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It is ironic that a 
reluctant prime 
minister of what 
is  the world’s 
largest democ-
racy has been 

forced to speak when he would 
rather keep quiet. Traditionally, a 
premier isn’t expected to present 
himself for frequent media in-
terrogations. His action should 
speak louder than his inaction. 
When a country’s chief executive 
speaks, the nation stops talking 
and listens. Not anymore. Last 
week, when Prime Minister Man-
m o h a n  S i n g h 
spoke to just five 
chosen editors, it 
wasn’t his deci-
sion. From all in-
dications, it was 
because of a di-
rective from the 
Congress High 
Command to ex-
plain his Govern-
ment’s failures to 
the media. The 
tone and tenor 
of his dialogue 
with editors re-
flected Manmo-
han’s frustration, 
not with the sys-
tem, but with the 
press. Unlike his 
usual charming 
self, he was blunt 
and aggressive. 
He charged the 
media with play-
ing accuser, pros-
ecutor and judge. 
For the troubled 
prime minister, 
the media has 
become his most 
troublesome ir-
ritant. But he did 
announce, “I am in command.”

If the media was looking for a 
scoop, a revelation or even a fee-
ble admission from Manmohan, it 
was in for disappointment. It was 
evident that the message was ig-
nored. The medium was targeted. 
It would be unfair to blame the 
prime minister for finally adopt-
ing the blame game culture of 
politics. As the opposition parties 
and civil society leaders mounted 
their attack on the UPA, the Con-
gress party failed to counter them 
effectively. Its spokespersons 
and even ministers spoke the lan-
guage of confrontation and arro-
gance. Its allies either kept quiet 
or chose to speak against some of 
the Government’s decisions.

If the image of the prime min-
ister has got a beating, it has less 
to do with the paralysis of govern-
ance and more to do with the vi-
cious slanging matches between 
some Congress leaders and the 
Opposition. Instead of defending 
the Government, most of them 
threatened to silence dissent with 

force or other Government agen-
cies. The message was clear: fall 
in line or land in jail.

Now, when political warfare 
has failed to silence either the 
media or the Opposition, the 
Congress leadership has drafted 
its best and credible face not only 
to fend for himself, but also to 
defend the party. Strangely, the 
prime minister alone is being 
accused of maintaining a cryptic 
silence on most of the controver-
sial issues being raised. A large 
number of senior Congress lead-
ers were expecting both Sonia 

and Rahul to come forward and 
take on the Opposition. Some of 
them have already sought Ra-
hul’s intervention in dealing with 
the outspoken civil society lead-
ers. But the mother-son pair has 
concluded that silence is the best 
option. Neither can either be eas-
ily accessed or questioned. Since 
they aren’t technically in power, 
they can afford to distance them-
selves from the misdemeanours 
of ministers and mismanage-
ment of the system. They have 
been following the Nehru-Gandhi 
tradition of keeping the media at 
arm’s length. Indira Gandhi, and 
later, Rajiv Gandhi hardly ever 
spoke to the media. When they 
did, they chose the time and the 
people. But when it comes to oth-
ers, the rules of the game are suit-
ably altered. That is what exactly 
happened to Manmohan.

Four months ago, when his 
ministers and others were caught 
in scams, Manmohan was forced 
to speak to TV editors; he made 
the cardinal mistake of admitting 

that coalition compulsions were 
responsible for the rotten in the 
system. Tragically, one of India’s 
cleanest prime ministers is now 
facing public scrutiny for the ac-
tions of others. Yet, the fault is his 
own too. Since he never saw him-
self as an apolitical premier, Man-
mohan chose a team that was more 
loyal to him than the party. Most of 
Team Manmohan’s members are 
from Punjab; the economic frater-
nity or his social circles. It began 
with the appointment of Kutty 
Nair—a retired IAS officer from 
the Punjab cadre—as his principal 

secretary and the 
selection of his 
former student 
Montek Singh 
Ahluwalia as dep-
uty chairperson 
of the Planning 
C o m m i s s i o n . 
T h e i r  a g e n d a 
was to advise the 
prime minister 
and project him  
as a person serious 
about the second 
phase of economic 
reform.

