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The questionis: if
India had sucha
dazzling history of

: discovery and
invention, how come
We are now so
abysmal in producing
original research, and
why doour brightest
“minds choose to flee
tobetter climes?

“There are two kinds of people-
Greeks, and everyone else whowish
they was Greek."” Gus Portokalos in
‘My Big Fat Greek Wedding'

I couldn't stop laughingevery time
thefather of the bride in thiscome-
dy, which I watched (notfor thefirst
time) with my family a few days ago,
claimsevery word inany language
hadaGreekroot.

IdidstoplaughingwhenIlearnt
that the Greeks owed itall to the
Indians. Minister of Scienceand
Technology Harsh Vardhan told the
Indian Science Congress over the
weekend that Indians had discov-
ered the Pythagoras theorem but in
atypically magnanimous gesture
credited itto the Greeks. The minis-
ter, one of thefew lucky members of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi's
cabinet to have his portfolio changed
from Health and Family Welfare af-
ter he said some rather odd things
about condoms, also told hisscien-
tistaudience that Indians had dis-
covered ‘beej ganit’ but gave the
credit for algebra to the Arabs.
Coming so soon after we were edu-
cated about the origins of the Taj
Mahal-some ‘right-thinking’ schol-
arssaid ithad originally beena
Hindubuilding called Tejo
Mahalaya before it was usurped by
the Mughals —I wasready toface
more soberingfacts.

I knew at the back of my mind that
Indian mathematicians had invent-
ed the concept of ‘shunya’ (zero). I
had alsoread a bitabout Aryabhata,

thefifth -century mathematician
and astronomer whose work in ge-
ometry and trigonometry was
breathtaking inits sophistication.
Indeed, the Encyclopaedia
Brittanicasaysthat his second, long-
lost work, Aryabhatasiddhanta, may
have formed the basis for Islamic as-
tronomy.

I'mwilling toaccept thatancient
civilisations and men and women
wholived centuriesago possessed
knowledge and vision that makes
phraseslike ‘cuttingedge’and ‘state
of theart’ sound trite in our world.
The Aztecs had notone buttwo calen-
dars in theirrich kingdom between
the 12thand 15th centuries CE.
Mohenjo-darohad planned streets,
public baths and a central granary 26
centuries BCE. Youhavetostandat
thefoot of the Great Pyramidat Giza
in Egypttounderstand thesizeand
scale conceived by those architects
and workers who put it together 4,600
yearsago. Iremember standing high
upin the special building constructed
nexttothe pyramid tohouse the Ship
of Khufu, a143-foot long wooden ves-
sel that wasmeantto transportthe
pharaoh inhisafterlife, and mar-
velingatthe precision engineering
thatbroughtitabout.

Many of us willremember hearing
atour grandmothers’ knees about
Hindu gods who flew about in vi-
manas(flying chariots), and anec-
dotes from the Mahabharata about
blazing arrows that sounded like
missilesand lethal spinning wheels

of light, chakras, that could sever the
head of anopponent milesaway:

So, although the authorsof last
Sunday’s presentation at the Indian
Science Congress whomade a pres-
entation that Indianshad perfected
hugeaircraft 7,000 years ago that
were powered by 40 engines, had
flexible exhaust systems, could hov-
er inmid-air, perform interplane-
tary flights, and be seen on Indian-
invented radar have apparently
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Around 2007, India
contributed only about
3% of global scientific
research, produced only
about 4,000 PhDs a year

refused to share their paper with
nosy reporters, itis tempting toheed
ourprimeminister; who told us back
inOctober that ancient Indians must
have been adept at plastic surgery
and reproductive genetics to create
the elephant-headed god Ganesha.
The question is: if Indiahad sucha
dazzling history of discovery and in-
vention, how come weare now so
abysmal in producingoriginal re-
search, and why do our brightest
minds choose toflee tobetter climes?
Modidelivered an inspiring speech
atthe Science Congress on Saturday
and said all theright things. “Our
universities must be freed from the
clutches of excessiveregulationand
cumbersome procedures. They
musthaveahigher degreeof aca-
demicfreedom and autonomy; and,
there should be asmuch emphasis
onresearchasonteaching. Inturn,
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the universitiesmustalso subscribe
tothe highestacademicandre-
search standards and accountabili-
ty" hesaid.

Thereality is quite different.
Around seven years ago Professor
C.N.R.Rao, who was awarded India’s
highest civilian honour; the Bharat
Ratna in November 2013, wrotean
essay for Purdue University his
alma mater; on thedismalstate of re-
search in India. Henoted that sei-
enceand technology got just about
onepercentof India's GDP. India
contributed only about three per

" centof global scientificresearch,

produced only about4,000 PhDsa
year, afourth of China'soutput, and
“If onetakesthetop 1 percentof the
research papers in the world, the per-
centage of Indian contributionis
lessthan1%."

Thave spoken with several Indians
working in universities and corpo-
rate research laboratories abroad
and they havesimilartalestotell,
about the funding they receive and
of aresearchatmosphere that nur-
turesdiscovery and innovation. Far
from being ameritocracy that pro-
duces quality work that can stand up
topeer review, Indian research is
sloppy and marred by rampant pla-
giarism. China, onthe otherhand,
has been steadily and relentlessly
building up its research institutions.
Its universities now house thou-
sands of committed world-class sci-
entists, mathematiciansand schol-
ars. The Chinesearealso
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single-minded about wooing the best
of theirdiaspora back to the mother-
land by dangling very good incen-
tives and rewards before them. Itis
increasingly common for the best
Chineseresearcherstospend half
the year on an American campus
and theother half in China, likely in
heavily-funded research universi-
ties, True, those universities have
the heavy shadow of the Communist
Party loomingover them, but seri-
ous work is being done.

Modihas said ambitiously that the
new NITI Aayog, the successortothe
Planning Commission, willalso tap
intonon-resident Indians ‘beyond
justtheir finaneial support’ ashis
governmentstrives for the
‘Bharatiya approach to develop-
ment'. What does that mean, and
how isit going to work practically?
NITI Aayog will be headed by mar-
keteconomist Arvind Panagariya
andat the top of the think-tank, be-
sidesfellow economistand Sanskrit
scholar Bibek Debroy, will be former
missile scientist VK. Saraswat. Itis
really notrocket science: Modi told
thescientists in Mumbai that re-
search also needs to move away from
governmentcontrol toa greater de-
gree of autonomy and excellence. To
get there, we need to stop daydream-
ingabout our Vedic breakthroughs
and get hard-nosed about the long
haulahead.
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