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Venkaiah Naidu’s election as the next vice-president had been
a foregone conclusion, but not his victory margin. As it trans-
pired, Opposition candidate Gopalkrishna Gandhi got 19 vo-
tes less than he was supposed to, that many members of the
two Houses of Parliament who had pledged their support to
him ending up not voting for him. Of equal concern, if of a dif-
ferent kind, is the inability of 11Members of Parliament to vo-
te right, resulting in their votes being invalid. It is time the
Election Commission introduced electronic voting machines
in gubernatorial elections as well.

For the Opposition, how big a setback is their candidate’s loss
and does it offer a foretaste of how things will pan out in 2019?

By other indications, such as the success-
ful and aggressive politics of the BJP that
has allowed it to add state after major sta-
te to its kitty and instal its partymen and
pliant fellow-travellers as chief mini-
sters, it is well on its way to secure anot-
her mandate in the next general elec-
tions. But to draw the same conclusion

from the vice-presidential election would be wrong. For one,
the votes Gandhi got overstates the Opposition’s ability to op-
pose the BJP in 2019. A united front at the level of MPs does not
mean that they would be able to contain their natural inclina-
tion to fight one another, apart from the BJP, in the general
elections. For another, the Naidu tally overstates the BJP’s
support. Opportunist MPs who want to be in the ruling party’s
good books and resort to cross-voting are not necessarily ex-
pert poll forecasters who modulate their voting according to
which way the electoral wind blows.

Naidu has done well to declare his intention to be non-parti-
san as vice-chairman of the Upper House. Appearances mat-
ter, too, in a democracy.

Congrats, Vice-President
M Venkaiah Naidu
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Are All Our Machines
Potential Terminators?
Robots conspiring with each other to wipe out — or at least
control — the human race is the stuff of blockbusters. Ar-
nold Schwarzenegger made a fortune, after all, personifying
the amorphous fear in many minds about the potential
danger of artificial intelligence. The notion of benign home
appliances chatting with each other to “help” their owners
certainly does not fill all humans with boundless gratitude.
And the prospect of a machine-managed life eventually spi-
ralling out of human control would not seem at all unlikely
to the average technophobe. Nor does scientists airily pooh-
poohing the idea of their creations developing a mind of the-
ir own — quite literally — allay fears as long as Frankenste-
in’s monster remains a favourite trope. So Facebook team
denying that its bots had to be shut down because they had
developed their own language that sounded like gibberish to
their human ‘bosses’, seemed eerily part like any Termina-
tor or Person of Interest script.

Doomsayers can also be forgiven for conjecturing that the-
se bots — and others — may instead be still ‘talking’ and plot-
ting even as their “creators” loftily decry the idea of ever be-
ing outwitted by mere machines. They would be chuckling
in particular at the supreme arrogance of flesh-and-blood
mortals deeming their intelligence to be “artificial”.

Can scientists rule out bots plotting
world domination in a secret language?

The GST Council has done well to revise rates on 19 servi-
ces that include job work rate on textiles and also clear
rules for e-way bill to remove border checkposts. Confu-
sion over tax rates on goods was not unexpected, given
that there are over 50,000 products that have come under
the new levy. But ambiguity leads to classification dispu-
tes and provides the scope for buying favourable admini-
strative discretion. That’s wholly avoidable. The remedy
is to have a clutter-free GST. Goods and services have be-
en classified as per the harmonised system of nomencla-
ture, a globally standardised system of names and num-
bers. This is welcome as identification of goods becomes
easy through specific HSN codes, and also enables expor-
ters to claim refunds on the tax paid on inputs used to ma-
ke the final product. It would raise business efficiency if
all products with the same four-digit HSN code were to
have the same rate of GST.

Kota stone, for example, attracts the lowest 5% GST,
compared to marble that attracts the
highest rate. But kota stone makers
want clarity on the classification to
ensure that revenue authorities do
not come calling on them. Recently,
the government clarified that sarees,
designer or embroidered, will be trea-
ted as fabric and not garment, and

hence attract the lowest GST of 5%. Differential tax rates
on the same kind of product should go. The pricier pro-
ducts consumed by the well-off, will bear a higher tax
burden, even if the rate of tax is the same as on a cheap al-
ternative. A clean GST will ease administrative compli-
ance. It would be useful to start an online forum for in-
dustry, especially small and medium enterprises, to rai-
se their grievances, throw them open for public discus-
sion, leading to resolution.

