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MUMBAI VIEWS

MY VIEW  |  TECH WHISPERS 

you a car in different colours, it was 
something that could make paralyzed 
war veterans walk, or the sightless “see”, 
much like what BMI was promising.

XR is big in enterprise usage, with 
Statista and the International Data Corp 
estimating the market’s worth at $209 
billion by 2022, powered by a shipment 
of 66 million AR/VR headsets. Applica-
tions include training in unsafe areas; 
retailing by way of virtual apparel, 
shoes, property, etc.; entertainment via 
virtual music festivals; and travel where 
you can see giraffes without going to 
Kenya (good for covid times). XR has 
great potential in healthcare. For 
instance, it could show the veins in your 
arm for accurate intravenous drug 
administration. Solar installations use 
XR with overlays and heads-up displays, 
increasing efficiency and safety.

While these are great, what makes 
this technology a superpower is the 
“merging of the digital, physical and 
biological”. Consider the cerebral cor-
tex of our brain, specifically the neo-
cortex, which is concerned with sight 
and hearing. XR explicitly works on one 
part of this, the primary visual cortex, 
the part that enables us to see. It is here 
where XR can work its magic. It can 
amplify our vision and literally rewire 
our brain. 

One application of this XR-rewiring is

pain reduction. VRHealth, an Israeli 
firm, works on using VR to cure 
migraine pains, for instance. “Our brain 
is like a CPU—75% of that CPU goes to 
visuals and sound,” says founder Eran 
Orr. “When we overload our CPU with 
an immersive technology like VR, 
things like pain can get downgraded in 
the priority list. That is why it’s amazing 
for pain management or pain distrac-
tion. Once you combine that with actual 
rehab, it’s a game-changer.” The New 
York Times has written of Hollie Davis, 
who owes her current full mobility to 
trying VR as part of her treatment for a 
persistent, life-inhibiting pain after a 
motorcycle accident. She “spent 10 or 
20 minutes in a dark room while a head-
mounted 3-D screen transported her to 
a very relaxing place, taught her about 
the nature of pain, how oxygen travels 
through the body, then how to breathe, 
focus on her breathing, relax her body 
and think of nothing else.” The device 
engages multiple senses, essentially 
flooding the brain with so much input 
that it cannot register pain signals. 
When pain messages try to get through, 
“the brain gives a busy signal”.

VR can help restore feelings in para-
plegics. Recently, researchers worked 
on eight “chronic paraplegics”, where 
the study’s participants underwent a 
year-long training module that used 
BMIs combined with virtual reality 
tech. Half the patients were upgraded 
from “chronic” to “incomplete paraple-
gia” as their status classification. One of 
them, who had suffered from paralysis 
for 13 years, was able to move her legs 
without the help of a support harness.

As Medich puts it, XR can be used to
provide “cognitive ergonomics”. While 
physical ergonomics amplifies man-
power, cognitive ergonomics amplifies 
brain power. XR, combined with Neura-
link-like technologies, therefore, will be 
super powerful. They could help the 
disabled walk again and let the pain-
ridden transcend pain. I am already 
wondering how cool Gertrude would 
look in a VR headset.

L
ast week, a “healthy, happy pig”
named Gertrude attained her 15
seconds of fame. This was courtesy

Elon Musk, the serial entrepreneur and 
now the third-richest man in the world, 
who demonstrated his latest venture, 
Neuralink, an ultra-high bandwidth 
brain-machine interface (BMI) to con-
nect humans and computers. As this 
column has often gushed about Musk, 
he thinks new and big, and Neuralink 
did live up to its billing, certainly from a 
public relations viewpoint. Reactions to 
it from the scientific community were 
mixed, and we will discuss those in a 
forthcoming column.

But what Neuralink did was to fire a 
few of my memory neurons and take me 
back to a programme I attended at Sin-
gularity University. In a session by a 
professor there, Jody Medich, I saw a 
quote by Satya Nadella: “The future of 
computing will be driven by Quantum, 
AI and XR”. While I understood why he 
talked about AI (artificial intelligence) 
and quantum computing, it was his 
mention of XR in the same breath that 
threw me. XR or extended reality 
includes technologies like AR (aug-
mented reality), VR (virtual reality) and 
MR (mixed reality). I had always consid-
ered XR an afterthought to blockbust-
ers like AI, blockchain, Internet of 
Things, etc. But Nadella was thinking 
otherwise. I learnt that XR was not just a 
tool to make Pokémon Go, or to show 

The big promise of Elon Musk’s 
‘neuralink’ with extended reality
Brain-machine interface technology could be combined with XR tools to do truly astonishing things 

JASPREET BINDRA
is the author of ‘The Tech Whisperer’, and 

founder of Digital Matters

D
oubtless, many of the country’s
civil servants have delighted in
the perpetual look of bewilder-
ment on the face of Jim Hacker
on the British comedy show Yes,
Minister , a fictional politician

given to having rings run around him by a 
merry band of bureaucrats with stiff upper lips. 
After the serial ran on Doordarshan in the 
1980s, it was half-jokingly whispered of as a 
“training module” for young officers of the 
Indian Administrative Service (IAS). Those 
days are long gone, the so-called steel frame of 
our bureaucracy has turned rusty, and, ever 
since economic liberalization, there has been a 
near consensus in the country—at least outside 
IAS circles—that our system of policy imple-
mentation needs an overhaul. The Union 
cabinet’s approval on Wednesday of Mission 
Karmayogi, its name taken from a traditional 
archetype of a person dedicated to selfless 
duty, thus, has raised the hope of a national 
bureaucracy that is adequately responsive to 
the country’s needs. At its core, this is an 
upskilling initiative for government officials 
that aims to fix and galvanize India’s adminis-
tration. Inadequate state capacity has long held 
the country back. If it succeeds, every citizen 
would probably be grateful. 

