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LANGUAGE IS NO ZERO-SUM GAME
Relevant for: History & Culture | Topic: Indian Languages and Literature

Gifting Recommendations: A Realme for every Indian during Flipkart’s Big Billion Days sale

Hindi Diwas is observed on September 14. On this day in 1949, India’s Constituent Assembly
adopted Hindi as an official language. It also adopted English as another official language.
There is no doubt we should celebrate the richness of all our Indian languages. Hindi, by virtue
of being the language spoken by the largest number of Indians — albeit not by the majority —
has a special place among Indian languages. But, promotion and celebration of a language does
not require attacking another language. Unfortunately, however, at a Hindi Diwas event this
year, Vice President M Venkaiah Naidu called English a “disease left behind by the British”. He
went on to say that progress can only happen through learning Hindi.

I argue that the net economic benefit of having English as an official language is huge. Here are
my arguments for respectfully disagreeing with the Vice President. Researchers Jaques Melitz
(Heriot Watt University) and Farid Toubal (Paris School of Economics) have shown that trade
between any pair of countries is 50 per cent higher when that pair has a common official
language. Also, Jan Fidrmuc (Brunel University) and Jarko Fidrmuc (Charles University) find that
if the probability of two randomly chosen people from a pair of countries (one from each country)
being able to communicate with each other in English increases by 10 percentage points, trade
between those two countries is 11 per cent higher. Thus, India, where 12 per cent of the
population speaks English, gets a 13 to 50 per cent boost in its trade with English-speaking
countries such as the US, UK and Australia.

This additional trade is substantial and important. The increase in trade since the reforms of
1991 has, in several years, delivered growth rates of around 8 per cent — occasionally, even up
to 10 per cent. During this period, India’s poverty rate has fallen from slightly under 50 per cent
before the reforms to around 20 per cent now. There is strong empirical evidence that trade
leads to higher incomes and, in turn, to poverty reduction.

While most of the research discussed above was for goods trade, a common language like
English is arguably even more important for trade in services, including information and
communications technology (ICT) services, where India is a major player. According to recent
World Bank data, while India’s exports of goods and services are about $488 billion, services
exports are roughly 38 per cent of that, at $184 billion. Furthermore, India’s ICT service exports,
at $113 billion, are roughly 61 per cent of its service exports and 23 per cent of its total exports.
In contrast, China’s total exports are a mammoth $2.4 trillion, as it houses the world’s
manufacturing factories and is a big player in input processing. Its services exports are much
smaller at $206 billion, not even 9 per cent of its total exports. Its ICT service exports are $85
billion, roughly 40 per cent of its services exports and merely 3.5 per cent of total exports.

India’s recent tariff hikes on imports of extremely labour-intensive manufactures demonstrates
that, despite being a labour-abundant country, it does not perform well in labour-intensive
manufacturing, especially relative to its services sector. This is not surprising, given India’s
restrictive regulatory frameworks in labour and land, with its rigid labour regulations applicable to
manufacturing but not services. Therefore, unlike in manufacturing, India is not handicapped
relative to China in services, where it actually has an advantage because of its large English-
speaking population. This was seen during the Y2K crisis at the turn of the millennium, when
overburdened American firms turned to Indian IT companies like Wipro and Infosys for help,
leading to a jump in India’s exports of computer and business services. A simultaneous surge for
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Ireland underscores the importance of an English-speaking workforce in taking advantage of
such an opportunity. Y2K provided India’s IT companies a great opportunity. Over time, they
were able to expand from providing IT maintenance and servicing to rolling out innovative
software for American multinationals.

Even though the highly-skilled and educated individuals employed by the IT sector constitute a
small fraction of the country’s population, the fast-expanding sector is a major contributor to
India’s economic growth — my research with Reshad Ahsan of the University of Melbourne
illustrates this. Additionally, it has multiplier effects through linkages with the rest of the
economy.

Furthermore, as seen from the proliferation of call centres, India has benefited a great deal from
the outsourcing of back-office and customer-service jobs that do not require a high level of
specialised skills, but are well-paying nevertheless. Consequently, people are responding to
economic incentives by learning English, the demand for which has led to the emergence of
many new English language institutes.

Finally, education that emphasises learning English has played an important role in the success
Indians have had in the American job market. Having Indians at the helm of Microsoft and
Google helps greatly with networking and recognising talent within the ICT field in India. Add to
this the presence of Indians in American and British academia pushing the frontiers of
knowledge in the basic, social and applied sciences, such as medicine and engineering.

