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W
ith half the financial year

gone,  i t  is  increasingly

clear that the global slow-

down has speeded up a structur-

al change that has been taking place

in the Indian software industry for

quite some time now. The medium-

sized firms are getting squeezed

more and it is the market leaders

that are better able to survive. Firms

like TCS and Infosys have clocked

modest but clear top line growth in

the first half, whereas established

mid-sized players have in many in-

stances posted a fal l  in top l ine

in relation to the same period of

the previous year. The trend was

set with the high profile $1.5-bil-

lion BP deal awarded a couple of

months ago in which the Indian

leaders figured prominently but the

total number of vendors was cut

down from 40 to just five! This im-

plied the elimination of many mid-

sized vendors, in whichever ge-

ography they may have been lo-

cated. What is significant is that

this pattern is not likely to change

in the period ahead as western

economies begin to get back to the

growth path — to business as usu-

al if not boom time again. Leading

US financial institutions, which are

returning the funds they had ob-

tained from the federal Troubled

Asset Relief Programme and going

back to resuming their normal flow

of placing outsourcing orders, will

be turning increasingly to just the

top few vendors.

Consolidation is natural in any

industry as it matures but the call

that has to be taken is whether out-

sourcing, in particularly those parts

of IT like software development

and maintenance in which Indi-

an firms concentrate, is into that

phase. Judging by the opportuni-

ty that still exists in outsourcing,

it is a business that has tremen-

dous growth ahead of it. But it is

also true that the ability to survive

on pure cost arbitrage is limited,

particularly as other lower cost

players like Vietnam, extended Eu-

rope and China (the latter two can

offer specific language skills) have

got into the play very keenly. So

the smaller players have to survive

on two attributes.  They have to

overcome the disadvantage of of-

fering lower end skills by also of-

fering specific deep industry knowl-

edge — knowing a particular ver-

tical better than most. They have

also to  rely  on customer famil -

iarity or loyalty. If you have served

a customer long and well, then it

is likely to stick to you irrespec-

t ive of  any advantage that  ven-

dor consolidation may bring. 

But there is no doubt that the

path of organic growth from small

to medium to big will not be open

in the way it was when the indus-

try was young. Those firms which

are not so big will have to increas-

ingly rely on niche offerings based

on technology or process in order

to keep growing. Newer areas that

are opening up, like software as a

service and cloud computing, hold

opportunities for those with spe-

cific offerings. In particular, there

is scope for those that may be able

to offer a platform to host a par-

ticular set of solutions which clients

in specific sectors can be happy

to rely on. There will, of course, al-

ways be space for startups which

can come up with IP-based winning

products, a field in which the In-

dian presence is till now negligible.

But the overall not so good news

for medium-sized undifferentiated

players is that the difficult times

that the slowdown brought will not

go away even as growth resumes.

Hard times in software

Travails of the not-so-big players

T
he 27-member European

Union needs more than a

President to make its glob-

al presence felt.  The election of

Belgian Prime Minister Herman

Van Rompuy as President of the

EU and of the EU Trade Commis-

sioner Catherine Ashton as the

EU’s foreign policy chief does mark

an important milestone in EU’s evo-

lution as a coherent political group,

but how important will depend up-

on the EU’s willingness to play its

part in global affairs. For the past

few months, the US, China, Rus-

sia, India and even Brazil have been

grabbing more headlines in glob-

al media than the EU. Asia’s rise

and America’s assertiveness had

cast a shadow on the EU in the past

few years. The global economic cri-

sis and slowdown have, in fact, giv-

en the EU an opportunity to raise

its profile once again. Germany

and France, in particular, have been

able to re-assert their global pres-

ence through deft political and eco-

nomic management at home. US

President Barack Obama’s as yet

lacklustre leadership has also al-

lowed the EU to re-emerge from

the shadows.  However,  the EU

needs a coherent economic and for-

eign policy and institutions that

can articulate a shared strategic

worldview for the regional group-

ing to be taken more seriously.

