
A leader’s success depends on the company he or she 
keeps. Or avoids. The ominous disconnect between 
7 Race Course Road (the PM’s official residence) 
and South Block (the PM’s office) was revealed last 
week during l’affaire Bangladesh. Within 12 hours 
of its Web release, the PMO was forced to withdraw 
some frank statements Manmohan Singh had made 
to Indian editors on our troubled relationship with 
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. The journalists realised 
the sensitivity of his remarks and 
kept them out of their reports. But 
South Block mandarins, includ-
ing National Security Adviser Shiv 
Shankar Menon, goofed up roy-
ally. PMO sources say five senior 
officials cleared it; it was assumed 
the draft had Menon’s approval. 
Once in cyberspace, all hell broke 
loose in Dhaka, forcing an embarrassed PMO to hast-
ily delete controversial references. Earlier, in July 
2009, the foreign office released the confidential 
Sharm el-Sheikh agreement on terrorism, courtesy 
Menon, then foreign secretary. It is not merely his 
Cabinet that the prime minister needs to reform and 
restructure. He needs to review the quality of babus 
around him. Their snafus can’t be explained away 
as coincidental misinterpretations. If Manmohan 
meant to stop A Raja’s dubious activities, his aides 
should’ve fulfilled his wishes. If the prime minister 
wanted to delink Kashmir and Afghanistan, his pol-
icy experts shouldn’t have done a Sharm el-Sheikh. If 
Manmohan intended to be sensitive on Bangladesh, 
his diplomats should have warned him about its 
undiplomatic consequences. His advisers seem to be 
pursuing their own agenda at the cost of his image. 
Unless 7 Race Course Road takes charge of South 
Block, the institution of the prime minister may be 
irretrievably eroded and damaged.

■

No Dropdown Menu, No Reshuffle
After two rounds of confabulation between Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh and Congress President Sonia 
Gandhi, the Cabinet reshuffle has been put off. It has 
more to do with the ministers to be dropped than the 
new faces to be inducted. Manmohan’s enigmatic smile 
revealed his compulsions. Constitutionally, it is the 
prime minister’s prerogative to choose his Cabinet. In a 
Congress-led coalition government—unless the Prime 
Minister is a Gandhi—the Congress High Command 
and regional party bosses choose. To assert his posi-
tion, Manmohan has conducted a sweeping reshuffle, 
involving top ministries like finance, home, defence, 
external affairs and human resource development. Bar-
ring External Affairs Minister S M Krishna, none of the 
above owe their berths to Manmohan. Home Minister 
P Chidambaram has indicated he would be happy to va-
cate North Block. Since the economy is in deep trouble, 
Finance Minister Pranab Mukherjee wants out. Only 
Krishna wants to stay on, despite his below-average per-
formance and advanced age. Manmohan and Sonia had 
agreed on discarding some tottering ministers and non-
performers, but on the top five ministers there was no 
consensus. There was talk about bringing back Shivraj 
Patil, currently Punjab governor, as defence minister 
and making A K Antony home minister. Meanwhile, the 
DMK and TMC insisted on their full quota of three min-
isters. Earlier, Mamata Banerjee was the only Cabinet-
rank minister from the TMC. If babus who possess the 
best listening devices are to be believed, the real reason 
behind the delay is the prime minister’s inability to find 
Krishna’s replacement. The PMO doesn’t approve of a 
foreign minister with a mind of his own since tradition-
ally the prime minister controls foreign policy.

■

The Great Railway Bazaar
Will the Trinamool Congress lose the Railways 
portfolio? Since Manmohan Singh’s new mantra is 
fast-tracking infrastructure projects, he seems deter-
mined to hand over Railways to a Congress minister. 
The ministry had almost gone into an administrative 
coma in the past two years. Last week, Manmohan 
overruled the railway ministry’s recommendation on 
the new Railway Board chairman. The TMC was in 
favour of Sanjiv Handa but the prime minister chose 
Vinay Mittal. Such was the case with the Member 

(Traffic) as well. The TMC wants 
to retain Railways because over 40 
senior railway officials are deputed 
to the chief minister’s office in Kol-
kata. Mamata had started many rail 
projects in West Bengal. Though 
she missed 80 per cent of Cabinet 
meetings and spent only one out 
of seven days in Rail Bhavan, she 
milked the ministry to her advan-

tage. If the TMC loses the portfolio, not only would 
Mamata’s officers come under scrutiny, some West 
Bengal rail projects may be slowed down or derailed. 
With 19 Lok Sabha members and Pranab Mukherjee 
on her side, Mamata may offset the coalition advan-
tage Manmohan has acquired because of the demor-
alisation in the DMK.

