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The Congress party is divided on economic policies.
STANDARD & POOR’S, global rating agency

On The Brink
Standard & Poor’s report must
serve as a wake-up call

A

lthough finance minister Pranab Mukherjee has put up a brave face
on the economy, evidence that it is on the skids can’t be glossed over
any more. The industrial growth rate was a mere 0.1% in April, after
falling to -3.2% in March. The fall in overall GDP growth has begun showing up
in shrinking employment numbers, with jobs in labour-intensive industries
such as textiles being hit particularly badly. Like the threatened downgrade
of India’s investment rating by global agency Standard & Poor’s, the finance
minister’s reassurances too could acquire junk status unless backed by
vigorous government action.
The outlook on India’s sovereign ratings had already been revised
down to the last notch of the investment grade last April. A further fall to
speculative grade will not only significantly impact foreign investment
inflows but also push up cost of borrowings from abroad, denting income
and employment growth. The slowdown in growth and higher government spending has already eroded the targets
for improvements in government finances and
dampened investment flows. To reverse this
trend, the government must end the policy
paralysis which prevents it from implementing decisions in a wide range of areas, including multi-brand retail, pension, insurance,
land acquisition, project clearances, railway
fares, oil pricing, fertiliser subsidies and the
goods and services tax.
Just choosing a few strategic areas here
and implementing decisions in those areas, let
us say fuel price decontrol, FDI in retail and
the goods and services tax, can wake up the
economy and have it pick up speed again. What
is imperative is the demonstration of some
political will. Unusually, and perceptively, the Standard & Poor’s report has
put its finger on the political deficit that underlies stalled economic reforms
– the division of political power and authority within the Congress, which
has limited the prime minister’s authority and initiated a diarchic form of
rule. But if the problem is political, there’s a bright side as the fundamentals
of the economy are still sound.
In that sense the Standard & Poor’s warning, along with other unmistakable signals that the economy is slowing, should have a salutary effect
in that they help concentrate minds among the political class. We are faced,
after all, with high inflation and unemployment simultaneously, a double
whammy that millions of poor people can ill afford. If corrective action is
not taken at this stage to rescue the economy, the chances of social unrest
spreading – and taking on a variety of ugly forms whether communal,
casteist, ultra-regionalist or ultra-left – are unaffordably high.

India’s proposal in the UN for government control of internet endangers free speech and privacy
Rajeev Chandrasekhar

I

f you were a tad worried
about the government’s
intentions to censor free
speech by controlling the internet and monitoring your access
to the Web through a vague and
draconian legal framework –
‘IT Rules, 2011’, followed by an
attempt to pre-screen content
on Google and Facebook – you
haven’t seen anything yet.
In mid-2011, the success of
the internet and social media
in bringing down dictatorships
in Egypt and Libya was being
celebrated. The speed at which
anti-corruption protesters were
collecting at various locations
from June through December
2011 had dazzled citizens around
the world. Against this background, and without any prior
consultation or as much as
a whisper in Parliament, the
Indian government moved a
proposal at the 66th session of
the UN General Assembly on
October 26, 2011, proposing a
50-member intergovernmental
(read bureaucrats and politicians) UN Committee on Internet Related Policies (CIRP).
This body would control the
internet, regulate it through
treaties, and oversee all bodies
responsible for the technical
and operational functioning of
the internet. CIRP is proposed
to be funded by and reporting
to the UN General Assembly. In
short, all internet control to
be placed in the hands of a
50-member body run, funded,
owned and reporting to the
governments of the world. In
the process, India proposed to
turn on its head the current
multi-stakeholder internet gov-

ernance process, which has
brought 2.5 billion users to the
Net thus far, with half a million
new users joining each day.
The reason? It is argued that
the current governance process
is too close to the US government and within the jurisdiction of US law. While this system
has served internet users’ needs
reasonably well thus far, it is
certainly far from ideal. No one
government should have excessive influence, but that should
mean strengthening the multistakeholder governance process.
Civil society, media, private sector, governments, international
organisations, academics, engineers, and students should all