Equally importantly, the EU must

come forward with a more dynamic

and contemporaneous vision of its

role in world affairs.  How com-

mitted is it to free trade? How se-

rious is it about its multi-ethnic,

multi-linguistic, multi-cultural sta-

tus? And how much money and how

many troops is it willing to place

in harm’s way to secure its secu-

rity and foreign policy goals? The

EU’s dithering in Afghanistan does

not show it in good light, though

its willingness to stand up to Chi-

na on the Dalai Lama, compared

to Obama’s  genuf lect ions,  has

strengthened its image as a voice

for pluralism. But the ultimate test

for the EU will be its decision on

Turkey.  An EU that  cannot  ac-

commodate an Islamic nation with-

in its plural fold will be diminished

in the eyes of the international com-

munity. Mr Rompuy is viewed with

suspicion in Turkey for his anti-

Turkey views. To find acceptance

among the EU’s minorities who live

within present member countries,

Mr Rompuy will have to show that

he is not just another small-mind-

ed politician from a small Euro-

pean nation, but that he reflects

the hopes and aspirations of all Eu-

ropeans, irrespective of their reli-

gion. It can only be hoped that the

new President and his foreign pol-

icy aide will now settle down to the

tough task of articulating a truly

“European” view on major inter-

national problems of the day. Hav-

ing done so, the EU must be will-

ing to  put  i ts  money where i ts

mouth is.

Punching below weight

I
n my July 2002 column and the

preface to the revised and

abridged version of my 1988

book, The Hindu Equilibrium,

I noted the astonishing post-

modern turn in Indian history, whose

canonical book Imagining India by

RB Inden claimed that caste was

an invention of the colonial British

Raj. This ran contrary to the cen-

tral theme of my book that the caste

system arose in ancient India in the

Indo Gangetic plain with abundant

land, to tie down the scarce labour

needed for its labour-intensive agri-

culture.

Inden’s thesis, which was adopt-

ed by sundry other historians and

anthropologists, is that the early

British scholars and administra-

tors who translated the Indian sa-

cred texts and documented Indian

customs and practices were bam-

boozled by the Brahmins. They were

the earliest to learn some English,

and thus the only intermediaries

available to explain Hindu customs

to their interlocutors. They presented

a self-serving caste-based concep-

tion of the Hindu social order. This

imaginary conceptual framework

was converted into fact, when the

British censuses forced Indians to

put themselves into these invented

categories. Thereafter, caste came

to dominate the social and politi-

cal landscape. Before this, the Hin-

dus were no different and as indi-

vidualistic as the Europeans.

Examining this astonishing claim

which, if true, would put a coach and

horses through my thesis, in the pref-

ace to the revised edition of The Hin-

du Equilibrium (Oxford, 2005), I cit-

ed some personal history to disprove

this claim. In the late 1960s, whilst vis-

iting the Padmanabhaswamy tem-

ple in Trivandrum, the usual pan-

das accosted me. One came up to me

and enquired about my origins: my

jati and gotra. He then rattled off

the names of about ten generations of

my ancestors. He then asked for the

names of the spouses and children of

myself and my cousins. He did not ask

for any money and was only interested

in updating his records. Unless he had

imagined my ancestors (and I could

check the veracity of at least the last

four), this would put my caste-based

ancestry into the 15th century! I al-

so pointed out that noted Indian so-

ciologists like MN Srinivas, TN Madan

and Veena Das do not subscribe to this

post-modern interpretation of caste.

The caste data which was used in the

Munshi and Rosenzweig paper dis-

cussed in my last column was obtained

by I. Natarjan and his co-researchers

at the NCAER from these ancient ge-

nealogies.

But now there is more concrete

evidence that caste is a unique as-

pect of Indian society, with its ori-

gins in ancient India. One of the ma-

jor by-products of the mapping of

the human genome is its use in map-

ping ancient population movements

and their descendants. I had hoped

that geneticists would get around to

DNA sampling of the Indian popu-

lation to test for its endogamy —

an essential feature of caste — and

by tracing back the common an-

cestry, determine how long the sys-

tem had been prevalent in India.

