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I
ndians  may have celebrated Mahendra
Singh Dhoni as Mr Happy Ending if the
compliment were not so disgraced.

Instead, cricket fans have to settle for an
honour that sounds far less Indian: “The Fin-
isher”.

“The Finisher” denotes the fact that when
some runs were left for a team victory, he
would arrive at the crease, jab, poke, sprint
and score them. When he was thus “finish-
ing”, the sporting icon who announced his
retirement from international cricket last
week would regale fans with facial calmness,
a type of acting in sports that is achieved by
something as simple as chewing gum, or
even smiling.

The people who celebrate Dhoni as “the
finisher” are often the same who deliver this
dim analysis: “Sachin never won matches.”
Is it so hard to see why a guy who opens the
innings, and scores fast enough not to
endure, is not around in the last overs? Yet,
they are generous to another man who came
towards the end to make the final runs.

of global dominance. This is not military
power, it is far more subtle, and it aims 
at controlling the discourse through 
media, so-called opinion leaders, think 
tanks and so on. 

In 1990, Harvard professor Joseph 
Nye introduced the concept of “soft 
power” in his book Bound To Lead. The 
CCP was galvanized. The book was 
quickly translated and, in the preface, 
its military editors explained that Nye 
was proposing that the US should plan 
to further its world domination not only 
politically, but also culturally and ideo-
logically, and that the Chinese 
people needed to understand that their 
struggle against the American plot of 
“peaceful evolution” would be long-
lasting, complex and intense. In fact, 
they portrayed it as a life-or-death con-
test against hostile Western forces. 
Party leaders saw that China needed 
“discourse power” and an image to 
match its status.

The CCP aims to induce, co-opt and
coerce those outside the party to form a 
“united front”—or a coalition of groups 
that acts in ways that suit the party’s 
interests—and to undermine those it 
designates as enemies. The party has 
developed a set of theories covering 
such fields as political parties, intellec-
tuals, ethnic groups, religious organiza-
tions, private companies and overseas 
Chinese communities. 

Overseen by the CCP’s United Front
Work Department (UFWD), work is 
carried out by a sprawling network of 
party agencies and organizations linked 
to the party, and forms the core of the 
CCP’s overseas influence and interfer-
ence activity. Efforts to shape thinking 
and attitudes have mostly been directed 
at elites, countering negative percep-
tions of CCP rule and highlighting the 
positives. Influential Westerners keen 
to engage with Chinese culture or get to 
know Chinese businesspeople may find 
that the organization they are dealing 
with is a covert part of the CCP’s united 
front structure, and that they are being 
worked upon. 

In Western countries, hundreds of 
organizations for ethnic Chinese people 
have been formed, each with direct or 
indirect links to the UFWD. They are 
usually business groups, professional 
associations, or cultural and community 
organizations. United front operatives 
gather information to feed to China’s 
consulates, and cultivate relationships 
to promote opinions sympathetic to 
China. Many leading Western business 
figures now serve as amplifiers for Bei-
jing’s message to their governments 
and the wider public, not least in warn-
ing of “damaging the relationship” and 
the risks of retaliation when statements 
are made that may upset Beijing. 

Espionage activities are closely inte-
grated into these influence operations. 
Information on the personal lives, 
health status, political affiliations and 
sexual proclivities of leaders, business-
men, university chiefs and opinion 
makers is used to build personal pro-
files, and at times to coerce targets. 

Other fronts for engaging foreigners
are its so-called people’s organizations. 
“People” and their “friendship” with 
foreigners are concepts with special 
meanings in Chinese politics. “Friend-
ship” does not refer to an intimate 
personal bond. It is “a means to neutral-
ize opposition psychologically and to 
reorder reality”. Foreign friends are 
those willing and able to promote 
China’s interests. Other words that 
sound benign, such as “benevolent”, 
“peace”, “development”, “understand-
ing” and “unity”, when used in name-
plates, indicate CCP-controlled outfits. 
For instance, the Chinese People’s 
Association for Friendship with Foreign 
Countries and the Chinese Association 
for International Friendly Contact. 

What Hidden Hand reveals is that the
Chinese are all around us. While the 
book is solely concerned with the West, 
it could, at the very least, make Indian 
readers take a sharper look at what 
some “experts” are saying, especially 
these days, when our army is eyeball-to-
eyeball with the Chinese. 

