
F
armhouse Breakfast Week. Chem-

ical Sensitivity Awareness Day. Na-

tional Pet Week. European Day of

Parks. Food Allergy and Intolerance Week.

World Telecommunications Day. Watch

Your Back Week. Hug Month. Bramley Ap-

ple Week. Veggie Month. World Meteo-

rological Day. Indoor Allergy week.

We all know such “awareness” events are

lazy, desperate attempts at generating PR for

various causes and commercial organisa-

tions. But there is one event that is more lazy

and desperate than any other: National Stress

Awareness Day.

It was last Wednesday, in case you weren’t

aware. And that’s the first problem with it: if

you’re stressed, you probably know it and

don’t want or need to be reminded. Sec-

ond problem: almost all the solutions prof-

fered by the stress-relief industry in the thou-

sands of press releases issued on National

Stress Awareness Day are vacuous.

I’ve never squeezed a stress ball and felt

less stressed as a result; I’ve never played

an online stress-relief game, especially of

the crappy ZX Spectrum kind featured on the

website of the International Stress Manage-

ment Association, UK (ISMA), and felt better

as a result; and the impenetrable etiquette that

surrounds the widely-recommended solution

of the massage — Do you keep your pants on?

Can you scream if it hurts? Are you allowed

to fart? — makes my blood pressure rise.

Meanwhile, the advice issued by self-pro-

claimed stress experts each year on Na-

tional Stress Awareness Day, such as the sug-

gestion I read last week that you “declut-

ter” your life by “saying no more often”, is in-

variably total balls. Saying no just leads to

awkward confrontations and dismay: much

better to say yes and then weedle out of

the commitment by passive-aggressive means.

As for the suggestion I read last week that

we “liberate ourselves from stress” by “be-

ing honest in a loving way...”, this is the worst

advice I’ve ever read on any subject anywhere.

There is no better way of making life more

complicated and stressful than by going

around telling people what you really think

of them. Hiding your true feelings, as the

British have long appreciated, is the secret

to a content life. However, the most prob-

lematic thing with the notion of “stress aware-

ness” is the intellectually-vapid way in which

the term “stress” is bandied about.

The aforementioned ISMA website, for

instance, has a section listing “Facts About

Stress”, where each “fact” is no such thing.

It claims, for example, that “stress is an ad-

verse response to what an individual per-

ceives as too much pressure”. It’s not. Stress

is the mental, emotional, or physical tension

that is the natural response to pressure.

If human beings didn’t, on occasion, feel

the fight-or-flight response, they would have

been wiped out as a species a long time ago.

Trying to rid the world of stress is like try-

ing to rid it of happiness or sadness or ni-

trogen: futile. Stress is part of the human con-

dition and the average working day, a fact

reflected in a recent study from recruitment

firm Badenoch & Clark, which found that

91 per cent of employees are stressed at work.

The ISMA website also says that it is a

fact that “stress is not good for you”. And

while it’s true that it’s probably not healthy

if you’re throwing up at the very thought

of a week of work on Sunday nights, it has

been demonstrated that a bit of stress can

improve performance, and mankind would

not have walked on the Moon, run 100m

in 9.58 seconds, broken the sound barrier,

achieved anything, in fact, without experi-

encing a degree of stress.

The most relaxed person I know, who

achieves his stresslessness by smoking five

spliffs a day, is also the most underachieving.

Indeed, “stress” may be the most mean-

ingless and misused term in the English lan-

guage. When people say that

they’re stressed, in my ex-

perience they usually mean

something else entirely: that

they’re anxious, or unhap-

py, or bored, or heartbroken

or have too much on their

plate. And too often stress is

conflated with unrelated

problems. Here, for instance, we have Dame

Carol Black remarking at the ISMA Con-

ference 2009 that “stress and chronic ill health

in the workplace costs £100 billion”. But stress

and a chronic ill-health condition, such as,

say, a bad back, are two very different things.

This is like saying that £9 billion worth of

bananas and hair wax are sold in Britain each

year. So what? Utterly meaningless.