■

Krishna Has Centre Court Vacation
External Affairs Minister S M Krishna loves England 
and Wimbledon. He knows how to mix pleasure with 
work. Even at 80, he doesn’t miss a single opportu-
nity to schmooze with desi and foreign glitterati and 
chatterati while watching tennis. Last week, he spent 
a few hours doing official work in London, but the 
rest of his stay was spent at Wimbledon. He spends 
most of his time globetrotting, and visits India only 
when political or administrative compulsions force 
him to. He keeps all Indian ambassadors on their 
toes; they have to ensure that he gets the maxi-
mum attention and first class hospitality when he 
is abroad. They also have to make sure that Krishna 
restricts himself to the written official brief since he 
has a habit of deviating substantially from what he is 
expected to speak. According to diplomatic sources, 
Krishna is living it up overseas.
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Brevity we know is 
the soul of wit. A 
well-scripted SMS 
circulated in the 
social networks de-
scribes the state of 

the nation under the Congress-led 
UPA rather eloquently. “Gandhis on 
silent mode, allies on mute, Digvi-
jay in vibrator mode, voter outrage 
on speaker mode and governance is 
on call divert to SC.” The anguish of 
India articulated in 137 characters. 
Brevity, it turns out, is also the soul 
of dark cynicism that Citizen India 
has sought refuge in. Rarely has a 
government—which returned to 
power with an enlarged mandate in 
May 2009—fallen to such 
levels of unpopularity in 
such a short time. 

French politician and 
statesman Henri Queuille 
once described politics 
as the art of postponing 
decisions until they are 
no longer relevant. The 
Congress, it would seem, 
bought a lifetime sub-
scription to this truism. 
It allowed inflation to 
rage, food prices to spi-
ral, corruption to prosper 
and defined drift as its 
comfort zone. For seven 
years, the Congress per-
fected and practised “us 
and them” accountability 
by individualising blame 
for collective failures on 
non-Congress ministers. 
And the chosen instru-
ment was innuendo. So 
the 2G scam was purely 
a creation of the DMK’s 
A Raja, reforms in the 
financial sector were 
stalled by the Left, road 
construction slowed be-
cause of T R Baalu, food 
prices spiralled because 
Sharad Pawar was “ob-
sessed” with cricket, Air India was 
suffering because of Praful Patel, 
and industrialisation was blocked 
because Mamata blocked reforms 
in land acquisition. It success-
fully directed public ire at the Left 
and the allies, crafting a politically 
saleable alibi.

The reshuffle of ministerial port-
folios in January, Assembly elec-
tions and the intervention of the 
Supreme Court robbed the spin-
masters of their spin. The wages 
of status quoism have come home 
to roost. The Congress finds itself 
trapped between the practice of ab-
stract politics and the imperative for 
realpolitik to preserve its relevance 
on the ground. The competing crises 
on the ground—inflation, slowdown 
and corrupt crony capitalism—are a 
consequence of conflicting politi-
cal compulsions. The rather public 
spectacle of disarray is a result of 
the party’s inability to resolve this 

dilemma, craft an intellectually ro-
bust strategy to align its electoral 
ambitions with the aspirations of 
the people. The deficit in gover-
nance has naturally triggered public 
outrage. Panic struck, the party has 
deployed tactics to fill what is essen-
tially a void in strategy.

