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T
he government is considering raising
the minimum legal age of marriage for
women from 18 to 21, to reduce the

prevalence of child brides (below 18) in
India. This is, of course, well intentioned. If
only the problem were so simple that it could
be solved with the stroke of a pen. 

The benefits of later marriage for women
are well established. It is associated with
higher nutrition levels for women and their
children, lower maternal mortality,
improved educational outcomes and greater
financial independence. 

The problem is particularly dire in India.
According to Unicef, 650 million women
alive today were married before they turned
18. India is home to 223 million or one in
three of these child brides. Just under half
that number, 102 million were married
before they turned 15. Uttar Pradesh has the
largest number of child brides, at 36 million,
followed by Bihar, West Bengal, Maharash-
tra and Madhya Pradesh. The problem, how-
ever, is not the law. Even though there is a

business is blurry”. Well, that qualifies 
as the understatement of the century, 
especially in the light of a recent Chi-
nese government decision to embed 
party officials in all decisions made by a 
so-called “private sector” entity. 

A speech by Ye Qing, vice-chairman
of the All-China Federation of Industry 
and Commerce, on 17 September 
(Translation available at ‘They’re 
Coming for the Private Sector’, 
bit.ly/35CFYU0 ) reminds us of what 
Professor Aaron Friedberg wrote: “In 
today’s China, there is no such thing 
as a truly independent think tank, 
foundation, university, or company” 
(‘An Answer to Aggression’, Foreign 
Affairs, Sept/Oct 2020). That suggests a 
path for redemption for the rest of us, 
and for China too.

The pathology of global hegemony 
and dominance always reveals two 
underlying maladies: hubris and inse-
curity. They seal the fate of empires and 
hegemons. But for China’s clashes with 
India in Ladakh this summer, India 
would not have woken up to the China 
challenge to the extent it has. 

The Hidden Hand suggests that 
Canada has been ensnared in China’s 
web, as has Sweden. Zhang Bin, a Chi-
nese billionaire and Communist Party 
official, donated C$50,000 to Montreal 
University for a statue of Canadian 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s father, 
Pierre. For good measure, he threw in 
C$200,000 for the Pierre Elliott Tru-
deau Foundation. But, the remarks of 
the Chinese ambassador to Canada on 
the safety of 300,000 Canadians in 
Hong Kong has undone years of work in 
capturing mind, body and wallet. 

The book reveals that Sweden’s Bei-
jing ambassador Anna Lindstedt was 
alleged to have aided attempts to silence
Angela Gui in January 2019. Angela’s 
father, Gui Minhai, a Swedish citizen, 
was working as a bookseller in Hong 
Kong in 2015 when he was kidnapped 
by Chinese authorities in Thailand. 
Sweden has closed down Confucius 
Institutes and banned Huawei from its 

5G network. Similar is the story with 
Britain, which the authors contend had 
passed a point of no return because of 
the CCP’s influence network among 
British elites. Yet, a UK Parliamentary 
Committee has concluded that Huawei 
colluded with the Chinese state. 

The Trump administration’s stellar 
efforts to get the rest of the world to cast 
off the China spell has clearly paid divi-
dends. However, Trump would not 
have succeeded without China’s active 
“cooperation”. He may also have to 
‘thank’ the Bush and Obama adminis-
trations and, of course, Goldman Sachs. 

In 2006, Henry Paulson, chief execu-
tive officer of Goldman Sachs, became 
treasury secretary under George W. 
Bush. He visited China about 70 times 
during his tenure. Citing Paul Blustein, 
the book notes that “had he responded 
more forcefully to Beijing’s currency 
manipulation, tight control of state-
owned enterprises, mistreatment of US 
enterprises in China, and program of 
technology theft, then the conditions 
that led to the trade war might not have 
arisen”. Try too hard and it backfires. 

History reminds us that the best 
antidotes for excess and overreach are 
excess and overreach. That lesson has 
eluded many, including China. It’s no 
surprise that it has eluded Twitter and 
Facebook. Therein lies the hope.