There were two surveys published in time

for National Stress Awareness Day that made

even more troubling conflations: one from

the NHS watchdog saying that “stress, de-

pression and mental health problems in

the workplace are costing employers millions

of pounds in lost productivity”; and the

other by the Chartered Institute of Person-

nel and Development (CIPD), which reported

that “poor mental health as a result of stress

and conditions such as anxiety and depres-

sion” is significantly undermining “produc-

tivity across UK plc”.

The CIPD survey was particularly prob-

lematic because it transpired that the authors

were worried that “a quarter of UK work-

ers describe their mental health as moderate

or poor”. But why on earth should employ-

ers be concerned if their employees have

“moderate” mental health? Are we at the stage

now that employers are failing if their work-

ers are not in a state of perpetual elation? This

is business, not Disneyland.

But the most worrying thing about these

surveys was the way that they medicalised

stress and assumed it was acceptable to class

stress as a type of mental illness.

Like most people, I’m pret-

ty stressed out: I have too

much work on; I’m bad at

managing my time; I don’t see

enough of friends; I’m not

around enough for my fam-

ily; I write a car column and

I’ve just moved into a flat with-

out a parking space; I’ve nev-

er watched The X Factorand have no idea what

this Jedward thing is about; I’ve missed every

episode of the new series of The Thick of It.

But there’s no way I’d draw a parallel be-

tween these minor anxieties and the vio-

lent breakdowns, suicidal episodes, hearing

of voices, confused thinking, restlessness,

apathy, hallucinations, social withdrawal, es-

trangement from reality, personality changes,

aggression, agitation, mania, confusion, fear,

compulsions, impatience, inattention, ad-

diction, regression, psychosis, delirium, delu-

sions, personality changes, phobias and iso-

lation that are too often symptoms of serious

mental illness.
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E
ver since Gunnar Myrdal’s Asian

Drama, which castigated In-

dia as a “soft state”, western ob-

servers, as well as many mem-

bers of the Nehruvian wing of Macaulay’s

children, have failed to understand the

anarchical society which has existed

in India for millennia. A recent review

(Journal of Economic Literature, Sep-

tember 2009) by Lant Pritchett (a former

World Bank official in Delhi) of Finan-

cial Times’ former India correspon-

dent Edward Luce’s book In Spite of the

Gods, reflects a similar unease of both

with the Indian reality. Both find it puz-

zling why a country with a firmly-es-

tablished democracy and many world-

class institutions and firms, and which

is an emerging superpower growing rap-

idly, should in many dimensions of hu-

man well-being have a worse record than

many sub-Saharan African countries.

“Measures of the administrative ca-

pacity of the state on basics like atten-

dance, performance, and corruption re-

veal a potentially ‘failing state’ whose bril-

liantly-formulated policies are discon-

nected from realities on the ground (Pritch-

ett, p.771, emphasis added)”. There’s

the rub. For these observers too fail to

grasp the “realities on the ground”, which

have an ancient lineage and are part of

the unique set of Indian cosmological be-

liefs governing its political and social habits,

which make it, in many ways, sui gener-

is. I had tried to delineate the origins

and nature of these cosmological be-

liefs in The Hindu Equilibrium (OUP, 2005),

and it is only by recognising them that one

can make sense of the Indian reality,

and offer cures for its continuing ills.

India, for millennia, has been par

excellence an anarchical society held to-

gether by its unique cosmology. Hindu

civilisation was born in the vast Indo-

Gangetic plain, which no single politi-

cal authority could hope to conquer for

any substantial period of time. This ge-

ographical feature was responsible for

two important institutional features of the

Indian socio-poiltical system. First, en-

demic political instability. I estimated the

probability since 300 BC of pan-north-In-

dian political stability as 19 per cent (ps.55-

56, The Hindu Equilibrium). Second,

the caste system, which saved the mass

of Indians being inducted into the dead-

ly disputes of its changing rulers, in re-

turn for a customary share of the vil-

lage output to the current overlord. De-

mocratic practices introduced by the British

fit these ancient habits like a glove.

