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Back of the book
Palpitations
Possessive behaviour

Amongst two friends, who are
both businessmen, I overheard
this, “Whose is Raju Steel, ya?”
“Raju’s,” came the reply. 
This was followed by a couple of
seconds of silence while they rev-
elled in mutual cheekiness. “He
also owns oil, electricity and other
things,” the answerer continued. 

I had always thought that prod-
ucts like oil were held by compet-
ing corporations (Shell, BP are
names that pop up), so I confused-
ly tried to figure out who this
incredible Raju was, who 
had somehow monopolised the
world’s energy resources. Then 

I realised what they were trying 
to say. 

In a country that’s transform-
ing itself from hierarchical feu-
dalism to brash capitalism,
everything has essentially boiled
down to a single person – the
owner of a thing. No matter how
large the corporation; no matter
how complex the actual owner-
ship; no matter if it’s not legally
possible to own the thing in ques-
tion, it’s not uncommon to hear
things like “Mr Hari is the rail-
ways” or “All the roads in
Chennai belong to him” or ask,
“Jet is who?”     

It’s relatively humourous to
think of this in western corpora-
tions. Even if the person was the
CEO or owner, I doubt you’d be
introduced to someone and told,
“Meet Mr Smith. He is British
Airways” or “You see that guy on
the treadmill? He’s AT&T.” 

There are, of course, notable
exceptions when the owner
becomes the brand, like a Richard
Branson with Virgin or Hugh
Hefner with Playboy, but our

sense of respecting someone’s
worth is essentially a variation of
feudal monarchy. It’s the twenty-
first century Indian equivalent of
asking, “Whose kingdom is this?”
And if it’s your kingdom, if it’s
your money, no matter what the
thing is – a company, a govern-
ment department, a shop, a movie
– you are, in effect, the king. 

It sort of explains why the
words “business” and “empire”
are so often used next to one
another with us. It also explains
why over 90 percent of Indian
businesses are family owned, the
highest anywhere in the world. It
also explains why people in
employment are referred to (in old 
parlance) as being “in service”,
perhaps a loose extension of a 

servant from indentured times.
It’s almost funny in today’s 
India to think of high-paying,
high-profile services, like say
being a CEO, a graphic designer,
a famous novelist, AR Rahman,
or a TV show host, as servants
because they earn off a skill-set
and don’t have ownership.   

In Bollywood, for example,
unlike in Hollywood, the producer
is far more important than 
anyone else because he owns 
the movie and often his name 
precedes the title. You’ll never 
see Warner Brothers’ The Dark
Knight, but rather director
Christopher Nolan’s The Dark
Knight. In India, reality never
interferes with perception. If  
people think it’s yours, even 
if there is no way for it to be 
yours, it’s still yours. 

My two business friends in the
meanwhile pointed to someone 
in a show-offy way and said, 
“You see that drunk guy with 
the spiky hair hitting on that for-
eign chick? Maharashtra Cement
boss. Only child.” 
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If people think it’s
yours, even if there’s
no way for it to be
yours, it’s still yours.
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