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P
ity the compilers of

Collins Dictionary,

labouring under the

malison of too many words in

the English language. Their call

for an exuviation, possibly even

a thoroughly astergent cleansing

of the dictionary, has led them

into an embranglement with

word-lovers.

How many words in that

paragraph did you recognise?

“Malison” means “curse” and

shares the same root as

“malediction”; to “exuviate” is to

shed (usually a skin or similar

covering); “astergent” means

cleansing or scouring, and an

“embranglement” is similar to

an entanglement, with the

added sense of confusion.

There are some words on the

Collins list that I would give up

without a thought. Who needs

“agrestic” when we already

have “rural” and “rustic”?

“Astergent” sounds like the

name of a new, stringent

detergent, but doesn’t actually

add much. Could I give up

“olid” for foul-smelling?

Perhaps, since there’s the

wonderful “mephitic”, meaning

the “smell of hell” and redolent

of the aroma of skunk (the

skunk, as Anne Fadiman

informed us, is called “mephitis

mephitis”). A “periapt”, for

charm or amulet, is a trinket of

a word, unnecessarily fussy and

useful only to the writers of

historical novels. And while this

is just a personal reservation,

“caliginosity”, for dimness or

darkness, is too close to

“callipygian” (applied to the

possessor of an alluring

derriere) for my taste.

But there are words that, for

anyone who knows and loves

the language, shouldn’t be on

the list. Like “skirr”, a word that

describes the sound of beating

wings. Anyone who’s ever

watched birds in flight knows

that this is the perfect word:

you might use it just twice in

your lifetime, but you’ll use it

with satisfaction. “Fubsy” (fat

and squat; plump), which brings

back echoes of Georgette Heyer

describing one protagonist as

“fubsy-faced”, is far too

satisfying to be dispensed

with—fubsy is a fat and squat

sound itself. And while I may

never use “muliebrity”—the

condition of being a woman—

there is a certain satisfaction in

knowing that there’s a word to

describe my condition. I

imagine one would use it in a

sentence in this fashion: “Don’t

blame my temper, it stems from

my muliebrity.”

The larger question that the

culling of Collins raises is what

the reader should expect from a

dictionary. The venerable

Oxford English Dictionary

works on the principle of

expansion rather than deletion:

its capacious volumes will alert

the reader to a word that is no

longer in common use, but will

retain the word. Reading the

unabridged OED from A to

Zyxt, as Ammon Shea did

recently, is a voyage down the

main tributaries and backwaters

of the English language.

Shea devoted a year to

reading the 21,730 pages of the

OED and wrote about it in the

delightful Reading the OED. He

admits that the letter Q was “as

boring as hell” and he “didn’t

much care for X either”, but for

the most part, he enjoyed his

work—that’s nine to ten hours

of reading five days a week.

Many of the words that became

his favourite are no longer in

use, such as “sialoquent”, used

to describe someone who spits

when s/he speaks, or

“bouffage”, an enjoyable or

satisfying meal. For Shea,

though, as for most word lovers,

the point is not that these words

are obsolete, or old-fashioned:

the pleasure of browsing a

dictionary is not just to come

across the words you were

looking for, but the ones you

didn’t even know you needed.

Makers of dictionaries such

as the OED see themselves as

repositories of the language,

perhaps even arbiters of

language, but not as language

executioners. For the makers of

the Collins dictionary, the task

is very different: it’s to provide

the reader with a utilitarian

dictionary, which will pack in as

much as it can within a limited

span. This is an honourable

endeavour, but there’s a reason

why the OED sets the standard

while dictionaries like the

Collins do not.

Can we do without words

like “griseous” (streaked with

grey) or “niddering”

(cowardly)? Of course we can;

there are substitutes, and some

would argue for the simplicity

of saying “streaked with grey”

rather than the use of a

complex and possibly

unnecessary word. But should

we do without them? Some

words, like some books, are not

meant to be used so much as

stored on an odd shelf for a

rainy day, to be brought out,

marvelled at, and set back until

the next time.
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T
he sub-prime hurricane is wreak-

ing havoc on the global finan-

cial system. After a series of rel-

atively small, firm-specific rescue mis-

sions, the US government has now cast

all its dice on a $700 billion bail-out pack-

age. Opinion is divided on whether this

will work, and there is widespread scep-

ticism. Meanwhile, all governments should

be giving serious thought to their own

economic contingency planning. What

kinds of threats does India face in today’s

context, and what mechanisms does it

have in place to deal with them? The ques-

tion assumes urgency when the Sen-

sex has dipped to its lowest point in

the year, and when net sales by overseas

investors in the secondary market have

already topped $18 billion this year. If as

much more were to flow out again in the

next six months (and the FIIs still hold

$150 billion worth of stocks), bears could

be in command on Dalal Street.

