Interview

Who was the most ethical businessman in India in the 17th century? Which was
the Buddhist Monastery that had the most savvy business strategy? Such questions
pertaining to Indian business and economic history will soon be explored in a

series of books being brought out by Penguin. Gurcharan Das, author and former

P&G India chairman, is the general editor for the project. Malini Goyal caught up
with Das on a Saturday evening to understand the project.
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cutting and polishing industry. The Indian
diaspora has also had important trade en-
hancing and investment effects.

n the other hand, the loss of sig-

nificant numbers of the highly

skilled has undoubtedly had
negative effects as well, perhaps most
manifest in reducing the supply of profes-
sionals with the managerial and technical
capabilities to run institutions and organi-
sations, be they colleges or hospitals, sta-
tistical systems or research laboratories. A
prime example of these adverse effects can
be seen in India’s higher education system.
When the IITs and 1IMs, as well as new
science and technology research institutes
were set up in the 19505 and 1960s many
of the key personnel in these institutions
were trained abroad and returned to In-
dia, inspired by the heady days of “nation
building” But by the late 1960s, more and
more of India’s best and brightest began to
go abroad, never to return. The small num-
ber who did were sufficient to maintain
the high standards of a small number of
institutions, but not their expansion, and

pore

the number of graduates from these elite
institutions remained virtually unchanged
for four decades.

Meanwhile, the replenishment of tal-
ent in universities and research institutes
began to decline as fewer returned. Finally,
when return migration picked up at the
turn of the century, few saw public insti-
tutions as a viable career alternative. This
has been an important reason why [ndian
universities (virtually all public) have de-
teriorated. As mediocrity has become en-
trenched, it has become even more imper-
vious to change.

While there are many complex reasons
for the travails of Indian higher educa-
tion, these have been amplified by the
manner in which the system has been a
net exporter of talent. Any system that
hemorrhages talent over the long run will
struggle to survive, let alone prosper. There
have been considerable cognitive effects
as well. A stark example is the state of West
Bengal, where three decades of commu-
nist rule has so politicised its institutions
of higher education that the large number
of excellent researchers from this state

can be found all over the world, except in
West Bengal.

he benefits — or costs — of inter-

national migration will depend

largely on India’s domestic policies
and politics rather than something intrin-
sic to this specific mechanism of globalisa-
tion. Whether the India diaspora will lobby |
for the country of origin in foreign capitals
or instead help raise funds for separatist |
movements, whether the “brain-drain” be- |
comes a “brain-gain”, whether they invest ‘
in factories in the country of origin or one- |
way tickets for their cor: atriots to leave ‘
the country of origin, wi ' - and large de- 1
pend on what happens in - ia. It must be |
remembered that citizens i+ their coun- |
tr. for a reason. And wher: - leave, the
fa. crs that led them to leave .- not disap-
n..r. How these factors are a.i. “essed will
;- ndamentally shape migration effects on
td'a.m

The author is Director, Centre for the
Advanced Study of India, University
of Pennsylvania.
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( Why is Fenguin dolng this
prroject?

i has one of the lnrgest prowing

pridations of new business class Tndia's
dreprreneurs [are drawing attention
Wewanted 1o understand Tadia s
deprencavml energy. We have always
sentaring nation with adventurons
and smstt busineskmen Ihere

[I'H]

st be gireat business fdeas that may
have Mstorically emerged here This is an
attempt o undersatand Tndia's ¢ apitalisti
Past Yo must temember thut one of o
oldest texta b Avihachadhira

study of commer e

meaning

Foday, a whole generation of Tndians
has grown up with minds that are decolo
nised and libesated They also have not
had the good fortune of studying history
They want to know

Tell us about the project.

We have selected a wide range of themes
And they are spread over anclent, med
eval and modern Indian history dating
from 3rd Century BC to the first half of
the 20th Century. ‘They have been written
by a mix of authors — some seasoned ex-
perts who are authorities in those areas,
like Tirthankar Roy of London School

of Economics will be writing on the Fast
India Company. There are others who are
young, bright and are keenly interested
in those areas. Some of the themes that
we have picked up are: The Science of
Wealth: The Arthashashtra of Kautilya;
Marwaris: What we can learn Srom their
success; Business models of the carly
Buddhist Monastery,

For example, Business models of the
early Buddhist Monastery will look at
how a monastery functioned as a corpo-
ration, how it made money and spent it
and what were the principles that gov-
erned it as an enterprise. The scholars will
research ancient texts as the basis for the
work. At the end of it, we will bring out
great business ideas from India’s history
that are relevant today.

Any tale you can share now?

One tale that | have found interesting is
that of a Jain merchant based on Banarsi-
das’ Ardhakathanak. He was a successful
but somewhat reluctant merchant, He
lived during the Mughal period. He made
his fortune in Agra in jewelry around
1610. What is fascinating about him is
his humanistic quality and his interest in
ethics. He was grappling with the life of

money making and yet not making that
life itsell.

How did our soclaty traat mer
chants and traders?

Merchanta have nat heen highly regarded
I India's history There were periodi and
geographies like Gujarst and coaatal Arews
where they were Bt by and large they
were not o well reapected in the so lety
They are often depicted aa peaple whi
get rich by robbing the poar and thiw jan’y
Just true about India. Perhaps peaple did
notunderstand how if merchanty prom
pered, the soclety prospered too, What
they see 1s the glitter — the big luxurienn
house that the Ambani s building, But in
the process they don't realise that people
like the Ambanis contribute significantly
1o the soclal well being, ‘This is what
Adam Smith called the “invisible hands”

What about the nexus between
business and rulers?

That relationship has always been there.
Buddhist monks would go to merchanty
to collect money and merchants would
extract their pound of flesh even then
Rulers of Rajput states depended on Mar-
waris Lo fight the battles. If kings lost the
battle, [the| merchant lost the money. If
they won they would get different kinds
of favours. Smart merchants did not give
too much. Business was always scared of

those with political powers. They are
still scared.

Have things changed now?

After 1991, for the first time business is
acquiring respect in the society, Indus-
trial revolution began in Europe and the
US, 200 years back. Their businesses are
in second, third generation. And you see
the philanthropic side to it with people
like Bill Gates now.

Typically, when money has been there
for several generations, when children are
sent to the best of schools, they become
genteel and are no longer hungry for
money. It's a common saying — first gen-
eration makes money, second generation
wants prestige and power and it is the
third generation that wants art, culture,
status and aspires for respect, History
reveals that money for long makes you
comfortable and complacent, m
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