Any attempt to
expand the
government’s power
over the internet –
however incremental,
seemingly innocuous or
pretending to advance
democracy – should
be turned back
play their rightful roles, rather
than handing internet governance over to a bunch of governments – a large majority of
which are imperfect or occasional democracies or downright authoritarian. Worried
yet? Here is what else is wrong
with India’s proposal.
CIRP, with 50 governments
in control, will undoubtedly
have representations from governments such as China, Iran,
Bahrain, Russia, Sudan, Uzbekistan, Cuba, and Kazakhstan –
to name a few. Imagine writing a

Defending the final frontier of free speech

common treaty which will regulate the internet and govern censorship, including issues such
as website blocking and access
for Indian citizens based on
what these countries consider
'appropriate'. In short, imagine
negotiating definitions of free
speech, freedom of expression
and privacy – values that our
Constitution guarantees as fundamental rights – with authoritarian states, some with a track
record of enhanced internet
censorship, Web blocking, and in
extreme cases, death sentences
for netizens and bloggers.
Secondly, internet governance is a highly complex issue –
run through a multi-stakeholder
model which derives significant
benefits from equal access to
decision-making. A top-down,
centralised international governmental overlay is fundamentally
against the very architecture of
the internet. No government, let
alone an intergovernmental body,
can dream of making engineering

and economic decisions in lightning-fast internet time. The
proposal will be hurtful as engineering and business decisions
relating to the growth of the internet become politically paralysed
within a global regulatory body.
Research shows that India’s
effort as part of the government
advisory council to the current
internet governance process
has been dismal. It is ill-represented and made no effort to
strengthen and improve the
existing process before an attempt to destroy it through a
bazooka called the CIRP. The government is perhaps trying to piggyback on US-bashing and project
itself as the saviour of global internet governance, never mind its
abysmal policy failure in internet
and broadband penetration.
In spite of cautions, the Indian
government, during meetings in
Geneva last month on the issue of
internet governance, persisted
with its proposal for intergovernmental control of the internet.

This time, India’s statement
paraded India’s proposal as advancing the mandate enshrined
in the Tunis Agenda, 2005. A
simple but careful reading of
'India’s Statement proposing UN
Committee for Internet Related
Policy – UN, New York, October
2011' alongside 'Tunis Agenda for
the Information Society – WSIS,
2005' will tell you that nothing
could be further from the truth.
Every paragraph of the Tunis
Agenda invoked in India’s proposal rebels against India’s claims.
The agenda, finalised by over
19,000 participants representing
the widest ever multi-stakeholder
group, in all of its 122 paras does
not even remotely suggest government oversight of the internet,
leave alone the formation of a 50member intergovernmental body.
Everyone who cares about the
internet as a symbol of openness,
democracy, diversity, inclusiveness, creativity and unhindered
access to information and knowledge must engage and decide for
himself. Any attempt to expand
the government’s power over the
internet – however incremental,
seemingly innocuous or pretending to advance democracy –
should be turned back. The UN
will decide on this crucial issue
by November/December 2012 at
meetings to be held in Dubai.
Before that, there is a need
to urge the government to withdraw its proposal, seek wide and
transparent stakeholder consultations and then resubmit an
enlightened plan which can
safeguard the internet – perhaps
the one invention that has impacted our access to information, knowledge and free speech
more than any other.
The writer is a member of Parliament.

‘People have started realising golf can be a profession in itself’

