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US President Harry S Truman is
known to have said, only half in
jest, that he yearned for the services
of a “one-handed economist” — be-

cause the ones he knew were forever going
“on the one hand... on the other hand.” Equi-
vocation comes naturally to play-safe practi-
tioners of the dismal science, partly because
macroeconomics is not quite an absolute sci-
ence, and for that reason it is difficult for eco-
nomists to summon up the same certitude
that men and women bring to, say, pure sci-
ences such as mathematics or chemistry. Two
plus twowill always be four, in this world and
in the next, but — as the Reserve Bank of India
is learning to its dismay — the exertions of
mandarins in the cause of opening the liquid-
ity tap andgetting banks to lend to down-and-
out companieshaven’t quite borne fruit in the
real world in the way that textbookmonetary
theories suggested they would.

Worse, in the week leading up to May 3,
when a phased easing of the extended 40-day
lockdown was under consideration, the fail-
ure of the Narendra Modi government to ar-
ticulate a coherent and comprehensive policy
response to the economic shock precipitated
by Covid-19 created a vacuum — which the
ranks of bureaucratic babudom sought to fill
with arguably some of the most regressive
fiscal and taxation proposals ever. The finance
ministry furiously dismissed these sugges-
tions — which were premised on a return to
the growth-stifling high-tax regime of the ’70s
— and initiated disciplinary action against the
revenue service officers who conjured them
up. But even these ministerial fulminations
could not fully dispel the sneaking suspicion
that the government’s policy weathervane
was pointing inmuch the same direction.

There is, of course, a case tobemade against
ideological rigidity in times of crises: Prag-
matism will also expand the repertoire of
policy options in responding to the economic
consequences of the Covid-19 crisis. Govern-
ments around the world have demonstrated

this in theway theyhaveharnessedpublic and
private resources in the short term. Yet, in In-
dia, the invocation of policy options that have
demonstrably failed in the past points to an
inadequate understanding of economic his-
tory. It also suggests that the seeds of regress-
ive ‘unthinking’ are implanted deeper in the
recesses of India’s elite civil services than had
been thought.

This wasn’t the only instance of policy inco-
herence arising from bureaucratic bungling.
Even a straightforward notification permit-
ting stand-alone shops to reopen for business
was so wrapped up in convoluted babu-
babble that it required clarificatory follow-
ups. And the guidelines for a gradual reopen-
ing of companies were worded
clunkily in a manner that sug-
gested that managers would be
criminally liable if employees
ever contracted the virus.

The excessive preoccupation
with minutiae also revealed a
larger failing. In the three
months since theworldwokeup
to the gravity of the economic
disruption that Covid-19 would
wreak, many governments have marshalled
an array of fiscal and other policy responses,
particularly aimed at keeping small busi-
nesses from keeling over. In India, however,
the delay in extending such a lifeline could
have devastating consequences. Cash flows
are to small businesses what ventilators are to
patients with acute respiratory infections:
Lifesavers. Tragically, the alacrity with which
the government acted to enforce the lock-
down, owing to a heightened sensitivity to
protecting lives, has beenmissing in its policy
response to protect livelihoods.

Thus far, the government has also failed to
leverage a potentially game-changing stra-
tegic advantage that providence has gifted it.
Around theworld, governments and compan-
ies are looking to decouple their supply-chain
overdependence on China. Few countries of-

fer quite the same scale of manufacturing ca-
pacity that India potentially can, but other
than a fleeting mention of it at Modi’s video-
conference with chief ministers, the govern-
ment has so far not given voice to any plans it
may have to seize this opportunity. The mills
of manufacturingdon’t, of course, grindquite
so fast. It will take time—andpolicy initiatives
with single-minded focus— to get thingsmov-
ing. But the near-total radio silence on this
front is disconcerting.

Every crisis comes embedded with an op-
portunity, but it requires clarity of thought to
make the most of it. For all the reform initiat-
ives that the Modi government has unveiled
since 2014, particularly the goods and services

tax, and the architecture for or-
derly insolvency andbankruptcy,
it is difficult to make the case
that it is committed to reforms—
or even to knowwhat its core be-
liefs are. Far too often, it has sur-
rendered to a nativist impulse
that is faithful to the ruling
party’s regressive belief system.
And for amanwho, as chief min-
ister, championed the rights of

states, Modi appears currently to be preoccu-
pied with abridging their revenue-generating
capacity.