For the past 
s e v e n  y e a r s , 
Manmohan has 
been projected 
as the face of the 
Government and 
not a leader who 
leads the nation. 
This was prima-
rily due to the 
conflict between 
the party’s in-
terests and the 
g o v e r n m e n t ’ s 
projection. While 
those in the Gov-
ernment wanted 
all decision-mak-

ing to revolve around the prime 
minister, others in the party 
wanted to establish the Congress 
High Command’s supremacy. 
The creation of the UPA and ap-
pointment of the National Advi-
sory Council (NAC), with Sonia 
Gandhi as chairperson, spawned 
conflicts. Manmohan Singh 
wisely chose to concentrate on 
governance. Here again, he was 
hemmed in by some coalition 
partners. It was hard to be tough 
with those who were once his 
bosses or colleagues.

Now that the prime minister 
has succumbed to speak out more 
frequently, he has to be clear. 
Those who admire Manmohan 
expect him to lead from the front. 
Credibility and honesty—his two 
precious assets—have already 
been eroded. He has nothing to 
lose; his future doesn’t lie in poli-
tics. His aggression at the edi-
tors’ meet would have been more 
lethal only if it had reflected his 
deeds and not mere words. 
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When Americans think of the Indian technol-
ogy sector, they still perceive a nation of call 
centre workers and low-level programmers 
working databases and updating websites. 
But while the West was sleeping, Indian IT 

morphed into a giant R&D machine. Indian firms that 
started out with low-level IT services have climbed the 
value chain to become providers of critical R&D in sophis-
ticated areas such as semiconductor design, aerospace, 
automotive, network equipment and medical devices.

This is happening as MNCs set up their own R&D ops 
in India and partner with local shops. Both Palm Pre and 
Amazon Kindle, two of the hottest consumer electronics 
devices in the market, have key components designed in 
India. Intel designed its six-core Xeon processor here. IBM 
has over 1,00,000 employees in India, a large number of 
whom are building Big Blue’s most sophisticated software. 
Cisco is developing cutting edge networking tech for futur-
istic ‘intelligent cities’ in Bangalore. Adobe, Oracle, Micro-
soft and other software giants are also doing the same.

Equally important is the arrival of Indian MNCs, who 
are tackling global markets, such as Tata with its dirt 
cheap Nano car that they are now positioning for an Eu-
ropean entry, and Reva, which recently announced it was 
planning to build an electric car factory in New York state 
to address the US market for electric vehicles.

What’s missing in India, however, is early stage venture 
activity and the type of grass-root entrepreneurship that is 
a hallmark of American capitalism and the Silicon Valley 
(SV). In that respect, China is ahead of India, with many 
startups taking advantage of government incentives, and 
reeling in talented native returnees to serve as CEOs and 
CTOs. Note that Kaifu Lee, 
former chief of Google 
China, was able to launch 
a $100 million incubator, 
focusing entirely on the 
mobile sector—and he was 
flooded with business plans 
within days of opening his 
doors in Middle Kingdom.

On my recent trip to 
India I saw new signs of life 
in tech entrepreneurship. 
Many startups were really 
smart and hungry. Some were doing things better than SV 
counterparts. Not all of these are developing breakthrough 
tech, but many of them are solving problems US firms 
have failed to do, and doing it with fewer resources.

The printing industry uses 1 million tonnes of petroleum 
products, and emits 5,00,000 tonnes of volatile organic 
compounds every year. An IIT Delhi incubated startup, 
EnNatura, developed an ink which emits no volatile com-
pounds and is washable. And its overall cost will be signifi-
cantly less than present formulas, when produced at scale. 
I can see this growing into a billion dollar global business.

Another interesting company is LiveMedia, an out-of-
home ad firm, that has 4,500 screens in 2,200 destina-
tions, with a total reach of 50 million people. It has created 
specialised content that is cheap and easy to play along 
with or understand. It has also perfected context-relevant 
advertising spots keyed to crowds at screen locations.

This is partly why so many US venture capital (VC) 
shops have opened branches in India. In fact, the two lead 
investors in LiveMedia are both US venture capitalists, in-
cluding respected Valley firm Draper Fisher Jurvetson. 

So when will there be enough innovative startups to sup-
port an explosion in VC in India? I’d argue, sooner than 
you realise. During my visit, I spoke to around 100 start-
ups. A few of them had products or prototypes that would 
easily compete with SV. Some leading lights of legacy In-
dian IT giants are also moving quickly into VC. 