I
f there is one book you read this year
about China, or about geopolitics, let
that be Hidden Hand: Exposing How

the Chinese Communist Party is Reshap-
ing the World, by Clive Hamilton and 
Marieke Ohlberg. The release of the 
book was delayed outside Australia and 
Germany, the authors’ native countries, 
by a few months due to a lawsuit 
brought by a pro-China British organi-
zation called the Club 48 Group, but 
now it is available across the world. Club 
48 Group’s members include former 
British prime minister Tony Blair, 
former deputy prime minister Michael 
Heseltine and former European com-
missioner for trade Peter Mandelson. 
Big names.

Hidden Hand is a profoundly chilling
book and deeply researched, with about 
100 pages of footnotes, and scores of 
examples. Hamilton and Ohlberg have 
pieced together a disturbing jigsaw out 
of pieces that were all out there in plain 
view. I got hold of the book about two 
months ago and used it to write a 
column on China’s covert strategies 
(https://bit.ly/32f11uq), mainly to do with 
its influence over Western politicians 
and Wall Street, but did not reveal the 
source since the book was then not 
available legally in India.

The book reveals how the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) has been 
spreading its tentacles to subvert the 
democratic world and pursue its agenda 

The hidden tools being used by 
Beijing to gain global influence

A new book exposes how the Chinese regime is spreading its tentacles to achieve world dominance

SANDIPAN DEB
is a former editor of ‘Financial Express’, and 

founder-editor of ‘Open’ and ‘Swarajya’ 

magazines

C
oronavirus does not discrimi-
nate, but some are more vulnera-
ble to it than others. In business,
the brunt of its economic impact
has been borne by India’s Micro,
Small and Medium Enterprises

(MSMEs), a large number of which were on the 
edge of survival even earlier. Unlike in well-off 
countries, they got no compensation for being 
shut down this March. Now, according to a sur-
vey done by the state-run National Small 
Industries Corp, about 90% of the country’s 
small businesses—estimated at over 63 mil-
lion—have resumed operations after India’s 
lockdown, but a vast majority are operating 
well below their capacity. As of 1 August, three-
fourths of our MSME units were producing 
less than half of what they were capable of, a 
sign that being allowed to raise shutters forced 
down by the pandemic has achieved only a 
faint semblance of business-as-usual. They 
remain strapped for cash, weighed down by 
logistical challenges, and painfully short of 
orders. To be sure, the situation has been 
steadily improving since June, when the 
unlock process began and lack of liquidity 
was cited by 70% of MSMEs surveyed as being 
among their top five critical concerns, the 
others being fresh orders, logistics, labour and 
material inputs. All need addressal, though 
direct help can be rendered only on a few. 

On the availability of financial resources, 
some progress has been made. The govern-
ment’s big rescue measure for MSMEs, 
announced as part of its Atmanirbhar Bharat 
package in May, was the offer of picking up the 
entire default tab of banks on collateral-free 
loans of up to 3 trillion extended under this 
scheme. So far, loans worth 1.4 trillion have 
been sanctioned and 95,000 crore disbursed, 

as reported. This seems to have helped several 
small units. In August, just 55% of MSMEs cited 
liquidity as a critical concern. Sadly, problems 
on this score are likely to persist. The strict eli-
gibility norms and risk aversion of banks imply 
that credit coverage has its limits. Meanwhile, 
other MSME worries have intensified. In 
August, the share of those citing logistics, 
labour, raw material and fresh orders as pain 
points rose. The gradual reversal of corona 
curbs could resolve supply chain disruptions 
and ease manpower shortages, but the pace of 
it remains tied to a reduction of covid risk, 
something that five months of effort have been 
unable to achieve. As time wears on, it is likely 
that depressed demand will loom larger as an 
anxiety. In August, the slice of MSMEs report-
ing it as a major worry was 17%, up from 13% in 
June. This desolation could worsen.

As the Centre has been clear, a sector that 
employs over 110 million Indians and accounts 
for roughly one-third of our gross domestic 
product (GDP) cannot be allowed to sink any 
further. Many MSMEs are cogs in the country’s 
larger industrial wheel, vital as input suppliers 
to various factories. But hauling India’s small 
businesses out of a deep slump would require 
the entire economy to stage a revival. As 
feared, the first quarter of 2020-21 may have 
seen a downward spiral of poor demand and 
low earnings, which tend to reinforce each 
other. Reversing this will need not just relief 
from uncertainty, but the government to go 
beyond backing credit disbursals and offering 
sector-specific provisions, and think in terms 
of a broad stimulus. With so little fiscal space, 
though, and stagflation now a threat, the Cen-
tre remains ambivalent on spurring demand 
directly. Perhaps our quarterly GDP data, due 
out soon, will clarify what’s best.