The rates for most products will go down now that exci-
se duties and value-added tax have been subsumed in GST.
Manufacturers and retailers must ensure that they stamp
new prices on their pre-GST stock, instead of levying GST
on top of the old maximum retail price. Surely, there is sco-
pe to converge GST rates once the tax base widens.

GST Glitches Only
To Be Expected
The point is to identify and resolve them

PRANAV KHULLAR

The devout spend the entire
month of Sravana in the wors-
hip of Shiva, culminating in
the Sravana Purnima on
Raksha Bandhan day. Shiva is
beyond the gunas, as His tri-
dent represents all three,
sattva, rajas and tamas. The
elephant skin attire indicates
that he is beyond pride; the
tiger skin symbolises his going
beyond lust, and the snake
around his neck represents
wisdom and eternity. The
Shivalinga signifies the basic
principles of advaita: non-
dual, indivisible, non-doer,
non-enjoyer, unattached,
without qualities.

The Shiva Mahima Stotra
sees him as the Inexpressible
Truth. The three-eyed Shiva’s
blue-stained neck is a symbolic
reminder of His capacity to
remove poisons (the undesi-
rable) from the world. The
Yajur Veda describes Shiva as
the master-yogi and the reposi-
tory of knowledge. The Pan-
chakshara Mantra, “Om
Namah Shivaye”, is a timeless
chant of the name of Shiva, the
inscrutable-yet-easy-to-please
Ashutosh.

To some Shiva is the em-
bodiment of asceticism. In his
fierce Rudra aspect, He is the
God who releases men of
bondage and wanders in cre-
mation grounds. To others, he
is the Universal Father, Bhole
Baba, who blesses all without
prejudice. Fritjof Capra views
the Shiva tandava, the primor-
dial dissolution and creation,
as an allegory of the movement
of sub-atomic particles, dra-
wing parallels between Indian
mysticism and nuclear phy-
sics. So, Shiva is anadi, with
neither beginning nor end.

In Devotion
of Shiva

There are more things in heaven
and Earth, Bablu-ji, than can be
explained by the politics of commu-
nalism and secularism and all such
dietary matters. Even as the fat of
the land dices and dissects and
discusses what it means for the top
three constitutional posts now
being occupied by a clean-shaven
man, a man with a moustache, and a
bearded man — the last time such a
holy alignment took place was when
R Venkataraman (clean shaven) was
president, Shankar Dayal Sharma
(moustache) was vice-president and
Chandra Shekhar (beard) was
prime minister – a spectre is haun-
ting the plains of North India. A
spectre chopping women’s hair off
while they are asleep or, as some
police reports have it, when they are
‘unconscious’.

The first reaction for most of us, of
course, is to blame either rightwing
goons or leftwing radicals. That’s
the way we roll these days. So, first
the facts — which are factier than
most facts trotted out by even reli-
able media platforms.

On July 30, women from four
villages on the outskirts of Delhi

first reported to the police that they
woke up to find their hair cut seve-
ral inches and the chopped bit
neatly left under their pillows. Since
then, more than 30 cases of myste-
rious haircuts have sprouted from
Delhi, Haryana, Rajasthan, Punjab
and Uttar Pradesh. This has led to
some panelists on news channels
with very receding hairlines noting
that all but two states facing this
menace are BJP-ruled.

Women across the Gangetic plains,
who will never have an appointment
at any Jawed Habib Hair and Beauty
Salon branch, have been terrified
since, with no one having an ex-
planation. No one, that is, bar vic-
tims such as the 45-year-old in
Gurugram (name withheld not
because of anonymity but because
it doesn’t matter) who has gone on

record saying that her braid was
lopped off “by a black cat that took
the shape of a man”. An unidentifi-
ed ‘witchdoctor’ on the prowl has
also been mentioned.

In all this hair loss — and the fear is
genuine — it is heartening to know
that the victims have not been from
one religious community. Or two.
Which, unfortunately, does not mean
that things are not on the edge. One
can look at the tragedy of the death of
60-year-old Mala Devi on August 2,
who died of a cardiac arrest after
being beaten up with rods by the
villagers of Mutnai in Agra district,
whichever way one likes.