Zen scholars given to philosophical mus-
ings ponder over such abstract questions as
“What is the sound of one hand clapping?”
The answer ismany-layered, but at its core is a
message about the interconnectedness of
things. It’s a learning that the Modi govern-
ment might draw from. Tackling the Covid-19
crisis requires coordinated policy efforts by
the Centre and the states, not the overreach of
a Centre looking to encroach on the rights of
states.

And that’s a view that economists, be they
one-handed or two-, agree on.

venky vembu is Associate Editor, BusinessLine;
� venky.vembu@thehindu.co.in

Wethe government
Tackling the Covid-19 crisis requires federal cooperation, not the overreach of a Centre
looking to encroach on the rights of states
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In the quiet residential neighbourhoodof
Washington DC's Logan Circle — on Q
StreetNW,precisely— there’s a rowhouse
that stands out from the others. While

most houses have colourful flower displays
andmanicured plants in their front yard, this
one features an installation of Barbie dolls
sticking out of a fake pond. The Barbie Pond
onAvenueQ changes themeswith the seasons
and keeps up with current events. When I vis-
ited the pond in October, Halloween was just
around the corner and I was greeted by top-
less dolls with skulls for heads, seemingly try-
ing to claw their way out of their graves.
Barbie’s friend Ken, too, was a skull-head who
sported only a strategically placed leaf. Yet an-
other larger doll —whichwas literally a bag of
bones — wore a flashy pink bikini-top. It was
quirky, almost bizarre, and yet undeniably en-
tertaining. Perhapsmore so now than ever.

While the world is only now learning to so-
cialise while distancing — Italians are making
music from their balconies, while we’re creat-
ing a cacophony, with utensils, from ours —
the Barbie Pond has always been ahead of the
game. This cast of dolls has been distancing
like a pro since the Pond’s creation in 2014.
That’swhy even as thepandemic shuttersDC’s
most belovedmonuments andmuseums, this
site, listed as a 4.6 star-rated ‘tourist attrac-
tion’ on Google Maps, continues to stay open
24/7.

A recent installation places Barbie in a box-
ing rink, aiming her gloves at the novel
coronavirus. Yet another new installation has
Barbie grabbing her dinner-to-go from a local
eatery. Even as the pandemic takes its toll on
the restaurant industry, the installation urges
viewers to support local restaurants. Joe
Flood, a local who lives in the vicinity, is one of
many admirers who stops by this yard install-
ation about once aweek. He particularly looks
forward to it in these times. “During the lock-
down, it offers a rare bit of entertainment in
the neighbourhood.” he says.

For those who aren’t in the area, the Barbie

Pond Instagram page, with a whopping 17.9 K
followers, offers a few laughs, and something
to think about. For others, the Pond itself is
something to look forward to post the pan-
demic; a follower who goes by the username
bigg_ike says he “can’t wait to stop by once
this whole Rona thing is over”. In some cases,
the Barbie Pond’s replies are as amusing as the
visitor comments; when jesses_dc, referring
to the dolls huddled together in an Easter in-
stallation, writes, “No social distan-
cing?”, pat comes the reply, “Not
enough room”.

Over the years, the in-
stallations have
touched on a variety
of subjects — from
social to political.
These dolls have
opinions. To start
with, they’re anti-
Trump, and there’s
alsobeenan install-
ation that saw a
Trump doll being
flushed down the toi-
let. Some installations
have called to “end hate”
and racial discrimination. The
pondalso celebrates PrideWeek,
and most posts sport the
hashtag #instagay .

Like most vocal celebs, these
dolls, too, have haters. Some-
time around St Patrick’s Day in
2019, a clutch of topless dolls
angered a neighbour who left a
sign that read: “This is not Enter-
tainment it is Pornography. Unite as a neigh-
borhood + demand its removal. What
example is this for children”. The curator(s)
clicked apicture of themessage anduploaded
it on the official Instagram page. The sub-
sequent comments just asserted the attrac-
tion’s popularity. (And the neighbour’s rising
unpopularity.)