The idle capacity crisis 
of our small businesses
Most MSMEs have restarted work and the Centre’s credit guarantee has helped plug some 

cash flow gaps, but they’re staring at weak demand. Countering this is our real challenge
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Stock markets looked
optimistic on Monday,

on news that there may
finally be a global party for
mergers and acquisitions
(M&As). And this time,
no one’s going to take
the punchbowl away.

BHP Billiton’s bid for
Potash, Intel’s for McAfee,
HSBC’s for Nedbank and,
closer home, Vedanta’s for
Cairn—these are merely
the big names dotting
the stage in the past week.
Global deals so far in 2010
are up 24% since 2009.

It’s unclear if this is
the start of a new M&A
cycle. But it’s curious
that this frenzy comes
at a time when markets
have been pessimistic
about a recovery—as has
the US Federal Reserve.

Then again, the Fed,
which has resolved to
stay aggressive, may have a
hand. Easy money happens
to make it easy for firms
to leverage themselves for
deals, or to spend cash
in such ventures instead
of reducing debt. Like so
much else that low interest
rates mispriced, we have to
wonder if the M&A market
is now getting mispriced.
Bubble, anyone?
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NEW OPPORTUNITY

TGBmulls
entryinto
foodsbiz

B Y M ANISH BASU

manish.b@livemint.com
·························
KOLKATA

T
ata Global Beverages Ltd
(TGB) is looking to enter
the foods business to tap

opportunities arising from the
need to “address nutritional
and lifestyle challenges”, Ra-
tan Tata, chairman of the Tata
group, told shareholders of the
company, formerly Tata Tea
Ltd, at its annual general meet-
ing on Monday.

TGB, which began life as a
plantations firm and evolved
into a beverage maker, recent-
ly signed an agreement with
PepsiCo Inc. to form a joint
venture that will make health
beverages and could use its
partner’s distribution channel

to sell food, Tata added.
The foods business is com-

petitive and vulnerable to fluc-
tuations in prices of raw mate-
rials, but analysts still see it as
among the most profitable
businesses in the consumer
products area.

For an established brand,
gross operating margin from
foods could be 35-55% though
the business demands a lot of
investment upfront, said Anand
Ramanathan, advisory services
manager at audit and consult-
ing firm KPMG. “ For the Tatas,
it is a natural extension of their
existing businesses.”

The potential inherent in the
business is evident from a re-
cent statement by ITC Ltd’s
chairman Y.C. Deveshwar that
the company’s foods business
could soon turn profitable.

TURN TOPAGE 2®

Tata saysfirm mayuse
distribution channel of
PepsiCowith which it
has ajoint ventureto
makehealth beverages

TPGastep
closer to
Vishalbuy

DIAGNOSTIC SERVICES

Sequoiatosell part of
Dr Lal PathLabsstake
B Y D IVYA GUHA

divya.g@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

Venture capital (VC) firm Se-
quoia Capital India has

agreed to sell part of its stake in
diagnostics and pathology serv-
ices firm, Dr Lal PathLabs Pvt.
Ltd, to US-based private equity
firm TA Associates Inc., whose
total capital base stands at $16
billion (` 74,560 crore).

The 56-year-old Dr Lal Path-
Labs offers diagnostic facilities
through 875 outlets in India.

Sequoia director Sandeep
Singhal said at least 20 potential
investors competed for the
shares. The investment in Dr Lal
PathLabs was the last from Se-
quoia’s first fund, launched in
2000. Sequoia made investments
in two tranches, with the first
phase of funding coming in 2005,
and the second in 2007.

“We have held this investment
for five years, it’s a fantastic busi-
ness. We have sold part of the
stake and kept the rest,” Singhal
said. “We have been pursued ag-
gressively by interested parties
for the last 18 months.”

The development comes after
drug maker Piramal Healthcare
Ltd said in July that was selling
its diagnostic services unit to Su-
per Religare Laboratories Ltd for
` 600 crore.

The promoters of Dr Lal Path-

BY D IVYA GUHA &

RASUL BAILAY

·························
NEW DELHI

The decks were cleared for
the US-based TPG Capital

Lp to acquire the assets of dis-
count retailer Vishal Retail Ltd
after the lenders involved in its
corporate debt restructuring
(CDR) approved the private
equity (PE) firm’s revised offer,
two people close to the situa-
tion disclosed.