Mala Devi had, according to some
eyewitnesses, lost her way because
of poor eyesight and had gone to the
house of someone she knew, reques-
ting someone drop her home. But
with the atmosphere already being
charged, she was suspected of being
a ‘witch’ who had come to shear the
hair off the household’s women’s
heads. The fact that she was a Dalit
has been noted in some quarters.

If you light a match in a field, and
you do the same in a room where
you’ve kept the gas running for
some time, the consequences are
likely to be very different. In 2001,
the biggest news doing the rounds in
Delhi was the ‘Monkey Man’. There
were many sightings of this creatu-
re, straight out of Rajkumar Kohli’s
1979 star-studded slasher flick, Jaani
Dushman, which apparently attack-
ed folks randomly without commu-
nity profiling. This was in the pre-

social media age when Nokia hands-
ets were still king. But the ‘Kaala
Bandar’ (Black Monkey) was ‘every-
where’ — a secular menace in those
Vajpayee days.

The best thing to come out of the
whole episode was Rakeysh Om-
prakash Mehra’s film eight years
later, Delhi-6. Apart from the won-
derful song, Masakali, the film also
had a simple explanation for the
‘Kala Bandar’ phenomenon: it was
the manifestation of all the vices
that resided inside the people living
in Chandni Chowk a.k.a. Delhi
110006.

Some post-Freudian witch doctors
(read: psychiatrists) have explained
the mysterious haircuts as a ‘mass
hysteria’. Former head of depart-
ment, All India Institute of Medical
Sciences (AIIMS), Dr Sudhir Khan-
delwal, told Hindustan Times that
the ‘victims’ are cutting their own
hair “either consciously or in an
altered sensorium, likely to seek
attention” — ‘altered sensorium’
being a medical condition charac-
terised by an inability to think
clearly or concentrate.

India has been in an altered senso-
rium forever. I just hope nothing
more than a good movie — and a
hairstyle — comes out of this spec-
tral hair-chopper, who is neither a
gau rakshak nor an anti-national,
but a safer manifestation of a hyper-
attention-seeking nation that has
the tendency and talent to show far
more dangerous neurotic signs of
tearing its own hair out.

No Need for Baal Rakshaks
RED HERRING

Indrajit Hazra

F
IL

E
 P

H
O

T
O

Just another news snippet

L
ast week the Reserve Bank
of India’s (RBI) Monetary
Policy Committee (MPC)
finally ‘bowed’ to public
opinion and cut interest ra-

tes. Market reaction was muted.
Part of the reason was the rate cut
had already been factored in.

But more importantly, RBI’s Poli-
cy Statement killed all hope the
bank would ever find courage to ad-
minister that much-needed shot of
adrenalin, even when lurking
ghosts of inflation have been put to
rest. Net result, the quantum of re-
duction (25 basis points) announ-
ced by RBI is woefully unequal to
the task of reviving animal spirits.

The ground for a reduction in the
repo rate, at which RBI infuses liqu-
idity into the system, had already
been laid out, well before the MPC
met over two days on August 1and 2.
By June, inflation, both consumer
price inflation (CPI) and wholesale
price inflation (WPI), had hit re-
cord lows.

At 1.54%, the CPI for June 2017
was not only well below the target
range of 2-6% set by GoI for RBI un-
der its inflation-targeting moneta-
ry policy framework. It was almost
half the April 2017 number (2.99%)
that the bank described as a ‘histo-
ric low’ in its monetary policy state-
ment of June 7.

In fact, all the reasons advanced
by the MPC for staying put since Oc-
tober 2016, even as inflation decli-
ned and economic growth nosedi-
ved, have been demolished. The
monsoon has played fair, global

commodity markets are benign,
disruptions posed by GST have be-
en relatively minor and have not
impacted prices so far. And last, but
not the least, the 7th Pay Commis-
sion payouts have not been inflatio-
nary. 

On the inflation front, therefore,
there was virtually no reason for
the MPC to retain its earlier (exces-
sive?) caution. On the contrary.
Even as inflation retreated, crea-
ting space for a rate cut, poor
growth numbers buttressed the ca-
se for more, rather than less, ag-
gressive rate action.