One risk here is the robustness of the

clearing and settlement systems. For-

tunately, India’s trading systems have

held up quite well; even in the blood-

bath of May 2004, by far the worst one-

day fall, they did not let traders down.

A second area of concern is liquidity. As

large amounts of money are withdrawn

and repatriated, domestic liquidity is

compressed and this disrupts the nor-

mal course of business. Credit costs sig-

nificantly more already, and could be-

come more difficult to access. This may

render an otherwise viable business ac-

tivity infeasible. Over the past several

weeks, the attention of central banks

around the world has been focused

on maintaining appropriate levels of liq-

uidity, though no one is quite sure how

much is needed. The Reserve Bank of

India (RBI) did its bit on September 8,

but the situation appears to have tight-

ened again, suggesting the need for fur-

ther measures, including some unwinding

of the Market Stabilisation Scheme hold-

ings, built up earlier.

A third pressure point is the down-

ward thrust on the exchange rate be-

cause of escalating outflows, which add

to the pressure that oil companies

are exerting on the forex market by

virtue of their buying up dollars to pay

for imports. Taking the latter out of the

market, by resuming the dollars-for-oil

bonds swap that was tried in June, will

help stabilise the exchange rate, but

cannot guarantee it. Meanwhile, man-

aged depreciation of the rupee could

aggravate capital outflows as foreign

investors act to minimise their losses

in dollar terms. However, it is probably

better than risking a free fall in the cur-

rency. The RBI needs to decide where

it stands on the issue — resist depre-

ciation by drawing down on reserves,

or let the rupee fall where it may. If it

chooses the former, how far down is

it willing to let reserves go? Fourth, for

both exporters and financial institu-

tions, there is a very real risk of ex-

posure to bankrupt counter-parties. ICI-

CI Bank has already been impacted by

its investment in Lehman Brothers’ se-

curities. Others may be hurt as more

institutions go under — and one seems

to be going down every day now. For

exporters, payment schedules may

be thrown out of gear if banks that had

extended credit to importers fail.

The only thing that is clear is that

a contingency plan needs to be put in

place, if it hasn’t already been. At the

very least, this is going to require ef-

fective co-ordination between the min-

istry of finance and the two main fi-

nancial regulators, RBI and the Secu-

rities and Exchange Board of India.

Needed: a contingency plan

F
or matters to have reached a

stage where the three defence

chiefs should collectively de-

cide not to implement a government

pay order is surely serious. Fortunately,

things got sorted out after Defence

Minister A K Antony made it clear

to the chiefs that they could not uni-

laterally decide on whether or not

to implement the Cabinet order on the

Sixth Pay Commission and that, if

need be, his ministry would issue the

necessary order. The chiefs over-

stepped a line in what they did, and

it is not a good precedent to have set.

But, equally, it must be asked whether

the government drove them to such

misdemeanour, and (even more im-

portantly) whether their strong feel-

ings accurately reflect the degree of

unhappiness that exists on the is-

sue in the officer corps. At the end of

the day, what maintains the rela-

tionship between the civilian and the

uniformed officer is mutual respect

and a feeling that the government

is not going to ride roughshod over

the defence forces’ genuine concerns,

merely because civilians have the

final say (which of course they do).

The three chiefs had made their

views on the Sixth Pay Commission

known to the government months ago;

some adjustments were indeed made

to what the Commission had recom-

mended, but key issues were not ad-

dressed (or addressed through re-

jection). As the chiefs pointed out, and

as has been well-known for some time,

it was getting more and more difficult

to recruit people to the forces — as is

evident from the gap between the num-

ber of officer cadets recruited this year

and the stipulated strength. There

is little doubt that the services as a ca-

reer have to be made more attractive,

if the country’s defence capability

is not to be impaired. Therefore,

through a combination of incentives,

status recognition and generous hard-

ship allowances, some way should

have been found to address the issues

raised. It is inexplicable how, despite

the strong signals that had been sent,

the government chose to notify the

Sixth Pay Commission without pay-

ing too much attention to whether the

forces’ genuine grievances had been

addressed. Perhaps the all-powerful

IAS that runs the government felt that

the forces would simply lump it.