The party has typically gone into 
whisper mode. Now the enemies 
are within and rumour has been el-
evated to a form of state craft. Ergo 
the rumours about “call waiting” 
on change of guard, the demands 
for Rahul Gandhi to take over the 
mandate, gossip about the need 
for an assertive leadership. Any-
one passing through Mumbai gets 

a free subscription to stories on the 
flight of capital. And those pass-
ing through Delhi get a free feed of 
rumours on the impending chang-
es in the much-discussed Cabinet 
reshuffle. Last week’s downloads 
include how the governors of Kar-
nataka and Punjab—incidentally 
visiting Delhi—were headed back to 
Delhi to rescue the party and to be 
rescued by the party from political 
wilderness. Akbar Road was abuzz 
about the need for the party to 
weed out anyone with a shadow of 
a taint. On the hatchet list were four 
ex-CMs in the Cabinet, “assigned” 
gubernatorial posts in Rajasthan, 
Tamil Nadu and Delhi. 

There is little doubt that the gov-
ernance has ground to a standstill 
and policy reforms is in a drift in the 
many bhavans. Babudom and party 
favour-seekers have converted the 
9-to-5 routine to list those who have 
fallen out of favour of the party or 

have aligned to the PMO. The civil 
war in the Government, it would 
seem, is not about what you be-
lieve in but who you owe allegiance 
to. What’s worse: failure has now 
become an epidemic. Inflation is 
spiralling, defying the predictions 
of the most-informed voices in gov-
ernment. Inflation management 
requires coordination between 
food, finance, commerce, industry, 
petroleum and line ministries. That 
translates to coordination between 
K V Thomas, Pranab Mukherjee, 
Anand Sharma and Jaipal Reddy 
under the direction of Manmohan 
Singh. No allies and all Congress-
men, which means inflation is a 

Congress headache. Air 
India is in abject penury, a 
GoM headed by Mukherjee 
has been discussing its bail 
out and restructuring for 
over a year, the Maharaja 
flies on a daily allowance of 
drip funding from banks; 
workers’ salaries for May 
are being paid in July. The 
minister in charge is Vay-
alar Ravi, a Congressman 
from Kerala. There is yet 
no clarity on the 2G spec-
trum policy and you can’t 
blame Raja now. 

The Left is no longer 
part of the UPA, yet re-
forms on banking, insur-
ance, and pension regu-
lation are on the pending 
list. Road construction is 
crawling under C P Joshi 
at three-four km per day 
compared to 15 km during 
NDA. And by their own 
admission, industrialisa-
tion is affected by a strin-
gent “g0-no go” policy of 
the environment min-
istry. India is supposed 
to be the most attractive 
destination for investors, 
but Indian corporates are 

all queuing up to politically de-risk 
their portfolio by investing abroad. 
And there is little Mukherjee or 
Sharma can do. Every day five lives 
are lost to naxalism but there is lit-
tle Home Minister P Chidambaram 
can do when the party confuses 
electoral strategies with impera-
tives of governance.

If the Congress finds itself at the 
intersection of internal strife and 
public outrage it has only itself to 
blame. It offshored accountability 
for failures on allies and outsourced 
the mandate so as to occupy the 
plank of both treasury and Oppo-
sition. This innovation has run its 
course. The impending reshuffle 
offers an opportunity to define key 
result areas and deploy the best 
talent to achieve them. Ownership 
mandates accountability.

Shankkar Aiyar, senior journalist 
on sabbatical, specialises on the 

politics of economics

THE CONGRESS HAS PERFECTED AND 
PRACTISED “US AND THEM” ACCOUNT-
ABILITY BY INDIVIDUALISING BLAME 

FOR COLLECTIVE FAILURES ON 
NON-CONGRESS MINISTERS. 
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O P I N I O N

The recently concluded foreign secretary-level 
talks between India and Pakistan were marked 
by a civility and decorum that was as unex-
pected as it was pleasant. The ‘K’ word was used 
without restraint, and nobody exploded in apo-
plectic fits. And preceding the talks there was 

the juvenile incident involving INS Godavari and PNS Babur. 
It was truly juvenile in that there was no military or security 
reason for the two ships to even come close to each other. 
Much like a road rage incident, the Pakistanis were the first to 
register an FIR when the Indian High Commission was called 
in and a protest lodged. Despite the run-up being inauspicious, 
the talks were not affected. Obviously, as they say, a lot of water 
has flowed down Abbottabad. It was a miracle indeed. 