Finally, America has paid the price 
for its hubris that the more closely it 
engaged China, the sooner it would 
embrace American values, ignoring the 
possibility that China could ensnare its 
elites in a web of corruption. Zhigang, a 
Manchu mandarin, wrote after a visit to 
America in 1868 that the love of God was 
less real than the love of profit there 
(John Pomfret: ‘What America Didn’t 
Anticipate About China’, The Atlantic). 
In summary, The Hidden Hand is a tale of 
not only American but also the Western 
love of profits bestowed by China. 

There is no room for doubt left over 
what is at stake for America and the rest 
of the world on 3 November.

These are the author’s personal views.

T
he Zhengzhou Information Sci-
ence and Technology Institute,
judging by the number of publica-

tions in which it is cited, is one of the 
world’s leading centres of computer sci-
ence and communications engineering. 
Its scientists have published over 900 
papers in major science journals, at 
times in collaboration with American 
researchers.” Except that it isn’t. The 
name is a cover for a university that 
trains China’s military hackers and sig-
nals intelligence officers—the People’s 
Liberation Army Information Engineer-
ing University—based in Zhengzhou. 
Many such priceless pieces of informa-
tion make The Hidden Hand: Exposing 
How the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
is Reshaping the World, written by Clive 
Hamilton and Mareike Ohlberg, an 
invaluable read. 

In India, a study that comes close to 
resembling the efforts undertaken in 
that book has been done by Ananth 
Krishnan. His paper, ‘Following the 
Money: China Inc’s Growing Stake in 
India-China Relations’, published by 
the Brookings Institution India Center 
in March 2020, is useful. His book, 
India’s China Challenge is next on my 
reading list. He wrote, unsurprisingly, 
that Chinese companies had escaped 
the kind of scrutiny in India that their 
investments attracted in the West. That 
needs rectification, as the “separation 
between the Chinese state and private 

It’s Beijing that will eventually 
rescue the world from China

The regime’s overreach has exposed a web of deceit and corruption that it tr ies to ensnare others in

V. ANANTHA NAGESWARAN
is a member of the Economic Advisory 

Council to the Prime Minister.

W
hen India’s Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi declared
a $5-trillion economy by
2024 as a national goal
soon after his re-election
last year, he could not

have foreseen the covid-19 pandemic. That 
the viral outbreak has exacted a heavy toll and 
thwarted our chance of achieving that ambi-
tious target is undeniable. But what is less 
talked about is the opportunity cost we bear 
from having too low a proportion of women at 
work. It was never high to begin with, but our 
female labour force participation rate—or the 
proportion of women aged 15 and above who 
are either seeking or working at paid jobs—
appears to have declined sharply over the past 
decade-and-a-half. According to World Bank 
data, that rate hovered above 30% after India’s 
economy opened up in 1991, and then peaked 
at 31.8% in 2005, before slipping to 20.3% this 
year—among the lowest in the world. While 
why this has happened remains a matter of 
debate, its implied loss was quantified by a 
McKinsey Global Institute report in 2018, 
which said that India would gain $770 billion 
in output by 2025 if women had the same 
opportunities to work as men. 

The poor participation of women in the 
country’s workforce defies economic logic, 
and much of it could perhaps be explained by 
socio-cultural attitudes that prevail among 
families that are not given to modern ways of 
thought. India is still largely a poor country 
where women go out to work out of financial 
necessity, and rising family incomes often 
result in their dropping out. In this narrative, 
Indian households being better off would 
explain the decline. Though there has been the 

odd report of a trend reversal in recent years 
and months, attributable to a broad crunch in 
job availability since 2017 and worsened by our 
covid crisis, there is no getting away from the 
need to intervene in favour of raising female 
participation in the economy. Tax incentives 
do exist for women employed in formal sala-
ried roles, but what we need is an attitudinal 
shift among our multitudes—especially men. 
It is the hold of patriarchy on society that keeps 
women homebound and denies them space to 
exercise their agency on the issue of securing 
pay cheques of their own. Given the country’s 
high levels of gender violence, safety concerns 
also tilt decisions against venturing out.