The crux of the defence forces’

grievances has to do with the manner

in which they have been downgrad-

ed in relation to the civil services. A

lieutenant colonel who drew Rs 800

more than his civilian counterpart now

draws Rs 11,000 less. Similarly, oth-

er bands have been created which put

even higher-level officers at a dis-

advantage vis-a-vis their civilian coun-

terparts. The forces had been de-

manding an integrated pay scale till

the rank of major general, in order to

reduce the feeling of stagnation. This

was accepted in the Fourth Pay Com-

mission, removed in the fifth, and has

now been restored in the sixth (while

introducing a similar facility for oth-

er services), but the way in which the

scale has been fixed ensures that civil-

ian employees draw higher salaries.

The wonder of it all, if you go by the

calculations submitted by the defence

forces, is that the total cost of what

they ask for is under Rs 250 crore.

It is obvious that the issue is not the

money, but a needless act of oneup-

manship by the civil services. The

group of ministers that has been con-

stituted will have to make up now for

past government insensitivity. 

Extreme step

W
ith the ending of political

debates about the plan ver-

sus the market, Western

politicians, particularly on

the Left, have been searching for new

areas to rouse the political interest of

their electorates. Increasingly they have

turned to interventions in the previ-

ously protected private domain. It began

with the attempts by Clinton’s New

Democrats and Blair’s New Labour to

find a Third Way between collectivism

and liberalism. Since this ended in a blind

alley, British and US politicians (Obama

and Cameron) are embracing a new ruse

— “nudging” — to justify their inter-

ventionist instincts. This moral pater-

nalism is the subject of this column.

Moral paternalism has a long line-

age in social democratic thought, which

makes its adoption by the UK’s Tory

leader surprising. A clear exposition

was provided by the distinguished

Oxford legal theorist and philosopher

Herbert Hart in a debate with Lord De-

vlin in the 1960s (Law, Liberty and Leg-

islation, 1963) about the legalisation of

homosexuality. Hart upheld Mill’s prin-

ciple of liberty that an individual is at

liberty to undertake feasible actions if

they do not harm others, in advocating

the legalisation of every consensual pri-

vate sexual activity. But, he abjured the

classical liberal case against moral

paternalism, on the specious grounds

that individuals are not really free to

choose. So while sexual permissiveness

is legitimate, all forms of paternalistic

supervision or coercion are needed to

ensure that all other individual choices

are in fact freely made. As these choic-

es are psychologically determined, it

becomes imperative to exercise thought

control: to make “windows into men’s

souls”. This is not classical liberalism

but the route to 1984 and Big Brother,

which classical liberals would eschew.

The most recent manifestation has

been labelled “libertarian paternalism”

by its progenitors, the behavioural econ-

omists Richard H Thaler and Cass R

Sustein (in Nudge, 2008). Based on the

findings of psychology, behavioural

economists have found many anom-

alies in the standard economic model

of an individual’s maximising utility

subject to the usual budget constraints.

The centrepiece of these findings is the

problem of self-control, or akrasia,

as the Greeks called it. A divided self

is postulated with the short-term my-

opic self being tempted not to act in the

interests of its longer-term rational self.

Just as Ulysses tied himself to the mast

to prevent his destruction by the voic-

es of the Sirens, it is suggested that

“nudges” can help the far-sighted Plan-

ner self “to promote your long-term

welfare … [which] must cope with

the feelings, mischief, and strong will

of the Doer [self], who is exposed to

the temptations of arousal” (p. 42). 

Paternalism is advocated because

“of the false assumption that almost all

people, almost all of the time, make

choices that are in their best interest or

at the least better than the choices that

would be made by someone else” (p.