A
recent novel study (Reich et al:

“Reconstructing Indian popu-

lation history”, Nature, 24 Sep-

tember 2009) by American and In-

dian geneticists does just that. Though

their sample is small — but diversi-

fied by language, region and caste —

their conclusion on caste seems se-

cure. They conclude: “Six Indo-Eu-

ropean and Dravidian-speaking

groups have evidence of founder

events dating to more than 50 gen-

erations ago, including the Vysya

at more than 100 generations ago.

Strong endogamy (average gene flow

less than 1 in 30 per generation) must

have applied since then to prevent

the genetic signatures of founder

events from being erased by gene

flow. Some Indian historians have ar-

gued that ‘caste’ in modern India is

an ‘invention’ of colonialism …How-

ever, our results indicate that many

current distinctions among groups

are ancient and that strong endogamy

must have shaped marriage patterns

in India for thousands of years

(ps.489=90)”. So much for the post-

modern turn in Indian history!

Post-modernism is a child of one

strand of Enlightenment views that

claims that human nature is a “blank

slate”. The New Enlightenment based

on rapid advances in the human sci-

ences is contesting this view and val-

idating the more rounded views of

David Hume of the Scottish En-

lightenment. But, the scientific set-

tling of historical disputes can be po-

litically and emotionally charged. An

example is provided (as I write) in

the letters to the Financial Times

(21/22 Nov.) about a book, The In-

vention of the Jewish People, by Shlo-

mo Sand. This claims that, today’s

Palestinians are the descendants

of the Jews who never left their an-

cestral lands. They converted first

to Christianity and then to Islam. By

contrast, European Jews were con-

verts from central Asia and Europe.

The political implications of the book

were pointed out by a correspondent

(Paul Justison) who asks, “Had the

United Nations in 1949 been aware

that European Jewery were not root-

ed in Palestine, would it have giv-

en them more than half of that now

tragic land.” This is countered by Ja-

cob Amir, who uses genetic evidence

from DNA sampling of diaspora Jews

and non-Jewish Middle Eastern pop-

ulations to “support the notion that

modern Jews are descendants of the

Jews who lived in the Middle East

1,900 years ago”.

The Reich et al study steered

clear of sampling the Indian Mus-

lim population (except for a small

sample of Pathans). Was this be-

cause it might have provided fuel to

the supporters of Hindutva, who

claim that Indian Muslims are con-

verts from Hinduism, if they were

found to have common ancestors

with the Hindu population? What if

the DNA sampling is extended to

Pakistan and finds its population

shares common ancestors with the

effete Hindus, thereby undermin-

ing its unspoken ideology of hered-

itary superiority? Perhaps we are

seeing the beginning of genetic his-

tory wars. But, hopefully, unlike the

unresolvable political disputes fu-

elled by the different strands of the

first Enlightenment, the New En-

lightenment will provide the anti-

dote in its scientific advances.

L
ast week saw Ficci’s first Me-

dia and Entertainment (M&E)

conclave in Chennai. For almost

a decade now, Ficci has been hold-

ing FRAMEs, a “global convention”

for the M&E business in India. Why

then a separate one for South India?

Because the participation of South

Indian media companies in the

FRAMEs held annually in Mumbai is

usually not so good, say Ficci sources.

Was this another manifestation

then of media companies in the South

being aloof and difficult to meet.

There are several examples of

this, some that I have experienced,

others that people within the indus-

try have. For instance, twice, I have

landed in Hyderabad and got a call

from (Eenadu’s) Ramoji Rao’s office

saying that my meeting with him,

fixed weeks in advance, is cancelled.