As our government weighs a proposal to 
raise the age after which women can legally 
marry from 18 to 21, it is tempting to view such 
a move as a spur for greater female work par-
ticipation through extended education and an 
associated delay in child-bearing. Yet, even the 
current age law is weakly followed. At least one 
study suggests that every fourth Indian woman 
was wedded by 18. According to Unicef, with 
over 100 million females who got married 
before turning 15, India has more children in 
wedlock than any other nation. So, while 
longer educational exposure afforded by an 
upward age revision could help the cause, we 
also need an effective social campaign that 
directly addresses hold-backs. Without a shift 
in India’s observable preference for male off-
spring, for example, raising women’s mini-
mum age of marriage might perversely also 
raise the perceived “burden” of a girl child 
among some families, pushing them to either 
opt for pre-natal sex selection or flout India’s 
marital age bar. Social reforms and better law 
enforcement have far bigger roles to play.

The worsening gender
skew of our workforce

A long downtrend observed in the proportion of job-holders among Indian women should 

worry us. But simply raising the minimum age of female marriage won’t solve the problem
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For some Indian
companies, an

English Premier League
(EPL) team is the
ultimate status symbol.
The names of several
large Indian firms (think:
the usual suspects) have
often appeared in media
reports in this context.
If all things go well,
however, a surprise
candidate,
Venkateshwara
Hatcheries, or the VH
Group, a large poultry
and pharma company,
could emerge the proud
owner of an EPL club,
Blackburn Rovers.
Analysts looking for some
logic in VH’s decision
will be wasting their
time. EPL clubs, even
those not making losses
(such as the Rovers)
aren’t acquired on the
basis of business logic;
and a casual perusal of
the history of EPL shows
that the ownership of a
team doesn’t guarantee
positive publicity. The
only silver lining is that
the deal will cost VH
` 300 crore, less than
what an IPL team would
have cost it—and minus
the controversy.
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TAKING ON SEBI

Tayalmovescourt to
unlockICICI shares

B Y D INESH U NNIK RISHNAN &

N . SUND ARESHA

SUBRAM ANIAN

·························
MUMBAI

P
ravin Kumar Tayal , pro-
moter of the erstwhile
Bank of Rajasthan Ltd

(BoR), has moved the Raja-
sthan high court against the
capital market regulator, seek-
ing to unlock his shareholding
worth at least ` 1,000 crore in
ICICI Bank Ltd.

Tayal is seeking legal relief
through some of his group
companies that received ICICI
Bank shares following a Re-
serve Bank of India (RBI)-driv-
en merger between the two
banks in August, according to
two persons familiar with the
development.

Tayal is arguing that there is

no case for the Securities and
Exchange Board of India (Sebi)
to keep his shares in ICICI
Bank frozen, given that “ the
merger process is already over
and the entity—BoR—does not
exist now”, according to one
person, a senior official with
the group.

Both people familiar with
the development declined to
be identified as they are not al-
lowed to talk on matters that
are sub judice.

An email questionnaire sent
to Sebi on Monday did not
elicit a response from the regu-
lator.

Tayal’s lawyer Paras Kuhad
declined comment.

According to the Rajasthan
high court’s website, four enti-
ties banned by Sebi in March
—Jaybharat Textile and Real
Estate Ltd, Eskay K‘n’IT India
Ltd, 21st Century Entertain-
ment Pvt. Ltd and Cyberinfo
Zeebombia.com Pvt. Ltd
—have pending cases against
the “Union of India and oth-
ers” .

These cases are likely to
come up for hearing later this

week, one of the persons cited
above said.

Jaipur-based BoR, one of the
oldest private sector banks in
the country, was forced into a
merger following a clampdown
on the bank by Sebi and RBI
for alleged irregularities earlier
this year.

The merger, effective 13 Au-
gust, valued BoR at ` 3,000
crore. The merger involved no
cash changing hands.

BoR shareholders received
25 ICICI Bank shares for every
118 shares of the bank they
held.