9). They are libertarian because instead

of coercing people to serve the long-

term Planner self, the public and pri-

vate “choice architects” would mere-

ly use “nudges” to point people in the

right direction as in the male urinals at

Schiphol airport in Amsterdam. These

bear etchings of a black housefly, and

an economist’s “fly-in-urinal trials found

that etchings reduced spillage by 80 per

cent” (p.4). But as the economic jour-

nalist Tim Harford rightly remarked:

“I am no more in favour of spillage than

the man standing at the urinal beside

me, but how is this libertarian pater-

nalism? ‘We recognise your right to wet

your shoes, but in case that is not your

objective we will structure your choice

environment to help you’” (FT, 22 Au-

gust, 2008).

But if the ‘nudges’ fail, as in the case

of smoking, the State has moved to-

wards coercion.

This is justified by moral pater-

nalists by basing themselves on Mill’s

correct argument against a person’s

freedom to sell himself into slavery,

namely that “the principle of free-

dom cannot require that the person be

free not to be free. It is not freedom

to be allowed to alienate his freedom”

(On Liberty, Everyman edition, p. 158).

Amartya Sen (FT, 11 Feb, 2007) has

claimed the smoking ban in the UK

is based on Mill’s principles of liber-

ty: “as habit-forming behaviour today

restricts the freedom of the same per-

son in the future”. But as I and others

pointed out, this is a complete traves-

ty of Mill’s argument against slavery

(FT, 15 Feb 2007, and especially S Simp-

son, FT, 2 March 2007). Mill’s robust

arguments against bans on addictive

substances like alcohol and opium

do not mention his argument against

slavery as being relevant in any way.

The argument for prohibiting ad-

dictive substances, based on assuming

a divided self, postulates a negative in-

ter-temporal consumption externali-

ty facing potential addicts. Current con-

sumption depends on past consump-

tion but not future consumption. This

omission is repaired in the rational ad-

diction models of Becker and Mur-

phy (Journal of Political Economy, 1988).

They show how even with inter-tem-

porally inconsistent preferences, con-

sumers maximise utility over their

life cycle taking account of the future

consequences of their actions in con-

suming addictive substances. 

More seriously, as the economic the-

orist Dew Fudenberg’s (Journal of Eco-

nomic Literature, 2006) critical review

of behavioral economics rightly notes:

“Even if we believe people do make sys-

tematic errors in evaluating how var-

ious choices will influence the appro-

priately defined measure of their ‘wel-

fare’, we might not trust that the gov-

ernment or policy analysts would make

better evaluations. For this reason, it is

consistent to believe both that people

make mistakes and that government

policy should be based on the as-

sumption people’s actions and ex-ante

predictions are the best guide to what

is in their own interests” (p.707). Quite!

But, this does not mean that in teach-

ing our children “how to live”, they

should not be encouraged to exercise

self-control and think of long-term con-

sequences. But this is the domain of

preachers. There is nothing libertari-

an about “libertarian paternalism”. It

is paternalism which should on Mill’s

principle of liberty play no part in the

public policy of the good society. The

Nanny State must not be allowed to re-

place the Planned Economy.

I
think it was in Bangalore a few years

ago when I had this sort of Eureka

moment. Actually I didn’t discover

or invent anything … while visiting the

washroom at a family home, I noticed

an LPG gas cylinder kept in a corner with

a pipe leading to a rectangular box, which,

in turn, had a pipe running to the show-

er. The gas from the LPG cylinder was

being fed into a burner, which, in turn,

provided instant hot water. The best part

was that the burner fired up the moment

you turned the tap on and flamed out as

you turned the tap off.

Simple as it was, this was an energy-

saving innovation. Remember, most of

us still source hot water from menacing

“geysers” affixed near the ceiling in or

inside the attic above the bathroom. And

which always look like they could send

a few thousand volts surging through

your body if you touch them.

Watching Reliance Industries chief

Mukesh Ambani unveil his gas-based

distributed energy model last week in

Mumbai, I had a similar feeling. Was

there a possibility that we might have

a part solution today to the power and

energy shortages of tomorrow?

The details will emerge in the com-

ing months but here are the contours.

As is well-known, Reliance has discov-

ered gas in the Krishna-Godavari basin

off the Andhra coast. As it stands to-

day, the gas will be brought up to Hazi-

ra in Gujarat, where it will join the orig-

inal HBL pipeline. The pipeline to do this

is already up — though gas will start flow-

ing only early next year. There will be

other pipeline networks as well, going

east, north and north-west as in the case

of Hazira.