The ballot box has replaced the bat-

tlefield for the hurly burly of continu-

ing political conflict, whilst the populace

accepts with a weary resignation  that its

rulers will — through various forms of

“rent-seeking” — take a certain share of

the output to feather their own nests.

In the decentralised and apolitical social

and economic system, which emerged as

a Hayekian “spontaneous order”, local

public goods were provided by the semi-

autarkic village communities. Thus,

the decentralised civil society which

developed did not need a state for its func-

tioning. So, even if state authority col-

lapsed — as it did periodically — ordi-

nary life, particularly economic, con-

tinued to flourish, as detailed in Christo-

pher Bayly’s important study about the

aftermath of the collapse of the Moghul

empire in northern India in the 18th cen-

tury (Rulers, Townsmen, and Bazaars,

Cambridge, 1983). The state was seen as

predatory, apart from the beneficence ex-

pected of an enlightened emperor in build-

ing various national public works like

roads and canals.

Independent India inherited a largely

Platonic Guardian State from the British

Raj with the steel frame provided by the

ICS/IAS. But with time, the political sys-

tem has reverted to its traditional form,

with state functionaries reverting to an-

cient predatory practices, and human well-

being dependent upon the actions of civ-

il society rather than the state. Thus, as

compared with the centralised authoritar-

ian state established in China for millen-

nia, which subordinated society to the state,

India’s ancient civil society has had greater

independence from the state. It has not suf-

fered the breakdown of social order as

in China, when the Mandate of Heaven was

removed from an existing dynasty. Thus

the Chinese have always been more de-

pendent upon the state for their welfare,

and still rightly fear the social disorder from

a state breakdown. The primacy of civil so-

ciety in India over the state is its great

strength. It is the failure of those expect-

ing a necessary synergy between state and

society to understand the sui generis Hin-

du social and political system, which leads

to their puzzlement about its success,

and means to deal with the seeming warts

in its performance. For, in this ancient

anarchical society, statist solutions will al-

ways fail, as these go against its histori-

cal grain. The only wise course is to in-

tervene, if needed, by utilising the decen-

tralised social channels which have main-

tained social order for millennia.

T
his shows the relevance of Rajiv

Gandhi’s vision, furthered by Mani

Shankar Aiyar as the former min-

ister for Panchayati Raj. Trying to im-

prove various human development indi-

cators through state functionaries is bound

to fail. The answer is to devolve these ar-

eas with their finances to the localities.

An important recent study by Kaivan

Munshi and Mark Rosenzweig based on

the data from a rural household survey

by NCAER finds that, at the ward lev-

el, the “parochial (caste) politics (of Pan-

chayati Raj) appears to simultaneously

increase both the competence and com-

mitment of elected leaders, as indicat-

ed by the characteristics of the elected

representatives and their enhanced de-

livery of local public goods in response

to constituents’ preferences”.

Reservations, except for women, are

inefficient, as they “reduce the likelihood

that a numerically-dominant caste will

emerge in a constituency, exacerbating

the commitment problem”. But reserva-

tions for women do not effect the prob-

ability of a caste equilibrium emerging,

and they find that “women leaders are sig-

nificantly more competent than men in

that equilibrium”. (The Efficacy of Parochial

Politics, NBER WP. 14335, September

2008). Given state failure in providing

health and education, even the poorest

have “gone  private”. Instead of trying

to suppress them, the state needs to redi-

rect its substantial expenditures away from

its own agencies towards a system of vouch-

ers for deserving individuals and house-

holds to use these private markets. The

vouchers are best administered by local

panchayats at the ward level. For, “Pan-

chayati Raj” remains the only channel

to get the improvement in human devel-

opment indices, as it goes with the grain

of India’s anarchical society.