Over 100 entities, including
those owned and controlled by
the Tayals, received ICICI
Bank shares in exchange for
their BoR stock, but they have
not been able to trade them
because of the Sebi ban on
them.

“The shares have been
swapped. But they cannot be
sold because of the Sebi or-
der,” one of the persons quot-
ed above said.

The Tayal family has directly
promoted eight firms—Jayb-
harat Textile and Real Estate,
Eskay K‘n’IT India, KSL and
Industries Ltd, Krishna Life-
style Technologies Ltd, Asahi
Fibres Ltd, Krishna Knitwear
Technology Ltd, Rajasthan
Bank Financial Services Ltd
and Single Point Security Solu-
tions Pvt. Ltd.

Of these, five are listed
firms.

The Sebi order alleged that
besides these, Tayals had indi-
rect control of 100 different en-
tities belonging to the Yadav
group and the Silvassa group.

Going by the Sebi order, the
Tayals had increased their
stake in BoR and many of the
promoter entities had made

TURN TO PAGE 2®

BoRpromoter seeks
legal relief via group
firms that got stock
worthat least ` 1,000 cr
post RBI-drivenmerger

Bharti may
prepaypart
of $7.5bnloan
B Y A NUP ROY

anup.r@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

Bharti Airtel Ltd may prepay
at least $1 billion (` 4,440

crore) of the $7.5 billion loan it
took from banks to fund its ac-
quisition of the African assets
of Kuwait-based Zain Telecom,

according to a banker familiar
with the development.

Bharti, India’s largest telco,
maintains that free cash flows
would enable it to make early
repayments, but didn’t put a
number to the amount that
will be prepaid.

“The flexibility of prepay-
ments has always been part of
the loan agreement and Bharti
has the option of prepaying
based on its cash flow. We
have seen significant free cash
flows over the past few quar-
ters and we feel this is right

TURN TOPAGE 2®

WHOARE BLACKBURN ROVERS?

n Founded in 1875

nAfounding member of the EPL, as well as the

Football League

nWonthe EPL in 1995, the last club fromoutside the big

four of Manches t er Unit ed, Arsenal, Chelsea and

Liverpool to doso

nCurrently lie 17th in the 20-club league

nManager: Sam Allar dyce; home ground: EwoodPark

nOwned by the trustees of the estateof industrialis t

Jack Walker See Page 32

Venkat eshwaraHat cheries is in advanced talks
totakeover English Premier League (EPL) club
Blackburn Rovers . If adeal materializ es, the
Pune-based poultry firm will be the first Indian
compan y toown an EPL club.

Fromfowlstofouls

STAKING A CLAIM

THE NEWS
Tayal group, promoters of ers twhile 
Bank of Rajas than, has mo ved the 
Rajasthan high c ourt t o access 
ICICI Bank shar es worth at least 
R1,000 cr ore.

THE BACKGROUND
Sebi had fr ozen the dema t accounts 
of Pr avin Kumar Tayal and 100- odd 
related entities which o wned Bank of 
Rajasthan shar es for alleged 
violations of r egulatory norms.

THE IMPACT 
A court or der in their f avour would 
allow them t o encash shar es 
and clear liabilities t o 
many banks.

REUTERS

Seeking possession: Liverpool’s
Sotirios Kyrgiakos (left)
challenges Blackburn Rovers’
Steven Nzonzi during an
EPL match on Sunday.

Q&A: Amazon.com’sVogels
onWebservices strategy >6

ECONOMY: Pranab Mukherjee rules out
controls onforeign capital inflows >3

WSJ: Buffett’s new recruit seen as leading
candidate tosucceed him at Berkshire >27

CORPORATE: Supreme Court cancels bail
for Raju, five others in Satyam fraud case >3

PTI

No country can ever  
t ru ly f lour ish  i f  i t  st i f les 

the poten t ial of  i ts w om en 
and depr ives i tself  of  
the contr ibut ions of  
half  of  i ts ci t izens.

