ernment, and in particular the NAC,

seeking to establish a European-style

welfare state, cause to pause.

The fiscal crisis has also forced the

coalition to come to terms with Britain’s

diminishing role in the world. The Roy-

al Air Force could be cut back to its

1914 level. The Royal Navy is to be-

come a shadow of its former self. The

nuclear deterrent, however, is to be

maintained to allow Britain “to punch

above its weight”.

M
eanwhile, David Cameron wants to

establish a new strategic partner-

ship with India. But what is there in this

for India? Cameron wants to increase

trade. But this is now in the hands of the

EU. Expanding mutual investments in

both countries is not something gov-

ernments can ensure. The cap being put

on non-EU immigrants will hurt Indi-

an entrepreneurs and skilled workers,

who might form part of Indian invest-

ment packages in the UK, and, there-

fore, it remains a bone of contention.

This British stance on immigration is

particularly ironic, as much of the recent

influx of “foreigners” into the UK has

been from the new entrants into the EU.

Their numbers cannot be capped.

The British elites made a strategic

error in the 1960s and 1970s by seeing

in Europe a replacement of their glob-

al role with the ending of their Empire.

This has led to their current predica-

ment. The close economic ties and sen-

timental relations with the older mem-

bers of the Commonwealth were re-

placed by newly sought ones with Eu-

rope. Thus a historic opportunity was

lost to convert the Commonwealth in-

to a global union of the English-speak-

ing peoples, which astute diplomacy

and the personal Regan-Thatcher chem-

istry might even have seen the prodi-

gal son — the US — return to the fold!

Instead, Britain has thrown in its lot

with an increasingly sclerotic, pacifist

and aging Europe, when it could have

been a partner with the more dynam-

ic of the Commonwealth countries, in-

cluding the older ones like Canada and

Australia, and the newer ones like

India and South Africa.

Having chosen Europe over the

Commonwealth, it is too late now

for a shrunken Albion to continue to

“punch above its weight”, as a mid-

dling economic and military power. It

is of little interest to the major play-

ers in the emerging global political

and economic order.

Even the sentimental ties which

bound the westernised Indian elites to

Britain have steadily eroded as their

children and those of the Gandhian

wing of Macaulay’s children have

turned to the US for educational and

economic opportunities. It is the Indi-

an and the US intellectual and busi-

ness elites who are more intertwined

than they are with the British.

There is still much in Britain worth

admiring. Despite its large underclass,

it remains a civilised and open soci-

ety, particularly in the south-east. De-

spite the erosion of its intellectual cap-

ital by the nationalisation of its uni-

versities since the late 1980s by politi-

cians of both parties, it still retains in-

tellectual vigour, though this is in-

creasingly being sapped by the much

better opportunities available and be-

ing taken up by its best and bright-

est across the Atlantic. Its arts remain

in rude health, and till the recent glob-

al crash, it remained a premier glob-

al financial centre, attracting some of

the world’s best and brightest to the

city. The gratuitous assault on “non-

dom” tax status which had lured many

entrepreneurs to its shores, and the

recent tax increases on those working

in the financial sector have put this at

risk. But, if the coalition can achieve

its avowed purpose of rolling back the

welfare state and shrinking the pub-

lic sector, some of the public woes will

begin to be cured. However, the Faus-

tian embrace of Europe, which no po-

litical party wishes to end, means that

its global role and influence will con-

tinue to shrink. This is a sad outcome

for a once-proud nation which virtu-

ally ruled the world.

At the Novosibirsk Transit Prison in

1945, they greeted the prisoners with a

roll-call based on cases. “So and so!

Article 58/1-A, 25 years.” The chief of

the convoy guard was curious. “What

did you get it for?” “For nothing at all.”

“You’re lying. The sentence for doing

nothing at all is 10 years.”

—Alexander Solzhenitsyn: The Gulag

Archipelago

A
s a matter of fact, the sentence for

doing nothing at all could be as

little as five years or as much as

death, but the convoy chief evidently want-

ed to believe his bosses had some rules.

Solzhenitsyn himself got 11 years for mak-

ing derogatory remarks against Stalin in

letters to a friend, but because of the War

he was sent off on an odyssey through the

prisons and prison camps which were scat-

tered all over the Soviet Union like so many

islands of slavery, torture and murder:

he named them the Gulag Archipelago.