Under Fire
Severe test for Congress in Andhra bypolls

Y

esterday’s byelections to 18 assembly constituencies and one Lok
Sabha seat in Andhra Pradesh are expected to have crucial implications for multiple political stakeholders at state and central levels.
Both Congress and its usual political adversary, the Telugu Desam Party,
are under threat from a resurgent YSR Congress, led by Jagan Mohan
Reddy. It’s also to be seen whether the regional Praja Rajyam Party, founded
by actor Chiranjeevi and which merged with the Congress last year, is able
to add to the Congress’s vote share.
Dramatic scenes had unfolded in the run-up to the bypolls, culminating
in the CBI’s arrest of Jagan in a disproportionate assets case just on the
poll eve. If Jagan sweeps the polls, as many are expecting, the jury will be
out on whether his arrest drew sympathy to him as Y S Rajasekhara Reddy’s
‘victimised’ legatee, or whether his victory was a foregone conclusion
anyway because of YSR’s popularity in the state. The bypoll results, expected
later this week, could change the complexion of Andhra’s political dynamic,
and set the backdrop for general as well as assembly elections two years from
now. A victory for YSR Congress could wrest from the Congress a chunk of
the 156 seats and 42 constituencies that the latter had won respectively in the
2009 assembly and Lok Sabha elections. Congress will have few takers in the
Telangana region as well, after first promising to fulfil and then going back
on the demand for a separate state there. If Congress’s Andhra bastion falls,
it will have difficulty making up that loss elsewhere in the country.

Medieval India
Despite our space-age technology, our
minds are stuck in the middle ages

Currently the highest ranked
Indian golfer in the world,
Jeev Milkha Singh created
ripples in the game, becoming
the first Indian to enter the
world’s top 100 league in 2006.
He and his father, illustrious
sportsperson Milkha Singh, are
the only Indian duo to have each
been awarded the Padma Shri
and Arjuna awards. Speaking
with Arun Sharma, Singh discussed his passion for golf, how
he foresees the game becoming
as popular as cricket in India –
and how his mother has also
been an important part of his
love for sport:
■ You come from a family
orientated towards athletics
– how did you end up playing
golf ?
To tell you the truth, i
wanted to play a game that i
could keep playing till the
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Jug Suraiya

On almost the same day that Barack Obama made history by
becoming the first US president to openly support same-sex
marriage, in India a senior police official told a distraught
father whose daughter had been kidnapped that in the father’s
place he would have shot either himself or his daughter for the
dishonour brought to the family.
The two statements – the one in favour of elective same-sex
marriage and the other a validation of ‘honour killings’ – are widely separated
not just by geographic distance but by an even greater difference in time: a
difference between the 21st century and the 12th century.
India has sent satellites into space and has achieved a global presence in
the field of IT. Despite this, our mindset remains anchored in social prejudices
and superstitions more in keeping with the 12th century than the 21st.
This is true not just of ‘backward’ rural areas but also of urban India, with its
malls, and BPOs, and Bluetooth mobiles. Whether the issue is homosexuality,
‘honour killings’ or female foeticide, our response to it is rooted in an entrenched
medievalism rather than in the superficial modernity we like to assume.
Despite the fact that Bollywood has dared to make films taking a sympathetic view of same-sex relationships and that the Delhi high court has
decriminalised homosexuality, the government continues to shilly-shally
over the issue. Appearing before the Supreme Court, an additional solicitor
general described homosexuality as an unnatural and immoral act. Though
this statement was later retracted as being a personal view and not the government’s official stand, the legal status of homosexuality remains ambiguous at
best. Many, like the so-called ‘Baba’, Ramdev,
who enjoys a cult following, see homosexuality
as a ‘disease’ to be ‘cured’ through traditional
disciplines like yoga.
‘Honour killings’ and female foeticide
have become commonplace news items increasingly devoid of shock value.
Even as Aamir Khan takes a laudable initiative and makes a TV programme
about the womb-murder of girl children – the highest incidence of which is
often recorded in the more affluent and supposedly more ‘progressive’ urban
areas – there are press reports that Indian emigrants to Canada have carried
this unspeakable practice along with them in their mental and cultural
baggage to their adoptive country.
Every action is said to have an equal and opposite reaction. Could this
be the reason why as India progresses in material and technological terms –
economic growth, the spread of mobile telephony, 24x7 television – it seems to
regress in terms of social values and norms? Are dowry deaths and the killing
of the girl child inevitable collateral damage in the country’s long march to
becoming a consumer society and a free market economy?
That would be a dangerous and fundamentally wrong assumption to make.
The basis of a true free market lies in its capacity to offer a competitive choice
of products, which include the mental products that we call opinions. While
today’s India can boast having 32 flavours of ice cream, and more than double
that of car models, increasing social and political intolerance is drastically
reducing the number of opinions that are available for us to express.
Anything that does not conform to a rigid orthodoxy and which in any way
deviates from a prescribed ‘norm’ – be it a cartoon, or a dissident take on a
political or religious icon – is met with a virulent reaction which recalls the
witch-hunts of Europe’s middle ages.
In India, the ‘M’ on the iPhone doesn’t stand for Modernism; it stands
for Medievalism.
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age of 60 or 70. No sport except golf allows you such a
luxury…i actually started
playing in Chandigarh when
i was about nine years old. My
father took me to the course
and i would pull his trolley
about, then play a few shots.
That’s how i became hooked
to it.
■ Golf is seen as an elite
sport in India. What needs
to be done to popularise it?
Academies
and
colleges
should be set up
to tap young golfing talent. People should get
access to golf courses. That’s
crucial.
■ But in a country like India
where cricket is devoutly
worshipped, do you see golf
becoming popular?
Yes – in the next decade, golf
will become as popular as