MICHELLE OBAMA

is a senior research fellow with 

the Mercatus Center at George 

Mason University, US

While it doesn’t solve the problem, policy-
makers see no harm in increasing the age of
marriage. But these laws have unintended
consequences. Raising the cost of disposing
unwanted daughters through marriage, and
punishing families for violating the rule,
could push families with a strong male pref-
erence towards sex selection and female foe-
ticide, or trafficking and other worse ways of
disposing unwanted daughters. In her 2017
paper, Paola Suarez finds that raising the
female marriage age in such countries with
high son preference and high poverty may
have the unintended consequence of
increasing the prevalence of female infanti-
cide and sex-selective abortion. 

To increase marriage age, not just de jure
but de facto, requires India to evolve eco-
nomically and culturally. Some of this has
happened. As Indians have become more
prosperous, and as extreme poverty levels
have declined, we see a decline in child
brides. In 1970, almost 75% women were
married before they turned 18, which has
now decreased to 27%. Economic growth
will save Indian girls from child marriage.
Combined with educational and cultural
awareness against a sex preference, which
no doubt will take longer, economic success
is the only lasting solution. 

India. To find brides in the face of this sex
ratio imbalance is a struggle. 

We know families in states like Haryana
“import” and “buy” brides from poorer
states. But another consequence is that in
highly-endogamous sections of Indian soci-
ety, where families prefer to find brides

within their own caste
group, marriage-aged men
must look for younger
female cohorts within their
community.

In some groups, that
means adult-age men are
even matched with prepu-
bescent girls, creating
demand for prepubescent
brides. Only relatively
impoverished son-prefer-
ring parents dispose of
their unwanted daughters
to afford the sons they seek.

Leeson and Suarez also
point out that this affects the “quality” of
potential grooms. When potential grooms
are of variable quality, men whose inferior
prospects or socio-economic status prevents
them from competing successfully for the
limited number of traditional-marriage-age
brides may end up looking for child brides.

India has one of the highest levels of
female foeticide, where female foetuses are
aborted through sex selection technology.
This is banned in India, of course, but still
prevalent. India’s sex ratio at birth is 899 girls
to 1,000 boys. Female foeticide is the most
dire step taken by families. For most people,
female foeticide or infanti-
cide is very undesirable and
emotionally costly. 

So, couples trying to
have a son over multiple
attempts may end up with
more than their preferred
number of daughters. If the
family is rich and has the
ability to raise multiple
girls in order to produce a
boy, their problem disap-
pears. However, for poorer
families, one solution is to
marry these daughters off
prematurely, thus creating
a supply of child, even prepubescent, brides.

However, there is also demand for child
brides. Between female foeticide skewing
the sex ratio at birth and son-preferring cou-
ples investing fewer resources in the care of
daughters than sons, more males survive to
traditional marriage age than females in

minimum age for marriage for men, India
doesn’t have the same extent of this problem
with child grooms. Only 4% of Indian boys/
men were married before age 18. And 20%
were married before the minimum legal age
of 21, compared to the 27% of girls/women
married before the age of 18.  Raising the
legal age of marriage displays a lack of
understanding of the reasons for the low age
of marriage for women in India,  which have
little to do with the law.

The real issue is that various long-persist-
ent cultural factors have created a market for
child brides in India. Society imposes a very
high cost of raising girls on parents, especially
in poor Indian families, which, attempt to
reduce those costs by marrying daughters off
at a young age, if they prefer to invest in sons.

In their 2017 paper, Peter Leeson and
Paola Suarez explain the supply and demand
for child brides in India. The real problem,
they explain, begins with a very high son-
preference. South Asian countries exhibit
the highest levels of son preference in the
world, though there is much variation
within India. A consequence of high son-
preference is that in trying to produce sons,
couples sometimes produce daughters. To
afford the sons they want, some of these cou-
ples dispose of their unwanted daughters. 

The economics of India’s high prevalence of chi ld br ides
SHRUTI RAJAGOPALAN

Rapid economic 

growth and 

education must 

fight this fallout 

of poverty and 

a preference for 

male children
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