The story has now been updated in a posthu-

mous book by Vasily Grossman, Every-

thing Flows (Harvill Secker, `875), which

is a richly-woven narrative of historical

events and individual destinies — a mas-

terpiece of pain, moral outrage and gal-

lows humour. Grossman has become recog-

nised not only as one of the great war nov-

elists of all time but also as one of the first

and most important of witnesses to the de-

fence of Stalingrad, the fall of Berlin, the

consequences of the Holocaust, work that

was collected in A Writer at War. Life

and Fate, his masterpiece, was considered

a threat to the totalitarian regime and Gross-

man was told by Mikhail Suslov, a promi-

nent member of the Communist Party cen-

tral committee, that there was no chance

of it being published for another 200 years.

One of the reasons why Grossman’s writ-

ings have come into the limelight is that

few novelists have incorporated more his-

tory into their novels than Grossman. The

historical scope of Everything Flows, which

is an unfinished work and hence a quar-

ter of the length of Life and Fate, is in some

respect broader because it touches upon

the great weaknesses of centrally planned

economies and how they stifled individual

freedom and initiative.

The central story about the struggle of

a 50-year-old man, Ivan Grigoryevich,

to find a place for himself in post-Stal-

inist Russia after losing 30 years of his life

to the Gulag is interrupted by chapters on

Moscow prisons in 1937, the sufferings of

women in the camps, Stalin’s destruction

of Soviet science in the 1940s, the anti-

Jewish campaign of the early 1950s, about

Lenin and Stalin and the roots of “Russ-

ian slavery”. Many of Grossman’s thoughts

— especially the suggestion that Stalin

was heir both to the Russian revolution-

ary tradition and to the Russian secret po-

lice, and that his paranoia arose in part

from the conflict between these two forces

within his psyche — seem startlingly bold,

though those thoughts have been put for-

ward earlier by novelists and psychiatrists.

(Many Russian writers have talked about

our “divided selves” where one half does-

n’t know how the other behaves.)

Though history intervenes at all the

crucial turning points of this narrative,

it reads all the same like a novel. It has

even room for a small playlet. A mock tri-

al that follows Ivan’s chance meeting with

the informer responsible long ago, for his

being sent to the camps, the reader is asked

to pronounce judgment on four inform-

ers, four different “Judases”. The argu-

ments Grossman puts into the mouths

of both the prosecution and the defence

are unexpected and lively; as members of

the jury, we are taken off guard because

we find ourselves as witnesses to a sto-

ry within a play. The trial eventually falls

apart, dissolved by the reflection that

the living have, without exception, com-

promised themselves and that only the

dead — who, of course, cannot speak —

have the right to pass judgment.

The line between fact and fiction runs

through the book but it is history with a

twist that dominates. The most powerful

chapter is an account of the 1932-33 Ter-

ror Famine that brought about the deaths

of three-to-five million peasants in Ukraine

which is narrated by Ivan’s landlady Anna

Sergeyevna after she has become his lover.

Anna was herself involved, as a minor par-

ty official, in the implementation of the

measures that caused the famine. Gross-

man spins out his story so convincingly that

we are sympathetic both with the mid-

dle-aged Anna and the younger Anna at

the time of the famine who was compelled

to follow the party line for her own survival.

This chapter, which is one of the least-known

acts of genocide of the last century, is

subtle and complex, and stands compari-

son with Dante’s description of his sons

starving to death in a locked tower.

The basic substance of all imaginative

literature (novels, plays, poetry), it is said,

is not reason but emotion, images with feel-

ings attached. It is perhaps much more so

with the great Russian tradition to which

Grossman belongs. In Everything Flows, as

in his earlier books, the source of Gross-

man’s strength is linked to the memory of

his dead mother towards whom he felt guilty

for not having done enough to escape the

invading German armies in 1941. These

laments, for his mother and for the millions

who died, that are historically truthful have

been written with the sensitivity of a supreme

poet — that alone makes it worth it.

M
y neighbourhood clapped-

out cinema from the

1950s has recently

emerged from a makeover — not

as a swanky multiplex but as a plush

single-seater with attached four-

floor shopping mall set round an

Italianate fountain court. The foy-

er is paved with slabs of gleam-

ing pseudo-Carrara marble and

hung with fake white Murano chan-

deliers. Like some far-fetched fan-

tasy of a rococo Tuscan palace stuck

in an old refugee colony in south

Delhi, its interiors come dressed in

white and gold. The men’s room

has so many gold mosaic tiles that

a two-minute stand at the urinal

can make your head reel.