Q&A

One whose hands are
full with communalism
has no moral right
to malign others
on casteism

– NITISH KUMAR,
Bihar chief minister,
on Narendra Modi’s remarks
on caste politics in Bihar
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You yourself, as much as
anybody in the entire
universe, deserve your
love and affection.
Gautama Buddha
✥
A man’s value depends
upon his courage and
resolution, his veracity
depends upon his traits
of nobility and
self-respect and his
chastity depends upon
his sense of honour.
Hazrat Ali
✥
To live worthily with selfrespect, one has to overcome difficulties. It is out
of hard and ceaseless
struggle alone that one
derives strength, confidence and recognition.
B R Ambedkar
✥
Do we not realise that
self-respect comes
with self-reliance?
A P J Abdul Kalam
✥
The snow goose need not
bathe to make itself white.
Neither need you do anything but be yourself.
Lao Tzu
✥
Respect yourself and
others will respect you.
Confucius

– LALU PRASAD,
RJD chief,
on his 65th birthday

– SANATH JAYASURIYA,
former Sri Lankan cricketer,
on participating in a
dance reality show

Ancestor worship is prevalent among
indigenous populations in Australia and the
hosts and God have something in com- Pacific Islands as also elsewhere in the world.
mon – their existence has always been The departed are a part of the social life and
challenged by non-believers. The general thoughts of people in Africa. The shamans
rule of thumb is: If you believe they exist, they of Mexico also are great believers of ghosts
do. If you don’t believe in them, they don’t exist. and spirits. How did belief in ghosts and the
Belief in ghosts (and God) goes back to the importance of propitiation of dead ancestors
beginning, even when groups of people lived become a universal faith?
in isolation from each other because of lack of
The millennia-old Garuda Purana has resomeans of communication. It’s intriguing that nance in Mayan beliefs with identical descripthe concept of ghosts and belief in their exist- tions of the soul’s journey. The Garuda Purana
ence prevailed in different parts of the world with 8,000 verses also describes the origin of
among different groups of people following 86,000 species including humans. It describes
different cults, faiths and religions even be- in detail ‘narakas’ or several cities, rivers and
fore people in these regions began communi- volcanic grounds that the soul has to pass
cating with each other. Ancient
through – the time spent at each station
Greeks, Romans, Christians, Hindus
matches the nature of one’s karma in
and Buddhists, all believed in extralife. The Hindu ritual of donating chapterrestrial influences. In China and
pals, planks, water jugs, fans, clothes,
Japan, like in India, the belief is
cow and calf with a mini boat on the
manifested through worship of
13th day of death is meant to enable
spirits of the departed; hence the
the departed soul to pass through
practice of propitiating these spithese stations without difficulty.
THE
rits to keep them in good humour
In the Mexican Mayan spiri■ SPEAKING ■
or to simply remember and show
tual tradition, the journey of the
reverence to departed ancestors.
soul starts with a mystical dog
TREE
Hindus observe Pithrupaksha
who can see in the dark, guiding
for 15 days during September every year. the soul far below to an underground cave
During this period, it is believed that departed beneath the sea or river, filled with scorforefathers ‘holiday’ on earth. Hindus also pions, blood or pus, stinking abandoned
perform annual shraddhs or observe death an- houses filled with shrieking bats.
niversaries or ‘thithi’of their departed by perEven in recent times, notwithstanding the
forming elaborate rituals and giving things progress made by science and rationality
away in charity. Parsis worship the departed, votaries, people’s interest in general in ghosts,
while Muslims offer prayers at tombs. Chris- fantasies and extraterrestrials is unabated.
tians, too, have remembrance days. Apart This is proved beyond doubt by the runaway
from offering titles and praise for the dead success of J K Rowling’s Harry Potter series,
on New Year day, the Chinese have a special selling more than eight million copies and the
custom of “Mighun” – that is, if a person died a films making huge amounts of money.
bachelor, a body of the opposite gender would
The writer has authored Ghosts, Occults &
be buried along with the dead male to keep his Exorcists, detailing his experience of apparitions.
karlagan@mtnl.net.in
soul company in the journey post-life.
Parur S Ganesan
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had paid off.
■ Do you also attribute
part of your success in the
sporting arena to your father,
Milkha Singh?
Of course. His guidance
has been a big advantage.
Everyone knows my father,
the ‘Flying Sikh’ of the
1960s – but there may be
some who don’t know that
my mother, Nirmal Kaur, too
is a former captain of the
Indian volleyball team. Thus,
sport runs in my genes. I
could honestly say i was
born in a household which
only breathed and dreamed
of sports.
■ As India’s best-known professional golfer today, what is
your ultimate aim?
To win a medal in the Rio
Olympics as golf is included in
it. And also to become the world
golf champion soon.