In keeping with stardom, the Pond guards
its privacy; even Google could not lead me to
the curator. Onmy visit in October, I’d chatted
with local resident Ryan Obermiller. Despite
living on the street for 15 years, and walking
his dog regularly past the house, Obermiller
hadn’t a clue who created Barbie Pond. He’s
also never actually seen the installations be-
ing made. Obermiller said, “It’s probably in-
stalled in themiddle of thenight; youwakeup

in themorning and just see it!”
I message the Instagram
handle, andmuch tomy sur-

prise I get a response.
While the curator still
maintains a cloak of
anonymity, (s)he ex-
plains that it all
began when (s)he
simply left some
“cake head dolls, or
half-dolls used for
cake decoration, by
the pond”. The cur-
ator elaborates,

“People began photo-
graphing these dolls,

and actually leaving dolls
on my steps. I then started

adding themes.” Later the
founder was joined by two
friends who “have many good
ideas, and do much of the car-
pentry”. Typically, the team
changes the themeonce amonth
or “more often if there are fun
things going on”.

When I ask about the increase
in the number of visitors post lockdown, the
curator confirms there’s more traffic, “partic-
ularly those with young children, who stand
out there for quite a while”. Turns out the Bar-
bie Pond really is thinking of the kids. So
much for the hater(s)!

kiran mehta is a journalist based in Mumbai

Hey there, Barbie Pond
A front yard filled with dolls with a take on current affairs— this is aWashington attraction
immune to the lockdown

Timekeeper (From left to right) The installations change with the season and even respond to current events (below) Barbie the boxer having a go at the novel
coronavirus images courtesy: barbie pond at avenue q
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It was onMay 3, 1995, that the DelhiMetro
Rail Corporation (DMRC) was set up. In
1997, Elattuvalapil Sreedharan was ap-
pointed its managing director, and the

metro’s first phase of 65kmwas completed in
2006. Today it spans 389km and 285 stations.
The metro has changed lives in and around
Delhi, connected people across far-flung areas
efficiently, andmade travel safer, especially for
women, encouragingmany of them to confid-
ently step out beyond thewalled city. In a tele-
phonic conversation with BLink, from his
home in Ponnani inMalappuramdistrict, Ker-
ala, the ‘MetroMan’ recounts someof thehigh
points of this journey, and looks at theway for-
ward for commuters in a post-Covid-19 world.
Edited excerpts:

What were some of your priorities when you
joined the DMRC in 1997?
I wanted tomake this a world-class metro. We
already had a forerunner, the Kolkata metro,
which wasn’t up to the standard either in
speed or comfort. We wanted to bring in the
latest technology. Andwewanted themetro to
be delivered well before time. The project re-
port gave us 10 years’ time but we wanted to
give it in seven years. We didn’t want any cost
overruns. And we wanted to execute the pro-
jectwith the least inconvenience to thepublic.

Please share some anecdotes from your
DMRC years.
I still remember the day I joined the DMRC on
November 4, 1997. That was a memorable day.
Thefirst unpleasant experience I had after tak-
ing over was in regard to the appointment of

consultants to the project. I finalised on a Ja-
panese-led consortium and issued a letter of
acceptance to them. That annoyed the then
urban development minister Ram Jeth-
malani. The minister, who wanted the con-
tract to be awarded to a German company,
asked how I could finalise the contract
without his approval. I had to tell him that
therewasnoneed forhis permission. I had the
powers vested inme by the board of directors
tofinalise suchmatters. He askedme to cancel
the contract. I refused.
A minister cannot influence a board. At an

early stage itself, I had got a resolution passed
by the board giving me full decision-making
powers in many matters. It was
one of my preconditions for
joining. Ultimately, Mr Jeth-
malani backed out, knowing he
could not interfere.