It is patently the wrong place

to see a film about starving, sui-

cidal farmers of rural India; but it

is showing Peepli Live, the much-

acclaimed debut directed by the

husband-and-wife team of former

TV journalists Anusha Rizvi and

Mahmood Farooqui, and produced

by the glamorous Aamir Khan.

The glaring contrast between ven-

ue and subject alone should alert

us to chasms of the urban-rural

divide — and also raise a couple

of moot questions about what sep-

arates the relatively well-off mid-

dle class from the poor. From ̀ 200

to ̀ 600 a seat, can even the urban

poor afford a ticket? Morever,

do the poor necessarily want to be

entertained by a film about their

blighted lives?

Peepli Live is a no-frills at-

tack on many burning, contem-

porary issues — farmers’ suicides

and the futility of rural empow-

erment schemes, political chicanery

and bureaucratic sloth, above

all the trivialising intrusions of TV

news — but it would be wrong

to see it as descended from the

path-breaking 1950s social or lyri-

cal realism of Bimal Roy’s Do Bigha

Zamin or Satyajit Ray’s Pather

Panchali. Its cinematic style is not

especially remarkable and its tone

teeters unevenly between high

farce and deepening tragedy. Its

treatment of political and media

characters (though brilliantly cast)

is a little simplistic and its prin-

cipal female characters are all hec-

toring harridans — from the can-

tankerous village crone to her abu-

sive daughter-in-law to the stony-

hearted anchor/reporter in pur-

suit of her scoop. Yet Peepli Live

is both a promising start and com-

pelling film not just for what it says

about contemporary Indian re-

alities but also for its unspoken

comment about contemporary In-

dian cinema.

Possibly the biggest on-the-

ground change in Indian cine-

ma economics in the last decade

is the disappearance of the large,

old theatres that catered to a wide

cross-section of the film-going

public, with multi-tiered tick-

eting priced to accommodate

stalls, back rows, balconies and

boxes. The bulldozing of these

cinemas due to soaring real es-

tate values has resulted in, what

the film analyst Avijit Ghosh calls,

the “multiplexing of Indian

movies”. Only the affluent mid-

dle class can afford these cos-

seted aisles of luxury. (My night

out at Peepli Live for a family of

four, at ̀ 200 per ticket plus park-

ing and a couple of tubs of pop-

corn, cost `1,500.)

This fact alone, Ghosh argues

in his recent book Cinema Bho-

jpuri, about the rise of a region-

al film industry, has had a profound

impact on the themes and subjects

taken up by the mainline film

industy. Rural, small-town India,

or low-budget stories about the

deprived or dispossessed that were

the backbone of 1970s parallel cin-

ema, have been squeezed out, air-

brushed off the screens by the

trendy, uber cool genre of film-

makers exemplified by Karan Jo-

har and Farhan Akhtar. Their af-

fluent characters suffer from the

dilemmas and angst of the rich as

they disport themselves in Goa,

Majorca or Manhattan. They wear

designer jeans and speak a posh

Bandra or Greater Kailash lin-

go. The dialects of the Hindi heart-

land, together with the troubles or

triumphs of those who inhabit

it, hardly exist. The reason why

Bhojpuri films are so successful,

says Avijit Ghosh, is small-town

audiences flock to them in ever-

larger numbers to see their stories

at affordable rates.

From aping Hollywood, Bol-

lywood has gone to become its

new avatar. It has reinforced the

urban-rural divide. The commer-

cial success of Peepli Live could

help bridge the gap.
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I
f I remember correctly, there

was no debate or discussion

when the salaries of the pres-

ident, the vice-president and gov-

ernors were raised. So, why this

unnecessary excitement when

the members of Parliament (MPs)

rightly demand an increase in

their monthly pay. At the moment,

our MPs are paid a pittance. Even

in Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri

Lanka, parliamentarians have

generous emoluments. No one

objects, as far as I know. The Cab-

inet should not have had sec-

ond thoughts on the subject. I, for

one, fully support an increase,

not only of salaries but also pen-

sions of former MPs.

Members of Parliament in-

vite severe criticism from the

people who have elected them.