Now here is the interesting part. Am-

bani is proposing that the gas not only

be distributed to large industries like

power, steel, fertiliser plants and homes,

but also in a big way to mid-sized con-

sumers like residential colonies, shop-

ping complexes and even small town-

ships. This is the distributed power gen-

eration model, a subject of much aca-

demic and industrial interest globally.

Ambani is also proposing to extend

the gas to run some 50 million two-wheel-

ers as well. Though technically possible,

it won’t take off until gas-fired two-wheel-

er engines are designed to deliver the

same or similar power/torque outputs as

what you get from conventional petrol

engines. But that’s another story.

Today gas is already being piped

into some 360,000 Mumbai homes by

Mahanagar Gas, a joint venture between

the public sector GAIL, BG Group (for-

merly British Gas) and the Maharashtra

government. As far as I know, this gas

only feeds cooking stoves. Mahanagar

Gas (and Indraprashta Gas in Delhi, feed-

ing 130,000 homes) also supply the com-

pressed natural gas (CNG), which runs

lakhs of cars and autorickshaws.

The exciting part, as I see it, is when

consumers will set up their own mini-

turbines and generate their own elec-

tricity, and thus migrate towards inde-

pendence from the power grid, at least

in theory. A Reliance official told me that

they are already working on how to do

this with some of the large malls where

Reliance Retail outlets would come up

in Delhi.

A diesel genset also bypasses the grid

but involves barrels of diesel being cart-

ed to the location. Also, it’s usually in back-

up mode, though in parts of Delhi, it’s the

primary source of power as well. “Many

large Delhi malls run on polluting diesel

generator sets where it costs almost Rs

19 per unit of electricity generated. We

are saying that we will bring a steady sup-

ply of gas to you so that you can generate

power far more cheaply and cut pollu-

tion,” the official said. This sounds work-

able to most people I have spoken to, who

are in the know, that is. Whatever the

final price of gas when it reaches that mall

in Delhi, it ought to be cheaper than diesel.

And less polluting too.

It’s already happening in various parts

of the world, notably in Japan and South

Korea. There is a Korean apartment com-

plex, for instance, that is powered by mi-

cro-turbines manufactured by a compa-

ny called Capstone. Capstone has also

supplied micro-turbines for a biogas-pow-

ered project in Purulia, West Bengal!

That’s gas being used to generate pow-

er. Gas is already replacing electricity

in some cases, like the water heater in

Bangalore that I mentioned earlier.

Ambani’s idea is to go even beyond

creating a grid-beating system of mini-

and micro-gas turbines. His team wants

to popularise gas absorption chillers (al-

ready used industrially and in some places,

domestically as well) by which you can

use the same gas to run your air con-

ditioners, as, I would imagine, you did

to run the water heater.

He is also speaking of using backend

R&D to find new solutions to energy

problems and figure out whether gas can

solve them. And perhaps, like he origi-

nally set out to do in Reliance Com-

munications, involve entrepreneurs in

the “last mile” of power generation

and distributed energy management.

So what’s the flip side? Actually the

biggest one is that there is very little gas

to go around in India today. Running mi-

ni-turbines which would generate elec-

tricity would mean a continuous supply

of gas at relatively high pressures and

the distribution infrastructure to ensure

that. It would also mean some recon-

figuration, akin to fitting a CNG or

LPG convertor kit to a car. This could

add to costs.

Second, small gas turbines are not

yet as efficient relative to the fuel they

consume. For these sizes, diesel is con-

sidered more efficient. There is, of course,

a merry debate on between experts on

whether or not gas turbines actually make

the grade. The good news is that hard

scientific work is on. And Mukesh Am-

bani, among others, believes the solu-

tions are around the corner.

Finally the cost of gas itself could be

an issue. Logically it ought to be cheap-

er than diesel and, of course, less pol-

luting. But in the case of Reliance In-

dustries, the price of gas, among oth-

er things, is the subject matter of a court

dispute. One way or the other, the gas

will reach the consumer some day soon.

And you might have the greatest sat-

isfaction of literally paying your own

electricity bill.

An audacious distributed energy model

Libertarian paternalism
The Nanny State must not be allowed to replace the

Planned Economy, says DEEPAK LAL
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