The anarchical society
Only Panchayati Raj will help improve service delivery as it goes with the grain of Indian society
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I
f you’re looking for the dog that

did not bark, look no further

than the (lack of) response to

the government’s recent economic

policy pronouncements. Two weeks

ago, the home minister announced

the Cabinet’s decision to list on the

stock market all qualifying (e.g. prof-

itable) state-owned companies, with

a minimum float of 10 per cent. Al-

ready listed companies with a small-

er float would take up their pub-

lic stake to 10 per cent. This is the

single largest disinvestment deci-

sion that any government has tak-

en so far, and could generate up

to 2 per cent of GDP. Was there any

political protest, any rallies by dis-

senting employees? Nyet. Even

Prakash Karat kept mum.

A week later, the prime minis-

ter told the World Economic Fo-

rum’s Indian economic ‘summit’

that he would push financial sec-

tor reforms, encourage the growth

of futures trading, and the like. The

message was clear, that he was go-

ing to push the reforms agenda.

Meanwhile, the human resource

development minister wants to

allow foreign universities access to

the Indian market — another thorny

subject that his predecessors skirt-

ed. Again, there is no protest. It

would seem that the government

can announce almost anything it

wants, without exciting any op-

position. That is a sea change. In-

deed, even after the Left joined the

ranks of the opposition in the sum-

mer of 2008, Manmohan Singh did

not use the opportunity to renew

his reformist credentials. He is get-

ting into the act only now.

It could be that the BJP, as the

principal opposition party, is so busy

with its internal bickering that it

has no time to play its role as the

opposition. It could even be that the

BJP has no problem with what the

government has announced so far;

it might have done the same things.

The Left, similarly, is frozen by the

dreadful prospect of losing West

Bengal to Mamata Banerjee in 2011,

and can think of little else. The oth-

er parties don’t particularly care,

one way or the other — except when

it comes to specific issues that pro-

voke heightened local sensitivities

(like land acquisition for industry).

“Reform” issues of the kind that

have dominated Indian econom-

ic “summits” over the years have

become passé in quite another way

— the latest WEF meeting, for

instance, saw almost no mention

of labour laws as being archaic.

The only “exit” policy discussed

was with relation to the withdrawal

of the government’s fiscal stimuli,

and there was barely a mention of

the sector-wise restrictions on for-

eign ownership — yet another stan-

dard issue that has been routinely

flogged in business meetings. In-

stead, what those attending the

summit chose to dwell on this year,

when Montek Singh Ahluwalia was

up on stage, was governance, cor-

ruption, bureaucratic impedance,

leakages in government pro-

grammes, the improvement of skill

levels — all the basic issues that

are of concern to everyone, not just

the “reform”-minded.

If economic reform is no longer

a political hot potato, that is some-

thing to be celebrated. It is, of course,

possible that opposition will build

up when specific steps are taken

(public sector employees prefer to

remain that, and suspect that every

case of disinvestment takes them

one step closer to privatisation), but

such protests have a limited life. Al-

so, Mr Karat might re-discover

his vocal chords, and the BJP might

decide yet again that it has to play

the nationalist card for all it is worth.

Somehow, though, it feels as if the

country has moved on. The gov-

ernment should be in step, then,

and take all the reform measures

that it wants to without being scared

of its own shadow.
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Laying stress on stress
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A
ll successful publishers and au-

thors have an impeccable sense

of timing and generate literature

with an eye upon the calendar. So it

isn’t surprising that we have a flood

of books on the fall of the Berlin Wall

that started the process of disintegra-

tion of the Soviet Union and the collapse

of communism in Europe. But what we

have is an embarrassment of riches

which try to unravel why such an all-

embracing system that Alexander

Solzhenitsyn described as “all perva-

sive, paranoid, oppressive, incompe-

tent, lethal” in the latest edition of The

First Circle (Harper, $18), came to an

unexpected end. Almost everyone had

expected that it would have to be killed;

instead it collapsed, as if a house had

fallen in on itself. What happened?