The DMRCwent through two
fare hikes in recent years, which
hit ridership...
I was against that increase in
fare. In fact when they decided
to increase the fare, the [state] minister and
secretary came to Kochi to consult me. They
wanted me to issue a press statement that I
was coming out fully in support of it, towhich
I refused.
I said this is not correct. I said metro is not

for profit-making, it is a social responsibility.
We should be able to render a service to the
commonman.

In India, it is a struggle to get themiddle and

upper-middle classes to abandon their cars.
Can themetro ever become a class equaliser?
Certainly it can. TheDelhimetro is ratherover-
crowded. That is one reason why people don’t
want to abandon their cars. The metro also
does not provide door-to-door feeder buses. If
you are able to offer a comfortable service and
arrange for door-to-door conveyance, people
will come. One way of reducing congestion in
the DMRC is by increasing the number of
trains and speeding up the existing trains. It
means more power consumption. We should
bear the additional energy charges and in-
crease acceleration. Today the average speed is
only 28-29 kmph, including station stoppages.
It can safely be raised to 33-34 kmph.

In our country, all said anddone, fuel is very
cheap and parking isn’t a problem. Conges-
tion on the road isn’t so heavy. You should
make cars expensive and difficult to own and
maintain, as it is in countries such as Singa-
pore. Then people will have no choice but to
ride themetro.

How should themetro respond to a post-
Covid-19 world in an era of social distancing?
The lockdown period has been a great setback
to all metros because the infrastructure and
people have been idling in the absence of any
revenue. The metro should resume function-
ing after lockdown.
India should be able to wipe out the last

trace of Covid-19 in threemonths. The govern-
ment is taking good measures. The Aarogya
Setu app [which tracks the infection and lets a
user know about infected people in the vicin-
ity] will help because commuters will be pro-
tected. These precautions are required. The
loss of privacy [a criticism levelled against the
app] isn’t a great public sacrifice. It’s not pri-
vacy that’s important at the moment; it is
safety to life that ismore important.

At 87, you’re still in charge ofmany projects.
Are you too busy to enjoy retirement?
(Laughs) Yes, I’m still very busy. Not just with

the metro but also many other
commitments I have made. I’m
not really required inmetro pro-
jects anymore.
I’m involved today, for ex-

ample, with Srinagar Dal Lake re-
juvenation; I’m the country
president of the Foundation for
Restoration of National Values,
which seeks to instil good values
and ethics among citizens, par-

ticularly schoolchildren; I am the president of
a society that’sworking to restore theBharath-
appuzha River to its old glory; and I’m in-
volved with reviving Ashtapadiyattam, a
12th-century dance-drama.
I complete 88 years on June 12. From July 1,

I’ve decided that I will start withdrawing from
hectic programmes gradually and enjoy re-
tirementmore.

shriya mohan

‘Themetro is a social
responsibility’
On the silver jubilee of the Delhi Metro Rail Corporation, former chief E Sreedharan looks at
its incredible journey— and the way ahead for commutes in an era of social distancing
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Top of the world DMRC chief E Sreedharan (front) travels in the newly extended Line 3 up to Indraprastha Station in this 2006 image rv moorthy
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The Taj Mahal receives around seven
million visitors a year. This stagger-
ing figure is difficult to process at a
time when many of us haven’t seen

even sevenpeople in amonth. Amonthbefore
the lockdown began, I was in Agra, which was
then bursting with tourists. The Taj from up
close was stunning, even as I shared space
with a few thousand other visitors trying to
capture the perfect shot.

Quite by chance, I discovered a perfect view
of themarble tomb from 150 feet up in the air.
I was early to the Kalakriti cultural show — a
song and dance filled extravaganza that tells
the story of Shah Jahan and the Taj Mahal. In
the samecomplex thathoused the theatrewas
a curious set-up — a crane attached to a large
dining table and leather recliner chairs. The
newly launched Fly Dining initiative trans-
ports a table of 24 people up in the air, where
you can sip tea and snack on hummus and
pita bread, with Agra’s cityscape at your feet.
As dusk settled, the Taj was a golden glimmer
just a few kilometres away, and the wholly un-
interrupted viewwas truly surreal.

That quiet, crowd-freemoment set the tone
formuch of myAgra trip, where I discovered a
city that gives you room to breathe, with sev-
eral beautiful spots you can have all to
yourself.

