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What exactly
are comput-
ers? How do
they work?

In what ways are they
changing our lives? Has
their impact been as radi-
cal and far-reaching as was
that of the industrial revo-
lution? Where does India
stand in relation to this
new technology? 

S. S. Gill’s book deals with all
these questions and much
more. This is perhaps the first
book of its kind, which offers
an “India-centric” view on the
subject. Though the book has
been written with the lay read-
er in mind, it is not a simple
introduction to information
technology (IT). He provides

us with a critical appraisal of
the “new” regime of technolo-
gy, a political economy of the
information revolution.

The book, which is divided
into three parts, begins with an
introduction to the technical
aspects of IT, a history of the
coming together of computers
and telecommunication, the
convergence of various tech-
nologies and the discovery of
the Internet. IBM produced the
first computer in 1954, and
since then a lot has changed in
the way we think of computers.
The growth in technology has
been so rapid that a personal
computer  (PC) today has much
larger capacity and efficiency
than a supercomputer had just
a few decades back.

The history of the Internet is
even more interesting. It has
been in public use only for
around 15 years, and within this
short span of time it has reached
almost everywhere in the
world. However, the impetus to
its growth did not come simply
from a scientific quest for a bet-

ter mode of communication. In
fact, it was the struggle for
supremacy between the United
States and the erstwhile Soviet
Union that gave birth to the
Internet in 1969. It was devel-
oped by the US defense for its
exclusive use. After the collapse
of the Soviet Union and the end
of the Cold War, it became
available for general use. 

Globalisation would not have
happened without the break-
throughs achieved in the field

of IT. However, right from the
beginning, IT has been under
the control of large corpora-
tions. Intel and Microsoft are
two of the richest and most
powerful corporations that
have made big money by con-
trolling the production and dis-
tribution of chips and software,
and they are not the only ones.

The information revolution
of the 1990s was also accom-
panied by the rise of neo-lib-
eral economic philosophy
and a resurgence of capital-
ism. The information revolu-
tion has enabled the capital to
“acquire unprecedented glob-
al dominance”. Through
electronic media, global cor-
porations have been able to
spread a consumer culture
virtually to every nook and
corner of the world.

It is in this context that Gill
compares the information
revolution with the Industri-
al Revolution. While the tech-
nological advances of the
Industrial Revolution ushered
in a totally new kind of econ-

omy and class structure, the
information revolution has
only reinforced the already
existing structures of eco-
nomic dominance and power.

The Industrial Revolution
uprooted people from agricul-
ture, but opened up new
opportunities for them. The
information revolution, on the
other hand, is only producing
wealth for some and job inse-
curity for the large masses of
working people.

While the easy availability
of information should make
democratic systems more
vibrant, the monopolistic con-
trol over the sources of infor-
mation, as is the case today,
has done just the opposite.
Gill argues emphatically that
corporate capitalism and its
foot soldier, information tech-
nology, have been “essential-
ly anti-democratic”. 

The last part of the book
dealing with the Indian scene
is based on Gill’s interviews
with officials of various state
governments and field visits

to different capital cities. Tak-
ing a positive view of the
potential of the new technol-
ogy in making the system of
governance transparent and
effective, he compares Kar-
nataka, Tamil Nadu, Andhra
Pradesh and Maharashtra, and
finds several examples where
IT has been successfully used
in weakening bureaucratic
control and making gover-
nance transparent. However,
he also underscores the point
that in the absence of a gen-
uine political will and a prop-
er policy framework, the com-
puter only becomes a status
symbol for the babu.

A lot of hard work and
thinking has gone into writ-
ing this book. This is a must-
read for anyone interested in
the dynamics of the “new
economy.” Despite its
strong critical language, the
book has been written in a
style that makes it easy to
read. A shorter, abridged
version in paperback would
be a worthwhile idea.
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WHY should
we have
another book
on Guru

Nanak, the founder of Sikh
religion, when there exists
already a vast literature on
his life and teachings?
There would indeed be a
justification for a new
study of Guru Nanak and
his life, if some hitherto
unknown facts relating him
are found, or a reinterpreta-
tion of existing literature on
him is required.