If you add the backlist, that is post-

1990 books, to the recent lot like Stephen

Kotkin: Uncivil Society: 1989 and the Im-

plosion of the Communist Establishment

(Modern Library, $24); Victor Sebestyen:

Revolution 1989: The Fall of the Soviet

Empire (Pantheon, $30); Nick Thorpe:

’89: The Unfinished Revolution: Power

and Powerlessness in Eastern Europe

(Reportage Press, £12.99), the books fall

into two distinct categories: journalis-

tic accounts that provide a blow-by-blow

account of the fall of the Berlin Wall laced

with interviews with the leading players,

good snappy reading, but that’s it.

Against these are the more substan-

tive studies that provide a background

of the Soviet economy and politics and

what made the collapse inevitable. Of

these, mention must be made of Mikhail

Gorbachev: The August Coup: The Truth

and the Lessons, Alexei Yurchak: Every-

thing was Forever, Until it was No More;

Padma Desai: Conversations on Russia:

Reform from Yeltsin to Putin; Dmitri Volko-

gonov: The Rise and Fall of the Soviet

Empire — there are several others, es-

pecially Leszek Kolakowski: Main Cur-

rents of Marxism, Book Three: The Break-

down. (All three parts are now available

in a single volume.)

To answer the question why Soviet

communism collapsed, it is necessary to

look at the more substantive studies,

rather than the journalistic accounts of

what happened when and where. The

collapse was the culmination of seven

decades of Soviet rule and misrule,

and an analysis of the collapse gener-

ally takes the form of a catalogue of

Soviet disorders — the imbalance be-

tween military and civilian production,

the corruption and stultification of the

bureaucracy, the nationalities question

and the like. Yet no one expected that the

time had come for a collapse. Something

must have held the Soviet system to-

gether, whatever its fault lines.

Hence the question: How did Gor-

bachev tamper with the system in such

a way that he totally unhinged it? It is tru-

ism that the system was held together by

the total control of the Communist Par-

ty. The communists did not invent the in-

stitution of the Party; in their own words,

they invented “a party of a new type” that

was the only institution which controlled

all the levers of power. Whatever ups and

downs the Party had from Lenin to Stal-

in to Krushchev to Brezhnev, it alone kept

the centrifugal forces of this immense,

mosaic country from breaking apart.

Gorbachev started out by think-

ing that he could manage economic and

political reforms with the cadres and

within the traditions of the old Party,

that is, “political liberalisation within a

strong one-party system, with economic

reform that remained within a social-

ist framework”. But was political lib-

eralisation compatible with a one-

party system and economic reform with

what passed for socialism in the So-

viet Union? Gorbachev realised that he

had loosened the dead hand of the Par-

ty in order to move forward and so

his first move was to substitute state

machinery for the Party apparatus.

B
ut the reforms divided and demor-

alised the Party to the extent it could

no longer function as the only political

bonding which held the centrifugal forces

within the country from flying apart. Gor-

bachev tried to balance himself from

all groups and tendencies but in the end

he found himself isolated, as events and

his own chosen colleagues turned against

him. As an observer put it, “This man

of contradictions had become in his last

phase too much of a democrat to be a

communist and too much a commu-

nist to be a democrat. There is something

of the tragic hero in him, a victim of

his success as well as of his failure.”

Many of the recent books on the

collapse of communism in Europe have

held that Gorbachev was primarily re-

sponsible for its disintegration or at least

did nothing to stem the rot inside the sys-

tem. But that is too facile a view because

there were a whole string of factors —

economic, technological backwardness,

increasing bureaucratisation of the com-

mand economy that together made it im-

possible for the old model to carry on

in its old ways. Gorbachev realised this

and tried to reform the Party apparatus

but failed. You are reminded here of Mon-

tesquieu’s comment on the decline of the

Romans: “If a particular cause, like the

accidental result of a battle has ruined

a state, there was a general cause which

made the downfall of this state ensue from

a single battle.” That general cause has

still to be figured out by historians.