I enjoy dancing but
i am not a dancer.
So that is the
problem. Cricket is
much easier

Abhi toh mein jawan hoon.
My body may have
become old, but my
mind and soul
remain young

Belief In Spirits Is Universal

■

Respect Yourself

cricket. The media, especially
TV, is playing a key role in
popularising the sport. A lot
of young people who watch
the game on TV have been lured
towards it. There is also good
money in it and young people
have started realising that
golf can be a profession in

itself.
■ Do you feel the Asian level
of play matches that of the
West?
Well, golf is becoming
very popular in Asia. Consider
this – a few years ago, there
was no organised tour in
Asia. But now, with the Asian
PGA tour, we’re on firm footing. Playing conditions too
have improved considerably
and thanks to television, the
popular exposure is widespread now.
■ You have played a significant role in bringing golf to
young enthusiasts’ notice in
India – along the way, what’s
been your most memorable
tournament?
I think the 1996 Asian Pro
when i scored 26 under par –
my best score so far. It was
as if God had answered my
prayers and all my hard work

■

E D I T PAG E■
MAILBOX

Prime ministerial aspirants
This refers to the editorial ‘Who’s Your Face?’
(June 12). With public cynicism about the
scam-ridden UPA government at the Centre
growing by the day the BJP, as the major opposition party, should not be found wanting
when it comes to projecting itself as a viable
political alternative. While the growing grip
of Gujarat CM Narendra Modi over the BJP
has strengthened the speculation that he is
likely to be presented as a prime ministerial
candidate, one should not be oblivious to the
factional feuds in the party and its negative
impact on the minds of voters. Without putting its house in order the BJP cannot claim itself to be a viable political alternative to the
Congress.
M Jeyaram, SHOLAVANDAN

Tendulkar’s gesture
This is with reference to the Snap Judgment
‘No Bungalow Please’ (June 12), on Sachin
Tendulkar’s refusal to accept government accommodation as a Rajya Sabha member. People’s opinion on this may be divided. Some
may call it a political sixer that brings him
great credit and others may even trash it as a
commonplace gimmick. Nonetheless, this fine
gesture speaks volumes of his character. If
our leaders also show such motivation, there
is no reason why our country cannot successfully emerge as a developed nation.
Govind Singh Khimta, SHIMLA
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