Generally, for the progress
of disinterested research,
there subsists a close rela-
tionship between the author
and the choice of his subject.
The author makes just a mod-
est claim that his work is a
“small window to the world
of Guru Nanak.”

This work is not a recital of
the principal events connect-
ed with Guru Nanak’s life nor
is it a compendium of his
teachings. Historians and
biographers use evidence for
the reconstruction of their
subjects from different angles.

With his artistic sensibility,
penetrating insight and narra-
tive skin, Roopinder has por-
trayed Guru Nanak as one of
the greatest humanists who
gave his message of love, the
brotherhood of man and char-
ity with passionate ardour.
He kindled a spirit of courage
and fortitude for the tortured
humanity to wrestle with the
problems of human existence.
By interspersing his narrative
with appropriate quotations,
drawn from Guru Nanak’s
basic teachings as contained
in the Guru Granth Sahib and
Janamsakhis, and relating
them to their historical con-
text, and illustrating them
through appropriate repro-
duction of paintings and
sketches, Roopinder has pro-
duced an exquisite portrait-
gallery of Guru Nanak, his
life, and teachings.

The broad facts of Guru
Nanak and his life are too
well known. From this study,
Guru Nanak emerges as a
great and successful institu-
tion-builder, who had con-
ceived the ideas of kirtan,
sangat, pangat, and gurd-
wara. He chartered a new
course. Endearing many
hearts by his message, he
drew followers, who, imbued
with a spirit of dedication,
devoted themselves to the
service of humanity.

There are certain specific

features of Guru Nanak’s per-
sonality and message that
need to be highlighted
because these have a special
relevance to our own time.
Those who cry loud today
for the necessity of following
secularism as a panacea for
the ills of our society and
regarding it a precious legacy
of the European enlighten-
ment of the post-French Rev-

olution period should look up
to Guru Nanak, who had laid
down unequivocally his doc-
trine of human fraternity.

He had said, “There is no
Hindu, nor Mussalman.”
His closest associates were
Bala, a Hindu, and Mardana,
a Muslim. Roopinder right-
ly says that Guru Nanak’s
religion was not merely for
the individual but for the
multi-cultural society. As a
witness to the misrule of the
Lodhis and the invasions of
Babur, Guru Nanak realised
the futility of warfare, which
he condemned as a manifes-
tation of human cupidity.
He stood for the demolition
of all castes. According to
him, the caste of a person is
what one does.

This study shows that
throughout his life, Guru
Nanak did not indulge in
metaphysical abstractions or
recondite analysis of various
religious thoughts. Abhor-
ring theological specula-
tions, he did not commend
renouncing the world and
living the life of a recluse. He
emphasised that life has to be
lived in this topsy-turvy

world, and for leading a pur-
poseful and creative life,
Guru Nanak produced a
value system which neither
time nor custom can stale.

However beautiful a ser-
mon may be, it is not going to
help anyone unless it is lis-
tened to and acted on. Like
Jesus Christ, Guru Nanak
practiced what he preached in
order to ensure its adequacy
for society and its welfare.
What could be better for the
mitigation of cast-conscious-
ness than through the institu-
tion of langar, where men
and women, irrespective of
their caste and religion, eat
together. This concept of lan-
gar cultivates among the peo-
ple a strong bond of commu-
nity-consciousness, self-help

and service.
Idle recitations of mantras

for seeking Divine favour, he
abjured. Idol worship, he
thought, breeds ignorance and
superstitions beliefs. Like
Christ, he regards love as the
highest and the greatest virtue
for the happiness of mankind.
Roopinder emphasises the
great value of Guru Nanak’s
basic dictum “Kirat karo, nam
japo, vand chakko (engage in
human labour, recreate the
name of God and share what
you have).

But that was not enough for
Guru Nanak. He went further
than the worship of God and
a complete surrender to Him.
Social progress, he thought,
was vitally as important as the
moral and spirited regenera-
tion of society.