Berlin Wall, 1989

and after
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Trying to rid the world

of stress is like trying

to rid it of happiness

or sadness or

nitrogen: futile

B
him Mahto, a tribal from Hazaribagh

in Jharkhand, had his wallet pick-

pocketed on a Delhi bus recently. He

lost cash, his driving licence and his voter’s

identity card. In more than 20 years that he

has worked for me, I have rarely seen him

in such distress. It wasn’t the theft of the mon-

ey or the driving licence he was agitated about

— these could be acquired again with some

effort — but the loss of the pehchan patra, his

voter’s ID, was incalculable. Ever since the

old ration cards became obsolete as proof

of identity, and until such time as Nandan

Nilekani’s UID cards materialise, a voter’s ID

is the migrant’s lifeline in cities like Delhi.

It denotes proof of residence, security of tenure

and shield against harassment by police and

petty officials. Bhim Mahto’s panic was ag-

gravated by the fact that, state and general

elections being over, it would be a while be-

fore he could get on to the electoral rolls again.

From Maharashtra to Punjab, Uttarak-

hand to Goa, anti-migrant speeches by po-

litical leaders are getting shriller by the day,

with Shivraj Singh Chouhan, chief minister

of Madhya Pradesh, being the latest to stir the

hornet’s nest by exhorting industry in the state

to give jobs to locals instead of Biharis. Chouhan

backtracked after across-the-board criti-

cism of his xenophobic outburst, but Raj Thack-

eray has won his political spurs with the

Maharashtra Navnirman Sena winning 5.7

per cent of the vote in last month’s state

election, and effectively splitting the Shiv Sena

base, thanks to his Marathi Manoos ideology.

Thackeray’s vitriolic attacks against the

dadagiri of migrants from UP and Bihar

last year led to thousands fleeing the cities of

Pune, Mumbai and Nashik, followed by vi-

olent reprisals in Bihar. “Mumbai cannot take

the burden anymore,” he said in an interview

last year. “Look at our roads, our trains and

parks. ...The footpaths too have been taken

over by migrants. The message has to go to

UP and Bihar that there is no space left in

Mumbai for you.” Even liberal chief minis-

ters like Sheila Dikshit, now into her third

term, find a convenient handle in anti-migrant

rhetoric: “These people come to Delhi from

Bihar and Uttar Pradesh but don’t ever go

back, causing burden on Delhi’s infrastruc-

ture,” she said not long ago.

Its rapid rate of urbanisation, vast tracts

of land from neighbouring states absorbed

into the National Capital Region and em-

ployment opportunities in six satellite towns

such as Noida, Ghaziabad, Faridabad and

Gurgaon, with populations of between a quar-

ter and half a million each, make Delhi one

of the top three destinations (together with

Maharashtra and Gujarat) for migrants in the

country. Thousands like Bhim Mahto flock to

the city-state each year. The 1991-2001 cen-

sus recorded the city’s population at 13.85

million, a decadal growth of about 47 per cent,

though it had crossed 17 million by 2009.

Roughly two million of these are rural mi-

grants and more than half the migrants, ac-

cording to the latest Delhi Economic Survey,

come from the states of Uttar Pradesh (43.56

per cent) and Bihar (13.87 per cent). The large

majority is engaged as construction labour

or in petty trades; only a small minority has

professional employment.

They may have jobs, but they live in pre-

carious, illegal shelters without access to

basic sanitation, sewerage and healthcare. In-

creasingly, their existence is imperilled by de-

mands of proof of identity — a ration card,

electricity bill, or voter’s ID. The city-state

of Delhi has been ruthless in sanitising the ur-

ban poor in its effort to become a “world-class

city” and “showpiece of the country”. Mu-

nicipal authorities and land-owning agencies

have neither the land nor resources to provide

housing; over-zealous courts and powerful

residents’ associations drive out slum-dwellers

and squatters to city’s degraded periphery.

Bhim Mahto was fortunate in one respect.

He had encountered a sympathetic pick-

pocket. A few weeks after his theft, a grub-

by envelope arrived in the post with his

voter’s ID and driving licence returned,

but minus the cash of course. He tells me that

he can sleep soundly once again as no pow-

er can turn him out of Delhi.

The crisis of identity proofs
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