Learning English does not have to come at the cost of knowing or even having one’s native
language as the first language or medium of education, something championed by Noam
Chomsky for a child’s intellectual growth. However, there is also scientific evidence that learning
multiple languages is good for the human brain’s development. The two aren’t mutually
exclusive.
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TIME TO HEW A NEW ANTIQUITIES LAW
Relevant for: History & Culture | Topic: Promotion and Preservation of Culture Incl. UNESCO

The construct around a civilisational history frequently emerges from untouched archaeological
sites. Consequently, the premium has long been on archaeologists guiding a nation on what
constitutes its history, memory and culture. This ingrained notion has foundationally resulted in
the framing of India’s laws based on a singular view of what constitutes an antique. To hang
onto this view in today’s age is destructive as can be seen from the fate of antique collecting
across India. The prevalent assumption that is constantly alluded to is that every object held by
an institution or a collector must have been surreptitiously removed from a shrine or a sacred
site.

But a civilisational history cannot be constructed purely by an archaeological agency. While it is
an important component, other groups such as littérateurs, historians, anthropologists and
curators also contribute valuable insights into our material culture. However, the framing of our
laws has not happened in conjunction with any of these disciplines. This was because at the
time of law framing, the agenda was to preserve India’s material culture which was then under
threat much like material heritage of several source countries across the world was. What was
thus valid for India at the time of Independence no longer fits in with the requirements, reality
and needs of a confident modern-day state that seeks to understand its past.

The Antiquities and Art Treasures Act, 1972 has consequently long outlived the purpose for
which it was drafted. While a promised amendment has been floated on the website of the Union
Ministry of Culture, its status is still largely unknown. The laws that consequently govern the
ownership of historical objects, their purchase and sale have, with increasing frequency, been a
disincentive for the average collector. Cultural vigilantism and the presumption of guilt without
trial, public shaming and the resultant media trial have led to a state of affairs that is dangerous
— casting a long shadow on the production of knowledge of our past.

Registering antiquities with the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) has long been a
cumbersome and difficult procedure for most collectors, with the state simply not equipped to
handle the needs of a growing populace of collectors.

Compounding this is the rule that every object over a 100 years is an antique. To ascribe
importance by virtue of religious sentiment, age or provenance (seldom proven) to every
significant and insignificant work of art will sound the death knell for scholarship or our
understanding of what constitutes a beautiful work of art or even a significant national treasure
worthy of appreciation. To promote a view that once sacred objects today only belong to temples
and thus deny the process of regeneration of these living cultural sites is a myopic view
stemming from a lack of understanding of the role and purpose of these objects, the temple
economy that maintained them, and also the constant process of renewal that occurred within
historic sites.

With every passing year, the number of objects that shift from 99th year to a 100 year status will
soon result in the transfer of vast numbers of objects to a status of national antiquity. Is the state
geared to handle and maintain this vast emerging enterprise? This is where the role of private
connoisseurship, individual collectors, trusts and foundations come into play. Their proactive
agency has safeguarded the heft of ancient Indian art from being channelled abroad or, worse,
being destroyed. It is well within the rights of every citizen to acquire and collect objects of their
past that they feel imparts a sense of memory, history and an understanding of our culture. What
should definitely govern this acquisition is a legal process of buying. However, vigilante
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movements claim temple robbery provenance without a shred of proof, emerging as a bullying
tactic and becoming the dominant narrative on artefact ownership. These movements neither
follow the rule of law nor do they respect the ASI’s time-honoured process of registration of such
artefacts.

The present situation also gives rise to an interesting question. If, as is being presumed, every
object in a private collection is the result of temple desecration and robbery, then what of objects
that have been registered under similar norms across all our public institutions? Is the
government of India ready to repatriate the several idols in its various collections or give up the
Aurel Stein collection of Central Asian antiquities at the National Museum, New Delhi, to the
Buddhist communities of China? To hold public institutions to one standard and private
collectors to another is just one of the several anomalies of the current narrative. Why is there a
blanket assumption that every public institution holds treasures that were not pilfered or acquired
through the same channels that are available to private collectors? An urgent amendment to
existing laws is a need of the hour to save our material culture from being examined purely from
the prism of religious sentiment and to foster the creation of secular spaces where everyone can
enjoy and appreciate our past.

Pramod Kumar K.G. is Managing Director, Eka Archiving Services Pvt. Ltd.,

New Delhi
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