Playing Safe
The case for a rate cut was so com-
pelling, there was no way RBI could
have ignored it. The only question
that remained was whether it wo-
uld play true to its conservative, in-
flation-targeting image and cut by
25 basis points. Or, taking a more
nuanced view of the present
growth-inflation dynamics, would
take courage in its hands and opt
for a more aggressive cut of 50 basis
points.

In the event, RBI played safe and
lost a golden opportunity. Whether
it is factory output or core sector,
signs of persistent slowdown in
economic activity output are unde-
niable. RBI’s Policy Statement ad-
mits as much. ‘Industrial perfor-
mance has weakened in April-May
2017, reflecting broadbased loss of
speed in manufacturing... The we-
akness in the capex cycle was also
evident in the number of new in-
vestments announcements falling
to a 12-year low in April-June 2017,
the lack of traction in the imple-
mentation of stalled projects, dece-
leration in the output of infrastruc-
ture goods and the ongoing de-leve-
raging in the corporate sector.’

All convincing reasons to stop til-
ting at windmills and take on the re-
al enemy of falling growth by cut-
ting interest rates more aggressive-

ly? No. Not for the MPC or RBI,
which continue to see the ghosts of
inflation lurking everywhere.

This is not to suggest that low in-
terest rates are the only missing
link in India’s puzzling macroeco-
nomic scenario. Interest cost is on-
ly one factor that corporates keep
on their radar when taking invest-
ment decisions. But it is important.
At a time when many large corpora-
tes are highly leveraged (read: have
excessive debt on their balance she-
ets) a 50 basis points cut in interest
rates would have helped ease their
debt burden and hastened the pro-
cess of de-leveraging, making spa-
ce for fresh investment. 

Anemic Private Investment
Additionally, public sector banks
reeling under the impact of high
non-performing assets and RBI’s
(excessively?) strict provisioning
norms would have benefited from
higher treasury profits. GoI, too,
would have been benefited from lo-
wer cost of borrowing even as over-
seas investors, looking to make a
fast buck through carry trade, wo-
uld have been discouraged. This
would have both halted the excessi-
ve rupee appreciation and ring-fen-
ced the exchange rate from a sharp
downward correction when flows

reverse.
Sure, a 50 basis points reduction

in repo rates would not have trans-
lated into an equivalent reduction
in bank lending rates, thanks to
RBI’s bugbear, inefficient trans-
mission. But transmission would
be more than with a mere 25 basis
points cut. It would improve banks’
treasury profits and stimulate de-
mand, leading to increased capaci-
ty utilisation, and finally to invest-
ment and growth, especially if it is
supported by imaginative packa-
ges akin to what is being attempted
for the telecom sector. 

Remember, it is lack of private
corporate investment that is the
single-largest factor keeping
growth in the 7-7.5% mark, down
from close to 10% in the ‘India Shi-
ning’ days. Remember also, that
though GDP growth has picked up
from the low of 5.5% in 2012-13 to 8%
in 2015-16, investment has not.

In fact, the ratio of gross fixed ca-
pital formation to GDP, a measure
of investment, has been going stea-
dily downhill with the latest num-
ber for 2016-17 (26.9%), nowhere ne-
ar the 38% reached in 2007-08.

Unfortunately, by taking a blin-
kered view of the macro-economic
environment, RBI has overlooked
the real problem: lacklustre
growth.

Tilting at the Windmills
The Reserve Bank hits out at (imagined?) inflation, missing the real enemy: lacklustre growth

Mythili Bhusnurmath

For our Bankmen from La Mancha
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It is lack of private corporate investment that is the
single-largest factor keeping growth in the 7-7.5% mark,
down from close to 10% in the ‘India Shining’ days

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesgroup.com

AMature
Relationship
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s touching letter to
former President Pranab
Mukherjee describing the
latter as a “fatherly figure”
and “mentor” drives home the
point that mutual respect can
build bridges, be it in personal
life or political relationship.
Both personalities maintai-
ned the decorum so well that
people never felt that they
belong to two ideologically
different parties, Congress
and BJP. One hopes this serves
as a guiding principle for all
governors and chief mini-
sters who owe allegiance to
the political parties they are
associated with rather than
the posts they hold.

