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“August is the month of revolution,”
Prime Minister Narendra Modisaid
inhismonthly radio talk afew days
ago. Wednesday was the 75th anni-
versary of thelaunch of the Quit
Indiamovement against British colo-
nialrule, and Modi talked about the
five-year journey from sankalp (in-
tention)to siddhi(achievement)to in-
dependence in August 1947.

Modi, India’sfirst prime minister to
beborn inindependent India, is very
good atobservinganniversaries. We
have a well-stocked pantheon of he-
roesand heroines tocommemorate,
more numerous than the red-letter
festival days on our calendars, and
Modihas invoked many of them. “We
have tomake 2017 a year of resolve,”
hesaid in hisMann ki Baat talk, call-
ingforamovementtorid a New India
of dirt, poverty, corruption, terror-
ism, casteism, communalism, and re-
ligious intolerance overthe nextfive
yearstothenext milestone: the 75th
anniversary of independencein2022.

Why are we making somuch of
Indiaat 70 going on 757 Is it more sig-
nificantthan Indiaat60, or Indiaat 50,
orlooking ahead atIndia at100? This
isafair question, and Iremembered
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Why We Must Not Give Up The Freedom to Think

that Tuesday was the 76th birth anni-
versary of CK Prahalad, the manage-
mentguru whofirstspelled out the
India@?75 vision ina New York speech
in 2007. “As we celebrate India@g0, let
usremember that all ouraccomplish-
mentsare in the past. Leadership,
however; isabout the futureand it is
about change. Leadershipisabout
hope,” Prahalad said.

Hesaid India would need economic
strength and technological vitality.
Werequired atleast 200 million col-
lege graduates, 500 million certified
and skilled technicians, and univer-
saleducation. Prahalad, whodied in
2010, listed several audacious goals
for2022. Amongthem were: atleast
ten Indian companies in the Fortune
1001ist (thelast timeIchecked wehad
only seven in the Fortune 5001ist,
with Indian Oil at 161); and that India
mustaccountfor atleast10% of glob-
altrade (governmentfigures show
India accountedfor2% in 2015).

Amongotherbig goals was the wish
that India should become a world
leader in innovation and new technol-
ogy. This would be great, but do were-
alistically think we are goingtobe
hometothenext Google or Facebook
or WhatsApp within thenext five
years? Our start-ups seem to be con-
tent with copying or adapting exist-
ingmodels. It is well-nigh impossible
tocarry outanational auditof there-
search ouruniversities and institu-
tions produce; my guessisthatacon-
siderable proportion will turn outto
beunoriginal or plagiarised. The

University Grants Commission
urged universitieslast yeartouse an-
ti-plagiarism software to catch fraud-
ulentscholars, but youdon'thear any
namingand shaming.

Four days before heretired, Vice
President Hamid Ansari told law
graduates in Bangalore that plural-
ism and secularism were essential for
India’sdemocracy. Religious minori-
ties constitute 19.4% of the popula-
tion, Ansarinoted. In histhought-
provoking speech, peppered with
citations, Ansariargued strongly for
tolerance, compassion, and inclusive-
ness. Thealternative was unpalata-
ble, headded: “There isevidenceto
suggestthat we areapolity at war
with itself in which the process of
emotional integration hasfaltered
and isindireneed of reinvigoration.
Onone plane is the question of our

FINAL LESSON

Couchedin
careful lan-
guage, Ansa-
ri's farewell speech
was an indictment of
our political class

commitmenttoRule of Law that
seems to be under serious threat aris-
ingout of the noticeable decline in the
efficacy of the institutions of the

V@o,

State, lapses intoarbitrary decision-
making and even ‘ochlocracy’ ormob
rule, and the resultant public disillu-
sionment”. If our primeminister be-
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UPHOLDING VALUES

Forget the
nitpicks: next

week, we
will be celebrating 70
years of democracy

lieves we have five more yearstoerase
communalism, casteism and reli-
gious intolerance and become the
world’s benchmark on how to cope
with diversity, doyouhave high hopes
we will succeed?

Ansari, whomore than Pranab
Mukherjee was an occasional voice
of conscience, willbe missed. Wecan
look forward now to some hagiogra-
phy: Modi released a book of
Venkaiah Naidu’s speeches and arti-
clesjustasthenew vice president was
elected. Two months agoNaidu, are-
lentless cheerleader for the prime
minister, spoke about MODI, the
Makingof Developed India. Last
October hereleased a book on Modi’s
‘Midas touch’ in foreign policy.

Couched in careful language,
Ansari’sfarewell speech was an in-
dictment of ourpolitical class. Itis
possibleto be depressed by the depths
towhich this class can descend in its
pursuitof power—whetheritisa
Nitish Kumar, whohas shredded the
last vestige of political morality the
opposition could pretend to believe

in, oritisthe sordid shenanigansthat
ended inthe early hours of the Quit
India anniversary with Ahmed
Patel’'sre-electiontoafifthtermasa
Congress member of the RajyaSabha
from Gujarat.

Andyet, both Modiand Congress
president Sonia Gandhi stood up in
the Lok Sabhalater that day to speak
about the freedom movement and the
ideals thatfired men and women
three-quartersof acenturyago. Modi
stuck tothe script from his Mann ki
Baat talk and ended with a series of
pledgeshesaid every citizen should
take, which were emblazoned in full-
pagenewspaper advertisementsthat
morning. Sonia Gandhidweltatsome
length on the sufferings of Congress
leadersfrom Jawaharlal Nehruon
duringtheagitation. Sheadded that
the ‘powers of darkness’ that wereout
todestroy secularism and freedom of
speechmust be defeated. Thiswas
two days after Jairam Ramesh said in
an interview that the Congress party

HARDLY A DEMOCRACY
Our neigh-
bours have
fared much

worse; no PMin

Pakistan has lasted

a full term

faced an existential crisis (“The sul-
tanate has gone but webehaveas if we
were sultans still”) and must re-invent
itself. Many of ushave been saying
thisfor three years.

Forget the nitpicks: next week, we
will be celebrating 70 years of democ-
racy. Thisisnomean feat, although
Western Europe, which rose from the
ruins of waracoupleof yearsbefore
the Union Jack was taken off ourflag-
poles, hasalso had enduringdemocra-
cies, howeverflawed they may some-
times appear. Ourneighboursin
South Asiahave fared much worse; no
primeminister in Pakistan haslasted
afullterm, and coups, monarchies,
uprisings and civil wars have bucked
and heaved around our borders.

These seven decades have been
marked, elsewhere in the world and at
leastonce in India, by an overall dis-
tastefor totalitarianism, although
North Koreahas survived asan exem-
plar and now looms monstrously on
the horizon with itsnuclear arsenal.

Across the world, we have fared less
well against authoritarianism, which
the dictionary defines as “the enforce-
ment or advocacy of strict obedience
toauthority at the expense of person-
alfreedom”. We will forget thisat our
own peril. Inhis 2007 speech, Prof.
Prahalad put this in stark terms:
“Justeconomic strength and techno-
logical maturity isnot enough. We
know that the Soviet Union and Nazi
Germany had economicand techno-
logical muscle. They failed. Morality
isanintegral partof leadership.”