On the basis of the Janam-
sakhis compiled during the
17th-19th centuries, the
author has identified by
maps the places that Guru
Nanak had visited in India
and abroad, including Hard-
war, Puri, Kurukshetra,
Rameshwaram, Mecca and
Baghdad. In this connection,
Dr Kirpal Singh’s recent
study of the Janamsakhis is
also relevant. Dr W. H.
McLeod is sceptical of the
information cited in the
Janamsakhis. Even if some
account in the Janamsakhis
is apocryphal, essentially in

this genre we meet a form of
history that depends upon
reporting and modes of
transmission. Such stories
might be truer in spirit than
what can be established as
absolutely correct and docu-
mentarily established.

Before Guru Nanak died
in Kartarpur on September

7, 1539, he installed Guru
Angad as his successor than
any of his sons, which
shows his fierce impartial-
ity and his recognition of
merit. The Epilogue pro-
vides a synoptic survey of
the growth of Sikh faith and
its consolidation in one of
the most turbulent periods

of the Indian history. 
The task that Roopinder

Singh had undertaken was
arduous, but in this short and
unpretentious work, he has
performed it brilliantly with
economy of thought and pre-
cision. More strength to his
elbow to take up henceforth,
Guru Gobind Singh.
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The other side of IT

Ernest Hemingway would probably have enjoyed
the row which has erupted between two bars in Key
West, both of which are claiming to be his favourite.
The owners are at odds over which is the “original
Sloppy Joe’s,” the reputed preferred watering hole
of the Nobel Prize winner during the 12 years he

lived in Florida. — Guardian
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IN Dr Vijay Nagaswa-
mi, we have a med-
ical man who talks in
the common man’s

language, is able to
explain complex medical
things without resorting to
jargon, does not talk down
to his readers and takes
great pains to explain that
even when medical sci-
ence is substantially igno-
rant about the diseases it
treats and often fails in
providing succour, it still
offers far superior help
and a better chance of get-

ting cured than does a visit
to the local ojha, religious
man or quack. In short, Dr
Vijay Nagaswami has
done a great service by
bringing out this book. 

Here he explains, in com-
monly understood terms,
the various things about
schizophrenia, while at the
same time dispelling many
of the myths surrounding it.
It’s not, he tells us, a “split
personality”. That is a dif-
ferent disorder.

Schizophrenia is a disease
of the mind, which involves a
variety of symptoms, not all
of which are well understood.

The most common mani-
festation is a definite dis-
junction between what the
body senses and how the
mind interprets these sensa-
tions. Sometimes the dis-
junction is so severe that
the patient thinks nothing of

even severing a part of the
body, like the famous
painter Van Gogh who
chopped off his ears.

The most common
observable symptom is that
the person withdraws from
normal society, begins to
live in a private make-
believe world and often
becomes uncommonly care-
less about personal hygiene.
It could happen because of
social, psychological and/or
genetic causes, though
some doctors say that an
unknown virus, too, could
have caused it. 

Schizophrenia can be con-
trolled, and even cured, if
the patient gets timely med-
ical attention. The medical
treatment, possible only by
a trained doctor, involves
careful use of drugs, as also
social and psychological
counselling by trained per-

sonnel. Unfortunately, Dr
Nagaswami tells us, the
spread of information about
the medical treatment of
schizophrenia is so limited,
the hospitals treating this
disease are so few and the
government hospitals are so
overworked that families
with schizophrenic relatives
usually take them to the
local quacks for quick relief.
The quack usually chains up
the patient to control their
violent behaviour, often
beats them heavily or suffo-
cates them in smoke coming
from a supposedly holy fire.

Since the schizophrenic
does not show acute symp-
toms continuously, once the
first bout of symptoms sub-
side, the family believes that
the quack has provided a
cure. Unfortunately, the delay
in getting medical assistance
only worsens the condition.

With the help of a number
of case studies, he explains
how trying it can be for a
family to deal with a schiz-
ophrenic member. He pro-
vides important tips on how
the family can handle such
a patient and how the sur-
rounding society can help
both the family and the
patient in coping with the
malady. This book succeeds
admirably in its aim to sen-
sitize the reading public to
the various aspects of this
disease which afflicts
almost 1 crore Indians.

Schizophrenia can be controlled,
and even cured, if the patient gets
timely medical attention. The
treatment, possible only by a
trained doctor, involves careful
use of drugs, as also social and
psychological counselling.
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