For it will require a miracle to keep the perpetually wrangling 
neighbours from making a hash of things. Even as the joint state-
ment issued by the two foreign ministries conveyed a message of 
positivity, its silence on the next big thing was ominous. While 
the ‘K’ word has ceased to arouse furies any more, what is worri-
some is that the ‘A’ word remained absent from any discussion. If 
Kashmir is a thing of the past, then Afghanistan is the issue of the 
future. And any silence at this stage of the dialogue is deceptive, 
just as it is delaying the inevitable. There is a looming crisis that 
threatens to overshadow the current calm, and that calamity ap-
pears in the form of differing visions over the Hindu Kush.

As things stand today there is every reason to believe that 
India and Pakistan have more common ground over Kashmir 
than they have over Afghanistan. If Kashmir is about terri-

tory, Afghanistan is about 
psychology. And it is over 
the soul, and the state, of 
Afghanistan that the two 
neighbours bicker. And 
each brings with them their 
peculiar baggage of history, 
memory, triumph and trag-
edy. Each has had ample 
servings of all emotions on 
offer, for that is the specialty 
of Afghanistan. India and 
Pakistan have vastly differ-

ent perceptions of each other’s roles in Afghanistan, just as 
they have a totally different vision of what each would like the 
hapless country to be. That the differing perceptions are the 
upshot of hugely divergent policy formulators in both coun-
tries is not the subject of this opinion. Some other time.

The difference is most apparent on how each spends money in 
Afghanistan. Since it still remains the international currency of 
discussion, it is safe to say that most of the Pakistani dollar spent 
in Afghanistan goes to supply bombs and bullets. While most of 
the Indian dollar goes to ensure bread and butter. The difference 
in investments is as apparent as it is glaring. And that difference 
is reflected in the perceptions of the Afghan people. Attacks like 
that of 28 June on the Intercontinental in Kabul only further 
accentuate the differing perceptions about India and Pakistan. 
The instinctive reaction in Kabul was to blame groups operating 
from Pakistan. And it is a tough task to change perceptions.

Pakistan has insecurities about India’s presence in Afghani-
stan, from advisors in government departments, to the num-
ber of consulates across the country. There was pressure on 
New Delhi to close the consulate, but thankfully that hasn’t 
happened. They began during the time of King Zahir Shah, and 
must continue into the future. And Pakistan must be invited 
to visit them and see for what goes on within. As should any 
other country which has problems about India in, and with Af-
ghanistan. New Delhi has problems with Pakistan sustaining 
terrorist groups for operations against Afghanistan and India. 
Both sets of problems need to be addressed if the two countries 
are to avoid another round of acrimony. Which will be in ev-
eryone’s interests, most of all Afghanistan.

The writer is a security expert and political analyst

Afghanistan, Not Kashmir, 
is the Real Indo-Pak Issue
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INDIA AND PAKISTAN 
HAVE VASTLY DIFFER-
ENT PERCEPTIONS OF 
EACH OTHER’S ROLES IN 
AFGHANISTAN, JUST AS 
THEY HAVE A TOTALLY 
DIFFERENT VISION OF 
WHAT EACH WOULD 
LIKE THE HAPLESS 
COUNTRY TO BE.

In a deservedly obscure village among the green hills 
and dairy farms of Ireland’s midlands stands a pub 
that has been turned into a shrine to Barack Obama. 

In the back room of Ollie Hayes’ saloon, a large and mark-
edly unattractive fake-bronze bust of the president sits 
on a pedestal flanked by beer glasses; over the fireplace 
there’s a portrait of the great man hoisting a pint of Guin-
ness, and other Obama memorabilia covers the walls. 
Moneygall is the village to which Obama aides managed 
to trace his Irish ancestry, and Ollie’s is the pub he visited 
a month ago to meet his eighth cousins and embrace his 
Celtic heritage. That connection has produced a mod-
est flow of tourists seeking out the spot where Obama 
found his Hibernian roots. “We’ve had people coming at 
all hours,” the barman told me. But they’ve been mostly 
Irish tourists, not Americans. “You’re used to him, per-
haps,” he said. “We’re not.”