Meeting Kalanithi Maran is equal-

ly difficult. It takes several e-mails,

faxes and half-a-dozen calls to get

through to the secretary of the man

who owns the Sun Group. To his cred-

it, Maran does meet you and is a won-

derful interviewee. There is another

story about how a private equity deal

with a major newspaper company in

Chennai fell apart because the in-

vestor lost patience.

For the last nine years that I have

been covering the sector, this aloof-

ness of South Indian M&E firms has

been discussed in media circles.

You could argue both ways about

this. These companies do very well

in their regions, make it to the na-

tional rankings on top line. How-

ever, when there is talk about, say,

general entertainment channels, it

is always Hindi, the language the ma-

jority of the business press under-

stands, that gets prominence. 

The viewership of the entire Sun

Network is usually equal to or greater

than that of the Star Network. But

in media coverage or mindspace, Sun

gets lumped as a “regional broad-

caster”, the word that everybody us-

es for languages other than Hindi

and English. In a country as het-

erogeneous as India, that is silly. Each

language market runs into several

hundred crores in advertising rev-

enues alone — together they make

up the Indian market.

In films, the distinction is not

so clear. Telugu is the most prolific

industry in India, yet it is Tamil that

gets more visibility. On the nation-

al stage, it is always Hindi films, the

largest slice of revenue pie that gets

all the attention. So, some feeling of

neglect is natural.

Much of this came up in various

forms at the Ficci conference in Chen-

nai. Many of the

speakers and some of

the audience kept

harping on the supe-

riority of the work eth-

ic in the film indus-

try in the South versus

Mumbai.

Maybe it is. But in

spite of this efficiency,

most South Indian me-

dia companies have

rarely shown national

ambitions. After liber-

alisation and the open-

ing up of various seg-

ments of the business,

many Indian media firms started

spreading across. DB Corporation

(which owns Dainik Bhaskar) ven-

tured out of its territory in Madhya

Pradesh and took on Rajasthan Pa-

trika, then went all over the Hindi

belt, launched a Gujarati daily (Divya

Bhaskar) and an English daily (DNA),

besides a Hindi business daily.

Zee TV, Sun’s contemporary, start-

ed with Hindi and soon spread in-

to non-Hindi. It is now a truly na-

tional broadcaster with successful

channels in Bangla, Marathi and Tel-

ugu among several other languages.

With the exception of a handful of

companies (notably Sun and Eenadu),

most South Indian media firms have

remained with the language and re-

gion they are most comfortable with.

Maybe that is precisely why a

separate conclave is

essential for the south-

ern market. It is the

first step towards get-

ting firms in this mar-

ket to come out of

their shells onto some

podium. That, in turn,

will get these firms to

mingle with the rest

of the industry and its

eco-system. The pres-

ence of media firms,

from Mumbai and Del-

hi, investment bankers

and private equity

funds in significant

numbers at the Ficci Chennai con-

ference was the clearest indicator

that the rest of India wants to do

business with the recalcitrant South.

As they meet on a common

ground, business imperatives will fur-

ther push them towards each other.

Could this (hopefully) be the first

step towards defining what the na-

tional M&E industry is all about?

vanitakohli@hotmail.com

The South Indian dilemma

Caste, gene and

history wars
Now there’s genetic evidence that the present-day caste

system has its origins in ancient India, says DEEPAK LAL
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EU needs more than a President

The huge presence

of media firms, from

Mumbai and Delhi, i-

bankers and PEs at

the Ficci Chennai

conference was the

clearest indicator

that the rest of India

wants to do business

with the South

O
n this day, one hundred

and fifty years ago, the

publishing house of John

Murray brought out a condensed

and abridged treatise on The

Origin of Species by Means of

Natural Selection, in a first

printing of 1,250 copies. 

The author, Charles Darwin,

was delighted when John Murray

ordered a second printing of 3,000

copies in the wake of public

demand, and when the first

printing in the United States of

America ran to 2,500 copies. He

considered this tremendously

successful for a scientific work on

the then obscure field that would

become known as evolutionary

biology. Over the next 150 years,

Origin of Species would become

one of the most widely read,

reprinted and discussed works in

the history of science.