The CDR meeting was held
in Mumbai on Monday. The
shareholders will have to en-
dorse the TPG bid for the deal
to be formally inked.

TPG’s new offer did not ef-
fect any substantial changes.
Earlier, the banks involved in
the CDR process, including
State Bank of India, HDFC
Bank Ltd, Hongkong and
Shanghai Banking Corp. Ltd
and ING Vysya Bank Ltd,
among other lenders, had
granted a three-week period
for TPG to submit a revised of-
fer, failing which they would
open the bid to rival bidders.

Last month, Kishore Biyani’s
Future Group had signalled in-
terest in acquiring Vishal Re-
tail. In response, TPG sought
to hurry through the deal, but

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Labs hold two-thirds of the firm,
with Sequoia holding the rest.
The VC firm is divesting half its
stake, according to a person fa-
miliar with the deal, who spoke
on condition of anonymity. He
said the valuation had risen 9-10
times. Mint couldn’t indepen-
dently verify this.

Sequoia undertook a shortlist-
ing process for potential suitors
that lasted 18 months.

Dr Lal PathLabs started out
with one laboratory in present-
day Pakistan. Today, it has 75
labs and 800 collection centres.

When the promoters— Arvind

TURN TOPAGE 2®

NEW TREND

Mathbecomesfashionable, focusshifts
BY SEEM A SINGH

seema.s@livemint.com
·························
HYDERABAD

Stanley J. Osher, is not your
stereotypical mathemati-

cian—serious-looking, im-
mersed in abstraction. Having
co-founded three companies
in 22 years, based largely on
his own research, Osher is a
mathematician and an entre-
preneur, who, in a plenary lec-
ture on 25 August, is going to
tell the 3,000-plus mathemati-
cians gathered at the Interna-
tional Congress of Mathemati-
cians (ICM) in Hyderabad how
“ fast” algorithms are going to

rock the world.
Osher, whose firms Cog-

nitech Inc., Luminescent Inc.,
and Level Set Systems Inc. are
all solving real world problems,
says it’s an “ incredible time for
mathematicians”. His and oth-
ers’ work in “ level set” theo-
rems, which enable capturing
moving images into math mod-
els, have led to applications
that were unthinkable before.

“The whole industry of
graphics in movies is using
these algorithms,” says Osher,
director of applied mathemat-
ics at the University of Calif-
ornia in Los Angeles. Titanic
was the last movie to use old-

fashioned technology of sim-
plified physical models. The
special effects of the recent 3D
movie Avatar owe their bril-
liance to level-set algorithms,
he adds.

Osher’s message to mathe-
maticians isn’t formulaic: fast
algorithms can analyse data in
a variety of sectors, from better
medical imaging with reduced
radiation dosage to spectral im-
aging in military applications.

In the financial world,
quants have already shown
what analytics can do. Now,
say experts, it’s other business-
es, from advertising to bank-
ing, that are increasingly rely-

ing on math to understand
consumer behaviour.

This year’s Rolf Nevanlinna
Prize winner Daniel Spielman
of Yale University, whose inter-
est lies at the intersection of
computer science and mathe-
matics, has also designed
“ fast” algorithms. His work on
“error correcting codes” (ECC),
which leads to better ways of
transmitting and storing digital
information, led his colleagues
to set up a company called Dig-
ital Fountain Inc.

In a medium where even a
speck of dust can wipe out
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Natural extension: Tata group chairman Ratan Tata.

BALANCING ACT

THE NEWS
Sequoia Capital India has sold part of 
its stake in Dr Lal P athLabs f or an 
undisclosed amoun t. 

THE BACKGROUND 
The diagno stics spac e in the 

country has seen a lo t of fund-r aising 
and deal action r ecently. Other 
deals include Super R eligar e 
Laboratories’ pur chase of P iramal 
Healthcar e’s diagno stic chain in July 

and Warburg Pincus’ investment in 
Metropolis Healthcar e in June.

THE IMPLICA TION 
The deal v alues Dr Lal P athLabs a t 
around R2,000 crore, according t o 
a person f amiliar with the deal.

Q&A: Marico’sGupta onthe
firm’sexpansion plans >8

MARKETS: BSE IPOindex shows pitfalls
of investing in overpriced issues >3

WSJ: Hewlett-Packard launches rival
bid for 3PAR >27

YURIKOKOIKE: On Hillary Clinton’s
Kissinger moment >31

ABHIJIT BHATLEKAR/MINT

MINT

There’s so m uch l iqu idi ty 
in  the system , in  

the global econom y, 
that ’s w hy the stock  m arket  
is very buoyan t… There w il l  
def in i tely be a correct ion  

but  w e can ’t  say w hen.

