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N
O servant can serve two m asters: for 
either he wall hate the one, and love the 
other; or else he will hold to the one, 
and despise the other. You cannot serve God 
and m am m on.” From Biblical tim es, this has 

been the conventional wisdom. But hum bly 
correcting the dictum  is philan thropist, jo u r
nalist and activist, Rohini Nilekani, who is fa- *
molts for being one of the backstage players of 
Infosys, in UNCOM M ON GROUND. In the 
new world, where the distance betw een busi
ness and social spheres are b lu rring  increas
ingly, wealth does not hinder one from pursuing 
social good.

The book tries to address a seemingly simple 
question, which in fact is an enorm ously com 
plex one: why has economic prosperity with so
cial inclusion rem ained a d istan t goal in India 
despite years o f liberalisation? In fact, if we re
member, liberalisation was proclaimed to be the 
panacea for social inclusion. We believed whole
heartedly that when the government encourages 
businesses with tax breaks and other facilities, it 
would ultimately benefit poorer members of so
ciety while improving the economy as a whole. 
Yes, liberalisation has liberated us from the so- 
called “Hindu rate of growth” and has led to sus
tained GDP growth and dramatic improvement 
in the quality7 of life of many. Yet, unfortunately, 
m illions rem ain untouched, and are being 
pushed back further. T hat is because o f their 
shrinking access to natural resources wTiich they 
depend on and because access to alternative op
portunities are denied to them.

Nilekani’s collection brings together industry 
titans and civil society7 leaders to explore eight 
them es th a t define social inclusion and are 
probably the pillars o f our future development. 
Based on N ilekani’s 2008 show on NDTV, the 
conversations explore the m iddle ground be
tw een the ideological divisions th a t often po
larise the business and voluntary7 sectors.

Nilekani brings together the best in the fields
— for each topic th a t is being discussed. Best 
not only in term s of thought leadership, but also 
in term s of practice. So, we have a taste of tele
com mogul Sunil Bharti Mittal discussing with 
Magsaysay Award w inner social activist Aruna 
Roy about livelihoods and  job  creation, while 
ITC chairm an Y.C. Deveshwrar discusses busi
ness and environm ental sustainability with en
v ironm entalist Sunita N arain. My favourite is 
the discussion between RIL chief Mukesh Am- 
bani and R.K. Pachauri on energy.

The author, uniquely placed to m oderate 
these discussions, dem onstrates th a t the rela
tionsh ip  betw een business, society and state 
need not be necessarily confrontational. In all 
areas — especially food, energy and the envi
ronm ent, jobs and  livelihood, transporta tion  
and mobility, poverty and financial inclusion, 
natural resources and economic sustainability, 
land use and displacem ent — non-governmen
tal organisations and businesses can play an en
abling role together w ith the governm ent. 
Which is the crux o f the book.

The m ost exciting elem ent about the book is 
the fact tha t the them e revolves around tapping 
into diverse views and different fields to find so
lutions for the m ost challenging problem s of 
our tim es. I have always been an adm irer of 
Frans Johansson’s theory of The Medici Effect
— which says it is in the intersection of diverse 
fields and realm s th a t ex traord inary  b reak 
through ideas would happen. T hat when ideas
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are accum ulated from  m ultip le fields, great 
challenges crack down. This is exactly w hat 
N ilekani tries to  dem onstra te  th rough  this 
book. I am sure th a t these doyens who converse 
in this book actively practice this theory. For ex
ample, I rem em ber having a conversation with 
ICICI Bank’s head Chanda Kochhar, where she 
was reminiscing about the tim e when the bank 
was grappling with the scalability challenge of 
providing banking services to  the mass — how 
do you issue a m illion credit cards in  a day, or 
service a few million accounts in a day. Instead 
of going th rough  tr ied -and -tes ted  banking  
m ethodologies, she w ent ou t and  researched 
how the courier companies or the m anufactur
ing com panies are serving millions. C aptain 
G opinath , again, did the sam e th ing  while he 
tried to democratise air travel.

I am sure th a t a t some point o f time, the au
th o r m ight decide to take the idea to  the next 
level by bringing together not ju s t business and 
social activists, b u t also artists, politicians, 
sports persons to  challenge m ore critical prob
lem s of our tim es. T h a t w ould be an even 
greater uncom m on ground.
_______________________ _____  /

Varghese is the author of Open Source Leader
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IT IS THAT TIME OF THE YEAR. YOU WILL SEE HEADS 
of states get together at some cool locations and 
lam ent about one o f the hottest topics of the day 
— climate change. This time, the conference of 
the parties to  the U nited N ations Fram ework 
Convention on Climate Change is set in Durban 
and by now you would have read all those cur
tain  raisers. In fact, there is a plethora of infor
m ation out there on clim ate change, so how is 
one book m ore any different. SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT AND CLIMATE CHANGE, 
edited by Sunjoy Joshi and Marlies Linke is dif
ferent as it puts India’s problems and prospects 
w ith clim ate change centre-stage in a global 
context. It makes the oft-heard  argum ents of 
calculating emissions on a per-cap ita  basis as 
being the m ost equitable. The book pulls to 
gether perspectives on clim ate change from

Brazil and the European Union, bu t no t to  the 
same extent from the US, Japan and China.

The editors m ake a case for global justice as 
the cornerstone of climate negotiations. Reiter
ating tha t developed countries have hogged the 
atmospheric carbon space, the book calls for al
lowing developing countries — notably India — 
space for developm ent even a t the cost o f in 
creasing per-capita emissions. The same chap
te r points out th a t developed countries have in 
effect exported their emissions to China by out
sourcing manufacturing.

Later, the book looks at the relationship be
tw een clim ate change and  trade  policies, a 
largely ignored p art o f climate change negotia
tions. I t analyses the international trade regime
— as overseen by the World Trade Organization
— and international climate change talks to  con
clude there are several opportunities for clashes 
between the two. The need for deeper emission 
cuts in developed countries had raised concerns 
about the competitiveness of energy-intensive 
industries and concerns about emissions leak
ages from  countries w ith lax clim ate policies. 
These, in turn, could prom pt the US and EU to 
p u t in place un ila teral trade m easures th a t 
w ould h u rt developing countries. Essentially, 
the argum ent th a t developing countries have a 
right to  increase emissions could tu rn  into a 
trade stick to beat them  with. Ju s t how far this 
will hold in a world economic order no t dom i
nated by Europe and the US remains to be seen.

There are two chapters on financing climate 
change mitigation and adaptation. One says the 
UN-sponsored Clean Development Mechanism 
overlooks the huge potential of reducing em is
sions by cutting  deforestation. It outlines new 
policies to checking deforestation. A chapter on 
the REDD (reduced emissions from deforesta
tion and degradation) program m e describes its 
limitations in detail. And there is a lot more.

The Indian perspective on climate covers en
ergy for the m ost part. I t takes a  brief look at the 
im pact on the H im alayan glaciers, and  moves 
onto effects o f climate change on the poor. W hat 
is missing here is a discussion on the im pact of 
change on the w ater cycle, especially the m on
soons and  groundw ater, given the increasing 
w ater needs of agriculture, industry and people. 
An analysis o f where we are, and where we are 
headed in the near term , on w ater and climate 
change would have added trem endous value to 
this section.

— N ity a  Jacob  

This week on our website:
THE END OF THE GODS by A.S. Byatt. Plus, 1888 DIAL INDIA 
by Anuvab Pal and CONDITIONS APPLY by Nishant Kaushik
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