Europe is still in love with Obama. It’s not only the 
Irish, who are always ready to be wooed by any Ameri-
can president with a connection to their island. Even 
the more reserved British seemed ecstatic when Obama 
visited London last month, swarming into the streets to 
watch his motorcade pass.

When Obama gave a pretty good speech to the House 
of Commons touching on the usual themes of shared val-
ues, the British swooned. The Times of London, an ordi-
narily conservative newspaper owned by Fox News czar 
Rupert Murdoch, compared Obama’s oratorical skills to 
those of Winston Churchill, Abraham Lincoln and John 
F Kennedy.

Polls show much the same phenomenon across the 
English Channel in Germany and France. The president 
can’t keep his job approval rating above 50 per cent at 
home, but on the continent he’s admired and esteemed. 
One poll last year found that 78 per cent of Europeans ap-
proved of Obama’s leadership. Across the pond, Obama’s 
biography still impresses people as a demonstration of 

the meritocracy at the heart of the American dream, 
something not all European countries yet have—at least, 
not to the same extent. Obama’s speech at Westminster 
played on this explicitly, noting that the Western ideal 
of equality had made it possible for “the grandson of a 
Kenyan who served as a cook in the British army to stand 
before you as president of the United States.”

In Europe, Obama also benefits from the fact that 
many voters aren’t happy with their own leaders and are 
glad to compare them to someone else. Europe is in a full-
blown economic crisis, and it’s not clear that any politi-
cian is on top of it. 
German Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel, 
French President 
Nicolas Sarkozy 
and British Prime 
Minister David 
Cameron have all 
seen their poll rat-
ings slump. (Don’t 
even mention Ital-
ian Prime Minister 
Silvio Berlusconi, 
who’s  on  tr ia l 
for—among other 
things—allegedly 
paying underage 
prostitutes.) And 
many Europeans 
like Obama’s rela-
tively diffident brand of US leadership: the fact that he 
asks them for cooperation and consultation, not just alle-
giance. In the war in Libya, for example, “he hasn’t insist-
ed on the US being in front,” an Italian businessman told 
me. Americans may be uncomfortable with the idea of 
“leading from behind”, but Europeans are still charmed 
by the fact that Obama isn’t George W Bush.

The problem for Obama is that none of that mat-

ters where it counts: with the American electorate 
that will decide on his reelection next year. Americans 
don’t much care that he is more charismatic than the 
German chancellor, or that the US economy is margin-
ally less shaky than Europe’s. In a sense, Obama is a 
victim of his own success as a path breaker. His biogra-
phy still wows them in London, but the US is no longer 
enthralled by it. The story of the skinny young politician 
with a funny name, half-Kansan and half-Kenyan, is 
old news. But that’s also a reflection of progress. A recent 
Gallup poll found that only 5 per cent of US voters ac-

knowledge qualms about 
an African American as 
president, far lower than 
the 22 per cent who said 
they could not vote for a 
Mormon. That 5 per cent 
may be artificially low, of 
course, because poll re-
spondents know that rac-
ism is socially unaccept-
able. But it’s worth re-
membering that Obama 
won more white votes in 
2008 than John F Kerry 
did in 2004.

In 2012, Obama’s bi-
ography and his race will 
be even less a factor than 
they were in 2008. He 
won’t be running as an 

African American or an Irish American or even a hybrid 
American; he’ll be running as an incumbent with a re-
cord. His popularity in Europe won’t help; nor will his 
newfound roots in Moneygall. Only an economic recov-
ery will. The 2012 election is likely to be as post-racial an 
election as America can produce. Ironically, that may not 
be entirely good news for Obama.

 The writer is a columnist for The Los Angeles Times

Ahead of the 2012 Elections, Obama is More Popular 
in Europe than the US, Where It Doesn’t Even Count
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Manmohan Needs to 
Rein in His Babus