S RAMAKRISHNASAYEE
Ranipet, Tamil Nadu

Create Robust
Data Centres
Apropos ‘For Data Protection
Minus Data Residency’ (Aug
4). You are right to say that
data on Indians should neces-
sarily reside in India, and that
the ‘minus residency’ feature

must be
removed.
Towards this
objective, two
actions are
needed. First-
ly, India must
necessarily

possess adequate data centre
capacity within the country.
Secondly, it must have sovere-
ign control on Internet over its
soil. Surely, a wider debate on
global best practices in data
protection, leading to a firm
policy will help.

NK MATHUR
New Delhi

Step Up Spend
on Healthcare
Apropos ‘To Be Poor is Un-
healthy’ (Aug 5) by Veena S
Kulkarni, Vani S Kulkarni &
Raghav Gaiha. Poverty is a
serious impediment to the
growth of a country. Though
government has taken many
measures to eradicate poverty,
some loopholes don’t permit
progress of the poor. So, the
poor are bound to suffer from
diseases due to both lack of
proper nutrition and sanita-
tion. These must be remedied
with the government stepping
up public health expenditure.

RAAJASH KULMI
Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh

Chat Room

Fan: the only constant loyalty in
human life. In this age of informa-
tion flow where space and time turns
irrelevant, one starts to become a
sports fan at 5-6. And one turns into a
committed follower even before
touching double digits. For the next
70-80 years of his or her life, this is the
only loyalty that stays on.

You can have affairs, a broken
marriage, changing tastes of food
and clothing, evolving views on
politics. But a Usain Bolt fan at 5 will
remain a Bolt fan at 80. So much so
that 50 years down the line, he or she
won’t take a backseat in arguing that
Bolt, come what may, remains the
greatest.

Yes, there was Carl Lewis in 1984,

1988 and 1992. And yes, Lewis has won
multiple Olympic gold medals. But
Bolt, in every sense, has eclipsed
every other athlete. With one finger
on his lip, Bolt could turn the whole
Olympic stadium quiet, and with one
lightening pose — like at the end of
his last individual race on Saturday
night — he sent spectators in the
stands to ruptures. He captivated us
all and did so time and again. And
that’s how was nurtured a loyalty like
no other.

As Bolt bent down to start the last
race of his life, time had come to a
standstill. The result was of little
consequence to many of us. Won or
lost, Bolt was already the declared
champion, and each and every one of
us wanted to hold on to those 9-somet-
hing seconds. Each time the clock
ticked passed a second, a lump for-
med in a million throats worldwide.

Bolt was one step closer to never
race again. Each strain of muscle
and each lunge forward to make up
for that poor start brought to mind
frames of achievement from Beijing
to London and to Rio. He had made up

for poor starts all his life and he will
again, we thought. Just as the run-
ners reached the last 10 metres, it
seemed he had it covered. It was Bolt
territory.

But not this time. Even the final
thrust wasn’t enough. But did it
really matter? The winner Justin
Gatlin wasn’t even being shown by
the TV cameras. The crowd wasn’t
celebrating him either. It was all Bolt
as he started one final lap of the
London Stadium. From meeting his

parents to doing interviews to that
final moment when he did that light-
ning pose, the greatest showman had
all his fans glued to him.

This is one loyalty that will never be
taken away from us. More powerful

than nationalism, this is what
makes modern sport the global
marketers’ dream. Brand Bolt,
despite the third place finish, is at
its most powerful. In fact, his ‘loss’
has added sheen to his legend, now
that we know there is a tinge of
mortality to his immortality. He,

too, can lose.
Donald Bradman had scored a duck

in his last innings. Diego Maradona
finished second best to Germany
with Andreas Brehme netting the
penalty in 1994. Roger Federer and
Michael Phelps have both lost on
occasions. Bolt has too in the final
individual race of his life.

But just like the other greats men-
tioned here, Bolt, too, will go down in
history as the greatest. At least to his
legion of fans worldwide. And this
community will forever remain a
constant.

Grease Lightning, the Greatest

Boria Majumdar

He'll never run out
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