They feel let down when they

witness rowdy scenes day in and

day out in both houses of Par-

liament. Salaries have nothing

to do with unruly behaviour in

Parliament. These are two sep-

arate issues. What is now need-

ed is the right of recall. That

would produce instant change

in behaviour. No MP wants to

loose her seat before time.

It had been hoped that tele-

vising the proceedings of the Ra-

jya Sabha and Lok Sabha would

make honourable members con-

duct themselves in a more dig-

nified manner. Alas! This hope

has been belied. Restrain does

not get high marks in India that

is Bharat. Neither does under-

statement. We are a delightful-

ly verbal society. Even today,

36 per cent of men and 45 per

cent of women cannot read or

write. Yet, almost all of them know

their Ramayan and Mahabharat

well. A couplet from Tulsidas

clinches an argument.

A striking linguistic feature

of our national language Hindi

is its undemocratic underpin-

ning. Hindi-speakers address

one set of people as aap, an-

other group is demoted to tum,

and finally there is the ubiq-

uitous tu. No reform will change

this linguistic Hindi uniqueness. 

In nature there exists no

democracy, nor equality. Who

have suffered the most in the

floods in China and Pakistan? The

poor. Who have been at the fiery

end in Russia? The poor. Against

nature’s arbitrariness and fury,

we human beings have no armour

or shelter. Nature holds all the

aces. What about Surya Dev (the

Sun)? Surely He or It shines over

every one. Yes, but its divine rays

produce a Sahara, a Greenland

and the ever-dark forests of the

Amazon. The conclusion is in-

escapable, nature triumphs. This

is not fatalism. This is reality. We

are at the mercy of nature.

One-sixth of Pakistan is under

water. Death, depredation, de-

struction, despair, disease are there

on a mind-numbing scale. Earth-

quakes last not more than a few

minutes. Floods have much longer

lives. Each victim of the earth-

quake in Haiti received over $400

in aid. After the 1906 earthquake

in Pakistan, the aid was $70 per

head. For the latest calamity in

Pakistan, the aid so far per per-

son amounts to $3. Why has the

international community not been

more generous? There exist on

our planet a large number of very

wealthy Muslim countries. Sure-

ly they could donate much more.

My impression (I do hope I am

wrong) is that indifference and

insensitivity have come to the fore.

Pakistan would not have to de-

pend on aid from a few countries

of the West, if all members of

the OIC had opened their purs-

es to help a nation in dire need.

Why is aid — sufficient aid —

not forthcoming? An entirely le-

gitimate question.

Several reasons.

One, Pakistan’s in-

ternational image.

There are ques-

tions. Too often,

too much aid has

been provided. A

lot of that has not

reached those who

need it the most.

Hence, aid fatigue.

Two, Pakistan’s

fragility as a country. Three, aid

could fall into the hands of the

Taliban or Al Qaeda. Four, en-

demic corruption. Five, Pakistan’s

political leadership does not

attract respect. With all due re-

spect, the the Pakistan head of

state invites derision.

This adds up to a serious in-

dictment of the ruling establish-

ment. But what about the people?

Nearly 40 million who lost all they

had? They need urgent help. This

is a human tragedy on a vast scale.

Lack of food, shelter, transport,

medicine, sanitation and potable

water. Every tropical disease will

afflict the children, old men and

women. It is a grim scenario.

In the absence of resolute

governmental action, the Tal-

iban and Al-Qaeda are stepping

in and winning support. How

long will it take Pakistan to re-

construct the infrastructure,

roads, homes, industry, gov-

ernment offices, hospitals, etc.?

If Pakistan were to go down,

it will not only

add to our legiti-

mate anxieties

but will impact on

the entire region.

Pakistan is an im-

portant part of

our region. At this

perilous time in

its torturous his-

tory, it needs sym-

pathy, support

and succour.

A word about Kashmir. Prime

ministerial packages will not do.

Restlessness is chronic. We talk

about a political solution. What

are we doing to at least start the

process in a sustained manner?

What the central government is

now doing is to promise building

bridges where no river flows.

Tailpiece

A Persian proverb: The un-

spoken word is your slave. The

spoken word is your master.

MPs’ pay hike OK, behaviour not

People feel let

down when they

witness rowdy

scenes day in and

day out in

Parliament. What

is now needed is

the right of recall
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