The dynamics of entrepreneurship are the same in India 
as in the US. Founders usually come from the ranks of  
middle-aged business executives. They get tired of work-
ing for others, and want to build wealth before they get too 
old. Given that there are hundreds of thousands of R&D 
workers in India who are gaining valuable experience, it’s 
a matter of time before they begin to hatch their entrepre-
neurial plans. After all, their colleagues who migrated to 
the US, now start nearly one in six of SV’s tech firms.

The writer is a visiting scholar at UC Berkeley. 
Email him at: vivek@wadhwa.com

I have utmost respect for Anna Hazare and 
I feel humbled and proud I have lived in the 
same era as him. I don’t doubt his move-
ment’s intent. I am happy to see the support 
he is getting from all layers of society. What 

concerns me is that it is being done for a new law. Roman 
historian Cornelius once said, “In a state where corrup-
tion abounds, laws must be numerous.” The problem in 
India is that the whole society is corrupt. Around 30 per 
cent of the population, including people in government, 
politics, judiciary, public enterprises, law enforcement and 
policymaking induce corruption. Around 50 per cent of 
the populace—who are businessmen, middlemen, lobby-
ists, agents, media professionals, doctors, lawyers and the 
middle class—complement these corrupt practices. The 
remaining 20 per cent are either too weak or too disinter-
ested to protest. As an example, let’s say I need to make 
a rail journey, but am too lazy to get a reservation. I have 
surplus money to pay the TC a bribe. So I get a ticket by 
crooked means, and the first person on waitlist is too meek 
to speak against it. Here, not only is the TC corrupt, but so 
am I and the person who was too weak to protest against 
his disenfranchisement.

Corruption is so rooted in our social fabric, that an extra 
law will make no difference. We have a long list of such 
ineffective legislation throughout post-Independence era. 
To quote a few, the Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961, is still in-
effective in combating the evil; Sati Prevention Act, 1987, 
does not stop immolation in rural Rajasthan; Article 17 
has not changed how we treat lower castes; Article 24 has 
no stopped child labour; Prevention of Money Laundering 
Act, 2005, is a joke, and the CVC, which was supposed to 
be the watchdog, was, till recently, headed by the most cor-
rupt bureaucrat. In a nutshell, unless people start thinking 

differently, additional laws will be ineffective. 
We live in an age of instant media gratification. We 

think we are doing something great, as long as 24-hour 
news cycles are replaying them. Then we lose interest and 
status quo is maintained. Whether it is 26/11, Hasan Ali or 
Lokpal, it’s the same story. I’m sure once the Bill is drafted, 
everyone goes home and dust settles down, the millions of 
corrupt babus will say, “Ye to chalta hai, mera commission 
kahan hai?’ (This will go on, where is my commission?)

If we really want changes, we need a sustained jan ando-
lan, not a media event. We need to make sacrifices in our 
daily lives, not by fasting but by changing the way we work. 
We need to make sure we stand in lines for our dues, don’t 
jump the queue to get our kids in good schools. The road 
of austerity and honesty is hard, but will lead to a non-cor-
rupt society. We also need to respect the people who are 
different. Measures of success need to be redefined. 

We also need to overhaul the system of governance and 
people in power. If a Modi or a Nitish Kumar can do it in 
their states, or a S S Tinaikar or a Ribeiro can do it in their 
departments, it means well-meaning people can change 
the course away from corruption. We need to understand 
the value of votes and our need to participate in democ-
racy, make value based judgments, and a ground revolt to 
change key people. Our system is not faulty—the people 
administering it are idiots at best, and criminals at worst. 

So let Anna’s andolan be a starting point, not the end of 
this journey. Let us not be fooled by the hypocrisy of politi-
cians, media and people in power who will draft any legis-
lation to save their hold on power. Let us go beyond, and 
start a revolution that will change our minds and displace 
the castles with corrupt power. As William James once 
said, “The greatest revolution of our generation is the dis-
covery that human beings, by changing inner attitudes of 
their minds, can change the outer aspects of their lives.”

The writer is co-chairman, Health, 
India Development Coalition of America, Chicago
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Admissions to nurs-
ery classes in reputed 
schools and prestigious 
colleges of Delhi Uni-
versity (DU) attract at-
tention of the national 

media every year. The last half of June 
2011 was devoted to the ‘100-per cent 
cut-off’ announced by Sri Ram College 
of Commerce (SRCC). Animated dis-
courses on ever-increasing percentages 
got a breather when brilliant students 
scoring over 90 per cent marks were 
caught with fake caste certificates; they 
just wanted the colleges of their choice.  
It has been discovered that this racket 
has been in place for several years. Ob-
viously, money changes hands in the 
process, and parental involvement is a 
certainty. Help from within the system 
is critical. There is a lot to learn from 
these two events. 