SHAKTIKANTA DAS

is a journalist, and a novelist, 

most recently of ‘Miss Laila, 

Armed And Dangerous’

small-town tenacity. But mostly in cap-
taincy. Like many other batsmen with limits,
such as Steve Waugh and Sourav Ganguly. It
is not a coincidence that it is never a Ten-
dulkar or a Brian Lara who comes to be
known for a multitude of ambiguous traits,
including leadership. They are simply
known as genius batsmen. 

You may want to quarrel with me over the
matter of cricket captaincy. You might tell
me Waugh led Australia to many wins, and
I will tell you that with the same Aussie team,
even I could have won many matches, with
my mom as vice-captain. You could say that
Ganguly “nurtured” the young; and I will say
this promotion of new talent might have
been to counter his more gifted peers. You
may say Dhoni “rotated the field” well and
that he yelled wise things from behind the
stumps. And I will ask you if those things
made him deserving of a place in the Indian
side long after he was past his peak. 

The fable of Dhoni helped him endure
even after he could not sustain the apparent
farce of captaincy anymore. And it cost us
the last World Cup. Each time we have lost
cricket’s biggest trophy, it has been because
of one endurer stealing a place, and we did
not realize that endurance is just persistence
of the ordinary. 

A remarkable quality of Dhoni as a bats-
man was that he did not lose his wicket eas-
ily. Like the other master-endurers, Dravid
and Steve Waugh, he did not have curses
that interfered with endurance—a wide
range of strokes or suicidal artistic flamboy-
ance. Not surprisingly, he had a high sur-

vival rate, a high number of
‘not-outs’, which is a statis-
t ically useful element
because batting averages
are calculated by dividing
total runs scored by the
number of times a batsman
got out. This makes his
otherwise ordinary batting
career look good.

It may appear that Roger
Federer and Tendulkar are
exceptions, but their lon-
gevity is like the long sprint
of elite marathon. They did
not last as mere survivors;

they were so good that after their initial
greatness diminished, they were still great.

Dhoni, on the other hand, endured not
only innings by innings, but also prevailed
long after his best years were over, perhaps
through a combination of unmeasurable
qualities, wisdom, swag, patriotism and

Endurance is greatness for ordinary peo-
ple, it is compensation for ordinariness. In
any profession, a guy who endures is a sign
that there might be something wrong with
the system. 

Let us get language out of the way. What
is often called “endurance” is usually not.
The 42-km discipline of
the marathon, for instance.
Elite marathon runners
cover the distance at a
speed of 100 metres in less
than 18 seconds. This is
faster than the 100-metre
sprint of most healthy peo-
ple in the world. Elite long-
distance runners do use a
lot of fast-twitch muscles,
fibres that aid sprinting.
The professional marathon
thus is not an endurance
sport; it is a long sprint.

What is in reality endur-
ance running is the amateur long-distance
scene, which includes marathons and “ultra-
marathons”, a slow valiant slog, and is unsur-
prisingly filled with the middle-aged.
Endurance running is a rare sport where
people who are not very athletic can survive
and even appear to perform well.

Dhoni’s fable is in reality about endur-
ance. And endurance is a fascinating quality
because it has the appearance of a spectacu-
lar virtue that merges the limits of the body
with those of the mind. But endurance is
chiefly a refuge of mediocrity. Endurance is
a reward for being limited, just as longevity
is so often a reward for playing safe. 

Dhoni is of no interest to me. I am here to
propose a theory of endurance; stay with me
the full course. 

In the novel Of Love and Other Demons by
Gabriel Garcia Marquez, a character
observes, “The human body is not made to
endure all the years that one may live.” 

There is the joy of living, the whole point
of living, and there is the persistence of life.
This persistence in a creaking body is endur-
ance, a form of death.

There is endurance all around us. The safe
clerk who has been in the same job for half a
century; the ancient marriage of our parents,
which is a private treaty of two equal handi-
caps with no better prospects; Rahul Dravid,
enduring bowlers for dreary hours, cheered
on by other Dravids in other professions; and
cricketers who extend their playing years in
that refuge for the mediocre where limita-
tions are couched in triumphant terms of
leadership—cricket captaincy.

Endurance may be nature’s reward for  being ordinar y 
MANU JOSEPH

It appears to 

be a virtue that 

merges the 

limits of mind 

and body but is 

really a refuge 

for the middling
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