Darwin’s theories of evolution

and natural selection have had a

massive influence on almost

every aspect of contemporary

thought. Companies and

governments alike often abuse

the principle of survival of the

fittest. The emphasis on the

evolution of man from other

species has led animal rights

thinkers to the argument that we

will, eventually, have to cede non-

human species more respect and

rights than we are currently

willing to offer. And Darwin’s

exploration of mating practices in

the animal kingdom as part of

sexual selection influences a slew

of dating games and tactics. It’s

incredibly difficult, if you’re a

thinking person in the 21st

century, to try and imagine a

world where we didn’t take the

principles of evolution for

granted. Except in one field,

where the opposition to Darwin’s

Origin of Species has always been

fierce — religion. In the wake of

the publication of Origin, the

Church found itself split. The

Bishop of Oxford came out

fiercely against Darwin’s theory

of evolution, as did the Church of

England faction in general; but

liberal Christians were able to

support Darwin’s ideas.

Darwin followed these debates

with great emotion, complaining

bitterly against one reviewer: “But

the manner in which he drags in

immortality, & sets the Priests at

me & leaves me to their mercies,

is base.” A few lines later, he was

more composed, thanking his

friend JD Hooker for his support:

“You have cockered me up to that

extent, that I now feel I can face a

score of savage Reviewers.”

And he has them still, a

century-and-a-half after The

Origin of Species came out. In that

time, there has been little

scientific refutation of Darwin’s

theories. But opposition to

evolution comes from three

unlikely, ill-assorted groups. The

International Society for Krishna

Consciousness (Isckon) is a

valiant opponent of Darwinism, if

the least influential of his critics

today. Isckon’s The Darwin

Delusion draws from Intelligent

Design rather than classic

creationism to make its

arguments. Author Lalithanatha

Dasa says, “Darwinism is, more

than anything else, the singular

cause of atheism in our time.”

Creationism in its current US

avatar is a well-funded and

influential movement. Schools of

creationist thought vary widely,

but the basic text is the Book of

Genesis, and in the creationist

view, the timeline of human

evolution is drawn from the

Bible. (This seems to lead, as far

as the newly established

Creationist Museum

demonstrates, to an obssession

with dinosaurs and the belief

that they were still walking the

earth long after the fossil record

would indicate possible, but

that’s another story.)

Where US creationism has

been most successful is in the

challenging of the teaching of

evolution in schools, and in its

demand that creationism be

taught alongside — preferably as

an equally established scientific

theory, despite the complete lack

of scientific proof, but at any rate

as a valid belief system. The

debate over mixing science with

religion is an ongoing, fierce,

take-no-prisoners one, and it has

had far-reaching effects on the

equally ferocious free speech and

censorship debate.

Though they have little else

in common, the Genesis-inspired

creationists and the burgeoning

school of Islamic creationists

are united in their hatred of

Darwin. In bookstores in Turkey

(and New Delhi’s Nizamuddin),

you can find entire shelves

devoted to theories of Islamic

creationist belief. Harun Yahya/

Adnan Okhtar, the man who

has written the 800-page

standard text on Islamic

creationism, is a fascinating

figure. Condensed, Yahya’s

views are that the world may

well have been created billions

of years ago, but that the

creatures in it exist in the same

form that they were originally

created, by God. (There is a

rather magnificent comparison

between Darwinists and the

wicked Pharaohs of Egypt, a

must-read on Yahya’s website.)

If the first 150 years of the

theory of evolution saw a battle

between the Church and

Darwinists, accompanied by

growing acceptance of Darwin’s

ideas among the scientific

establishment, the next 50 years

is likely to see a broader battle,

between religious dogma and

science, censorship and free

speech. The power of Darwin’s

theories can be seen, to a great

extent, in the ferocity of the

resistance currently being

offered to them. Reason and

scientific proof may yet win the

day, but this is in some senses a

very medieval, 21st century war.
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