Two major concerns in higher edu-
cation stand underscored: the conse-
quences of lenient evaluation systems 
and; even more importantly, the acute 

shortage of quality institutions in higher 
and professional education. 

‘Result’ is one of the most emotive 
words in education. It appears the word 
‘admission’ could be next in line. It’s 
not easy to ascertain whether parents 
in major cities experience greater anxi-
ety during admissions of their wards in 
nursery or undergraduate institutes. 

Everywhere, education systems have 
attempted to reduce curriculum, the 
increase of which was a natural conse-
quence of the explosion of information, 
new knowledge and its ever-increasing 
applications. Curriculum developers 
know it’s far easier to accept newer 
inputs than to remove obsolete ones. 
In India, the Centre has attempted to 
reduce the load through curriculum re-
newals and awarding of grades in board 
exams. In the process, it has effectively 
persuaded Central Board of Secondary 
Education to set lenient exam papers 
that bring in greater ‘objectivity’ in as-
sessment. While initially it gave a sense 
of achievement to students and par-
ents, pragmatic aspects of this develop-
ment are now causing serious concerns. 

It, however, has done a great service to 
evaluation reforms: the entire nation 
now understands that changes are im-
mediately necessary in the system, as 
the flood of high scores causes far more 
anxiety to students and parents than 
ever before. It also highlights the inad-
equacy of planning, which ignored the 
obvious upthrust to higher education 
over expansion of school education.

It’s a natural corollary to existing lev-
els of competition that students would 
like to go to colleges with greater accept-
ability in the job market. Central and 
state governments can’t escape respon-
sibility in higher education, and leave it 
to private investors. It’s also essential 
that more colleges of excellence are cre-
ated. Why can’t a college like SRCC link 
up with other DU colleges, and help up-

grade quality and reputation of these? 
SRCC students going to another college 
for a month, and vice-versa, could help 
improve their credibility.

Why should young persons scoring 
over 90 per cent, fall prey to touts and 
spend huge sums of money to get ad-
mitted in a particular college? Private 
players in higher and vocational edu-
cation obviously consider education 
and health as the most secure invest-
ment sectors. They need students who 
could afford huge fees. Most of them 
are least bothered about pedagogic 
quality. They care more for pomp 
and show, ensure students get good 
grades and are ‘happy’, for more enrol-
ments next year. It is also well known 
that regulatory bodies have failed 
miserably in contributing to quality 
maintenance. There is considerable 
substance in reports that huge number 
of private professional colleges got 
recognition from these bodies through 
fraudulent means. They run institutes 
without adequate staff and requisite 
infrastructure. Even Central and state 
universities suffer from acute faculty 

shortage. Obviously, quality is a casu-
alty and damage to cognitive capital is 
immense. In schools, Uttar Pradesh 
needs three lakh more teachers to im-
plement the Right to Education Act. 
In universities, even the UGC has ap-
proved a system of guest lecturers 
who get a pittance. To expect innova-
tions and research under such circum-
stances would not be pragmatic.

Aberrations, when exposed at the 
right juncture, could be eye-openers 
for systemic reforms, provided those 
managing these, have the vision and 
foresight to initiate remedial action. 
One wonders whether structures will 
be put in place to ensure effective in-
teraction between school and higher 
education. This could eliminate the 
higher education admission blues. It 
could also reduce a lot of avoidable 
repetition of curriculum, and thus re-
duce tension. As for racketeering, it is 
necessary to consider long term meas-
ures along with immediate actions. 
Greater stress on imparting education 
in human values is the key.

 The writer is former director, NCERT
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The road of 
austerity and 
honesty is hard, 
but it will lead 
to a non-corrupt 
society. Measures 
of success need to 
be redefined. 

With thousands of 
workers in India 
gaining valuable 
R&D experience, 
it’s a matter of 
time before they 
hatch their entre-
preneurial plans.

If Manmohan’s image has got a beating, it has 
less to do with the paralysis of governance and 

more to do with the vicious slanging matches be-
tween some Congress leaders and Opposition.