Agra’s Mughal history may be its best-

known aspect, but the city’s colonial past has
several interesting tales to tell. There is the
19th-century St George’s Cathedral. And the
Roman Catholic cemetery, tucked behind the
iconic Bhagwan Talkies cinema. European
traders started making their way to India
from the 1500s, and several of them ended up
inAgra,where they livedanddied. Emperor Ja-
hangir commissioned a patch of land as a
burial site forArmenians, Italians, Portuguese,
and other European travellers.
One of the oldest Christian
burial grounds in India, the
cemetery is today managed by
the Archaeological Survey of In-
dia. Grass and graves cover the
ground, but the most curious
sight is that of domed, distinctly
Mughal-style tombs, many bear-
ing crosses atop them. The
graves and tombs feature a unique blend of Is-
lamic and colonial designs. A slowwalk on the
grounds reveals headstoneswithboth Persian
and Latin inscriptions.

The pièce de résistance, though, is a beauti-
ful red sandstone tomb raised on a platform,
like amini replica of the Taj Mahal, but in red.
TheRed Taj, or the tombof JohnHessing, dom-
inates the cemetery.

John Hessing was a Dutch mercenary who
served under Maratha chieftains Scindias in

the 1700s, as commander of the Agra Fort. He
died in 1803, just before the British captured
Agra, leaving behind a grieving widow, Ann
Hessing. She wanted to build a memorial to
her husband, just like the one Shah Jahan had
built for his wife. But unlike the Mughal em-
peror, she was not one of the richest people in
the world. With her more modest means, she
chose red sandstone from Fatehpur Sikri, in-
stead of the dazzling white marble of the Taj.
She ran out of money and had to forego the
minarets surrounding the tomb, but the res-
ulting memorial is a beautiful piece of archi-
tecture, with a dome, jali windows, and an
ornate indoor grave. The distinctly Mughal-
style memorial to a Dutchman is surrounded
by smaller tombs to otherwealthy Europeans,
whose families adopted local design elements
to commemorate their loved ones.

The city is full of reminders of the inter-
mingling of Mughal and colonial histories.
Akbar’s Church, for instance, lies tucked away
in the complex of the Cathedral of Immacu-
late Conception. Commissioned by Emperor
Akbar and built by Jesuit fathers in the 1600s,
the church is an indicator of Akbar’s liberal
spirit as well as his fascination with
Christianity.

Perhaps the most forgotten spot in Agra is
the burial site of Munshi Abdul Karim. Hewas
an Indian attendant who travelled to England
and grew to be a close confidante of Queen
Victoria in the late 1800s. His story was
brought to public notice in the 2017 film Vic-
toria & Abdul, starring Judi Dench and Ali Fazal
in the title roles. The queen granted the mun-

shi a piece of land in Agra, where
he returned after her death.
Today, his grave lies forlorn in an
overgrown corner of Pachkuiyan
Kabristan, formerly a royal grave-
yard. A small and weathered
green sandstone tomb stands
above the grave of Abdul Karim,
and a tiny plaquemarks his final
resting place.

All of these spots on this rather offbeat ex-
ploration of Agra were completely devoid of
tourists, a stark contrast from the city’s more
popular sites that are always filled with
people. As we look ahead to a time where we
can possibly explore the world once again,
perhaps these isolated, off-the-radar places
should be our first ports of call.

malavika bhattacharya is a Delhi-based freelance
travel writer

TheotherAgra story
The city’s colonial legacy is preserved in its off-the-radar sites

QI discovered a city
that gives you room

to breathe
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Red replica John Hessing’s Taj-like tomb dominates the Roman Catholic cemetery in Agra malavika bhattacharya

Travel log
Getting there
From Delhi, Agra is a four-hour
drive on the Yamuna Expressway.

Stay
The Jaypee Palace Hotel, built
around gardens and ponds filled
with birds, offers a peaceful and
luxurious stay.

Tip
Visit Agra’s many old-world
churches, such as the beautiful
blue-and-white St George’s
Cathedral, which dates back to
1828.
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