The aims of the mission are ambitious, made
all the more so by the sloth and venality that 
the government officials have acquired a repu-
tation for. Indeed, the system’s focus needs to 
be role- rather than rule-specific, coordination 
should prevail over battles for turf control, and 
IAS officers ought to be enablers instead of 
red-tape wrappers. Importantly, IAS cadres 
need to be held accountable for their work. All 
of this and more is on the reform agenda. As 

envisaged, the Karmayogi training mechanism 
will cover an estimated 4.6 million officials at 
all levels. This is a gargantuan exercise, which 
may explain the elaborate multi-tier command 
structure expected to be put in place for it. At 
its apex would be a Human Resource Council, 
headed by the Prime Minister, which shall 
approve and monitor various skill-enhancing 
programmes, as well as review the perform-
ance of employees routinely. This council 
will have some state chief ministers, cabinet 
ministers and experts from various disciplines. 
There will also be a commission at the cabinet 
secretariat level, and a special purpose vehicle 
in the form of an organization designed to 
manage the digital resources of the entire 
set-up and even create a market platform for 
training modules, should the demand and sup-
ply of such packages need a place to converge.

Given the way our bureaucracy has operated
for decades, Mission Karmayogi is likely to 
prove disruptive. While few bureaucrats can 
deny the need to stay abreast of new develop-
ments in the field of governance, given the 
dizzying pace of change around us, the idea of 
being subject to continuous evaluation by a 
central authority could unsettle some officers. 
There has been some disquiet within IAS ranks 
over the Centre’s lateral induction of people 
for senior roles that involve the nitty-gritty of 
policy formulation. Some bureaucrats have 
chafed at being labelled “generalists” in a world 
that seems to prize specialists. Perhaps the 
new mission will resolve such disgruntlement. 
Yet, centralized supervision of such large 
numbers does not promise to be easy. Globally, 
centralization has been observed to militate 
against diversity of thought. And that’s vital to 
the governance of a country like India.

Yes, minister, our civil
services need a reboot 

At last, our bureaucracy is in for a shake-up, thanks to Mission Karmayogi. The proof of its 

success will lie in eventual outcomes. Let’s not rely on centralized oversight for this, though
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I ndia’s lawmakers are
back to discussing fat-cat

chief executive officers.
Corporate affairs minister
Salman Khursheed had
raised the spectre of
caps on executive pay
last year. Now, barely a
month after Parliament
voted itself a pay increase,
a parliamentary committee
is contemplating “an outer
ceiling on managerial
remuneration”.

In countries with low
per capita incomes, high
salaries for some often lead
to political heartburn. But
resentment apart, there
are worries as to what
signals this sends about
the nature of capitalism.
Are big raises indicative
of crony capitalism? Or
do they merely reflect
returns to certain skills
that only some possess?

Members of Parliament
(MPs) may have this in
mind when they think
about pay hike restrictions,
as they seem to be doing
now—though in this
instance it is hard to
separate their concerns
for capitalism from plain
envy against private firm
executives who get much
more than MPs do.
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Fat-cat
raises
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INSPECTION DELAYS

R-Adagmayget
Sebiultimatum

B Y A NIRUD H L ASK AR

anirudh.l@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

A
lmost three months af-
ter issuing show-cause
notices to Anil Ambani,

chairman of the Reliance-Anil
Dhirubhai Ambani Group (R-
Adag), as well as a few group
companies on “certain deal-
ings” that allegedly violated
overseas debt norms, the capi-
tal market regulator, Securities
and Exchange Board of India
(Sebi), plans to issue an ulti-
matum to Ambani and others.

Sebi had first issued show-
cause notices to eight R-Adag
entities on 9 June. It had di-
rected the entities to inspect
the documents and reply to the
notices by 30 June. They didn’t
inspect the documents or file
any replies.

Subsequently, on 21 July, the
entities were given a chance
for personal hearings on 2 Au-
gust.

A show-cause n otice is not
an indictment and only re-
quires an entity to explain its
position, typically within three
weeks from the date of the no-
tice.

Only Reliance Natural Re-
sources Ltd (RNRL) and Reli-
ance Infrastructure Ltd (R-In-
fra), through their advocate,
attended the hearing on 2 Au-
gust.

They had also sought in-
spection of documents and
postponement of the hearing.

Others—Ambani (cited in
the notice as chairman of
RNRL, and chairman and man-
aging director of R-Infra), and
four executives, Satish Seth,
vice-chairman of R-Infra, S.C.
Gupta, J.P. Chalasani and Lalit
Jalan, directors of R-Infra—
didn’t appear for the hearing
or respond to the show-cause
notices.

An R-Adag spokesperson de-
clined to comment for this sto-
ry.

Sebi, on 2 August, again ask-
ed Ambani, RNRL, R-Infra and
the four senior executives of R-
Infra for explanations on the
dealings by first inspecting the
related documents kept with
the regulator before 17 August,
reply to the show-cause by 27
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Market regulator had
first sought responses
fromgroup companies
three months agoon
‘certain dealings’

GOVERNANCE BATTLE

PM differswithSC
on food issue, asks
it not tomakepolicy
B Y L I Z M ATHEW &

N IK HIL K ANEK AL

·························
NEW DELHI

A week after the Supreme
Court ordered the govern-

ment to distribute food free to
the poor rather than let it rot,
Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh lightly ticked off the
apex court on Monday when
he told a meeting of editors
that the judiciary should not
get into “ the realm of policy
formulation”.

Singh said it was not possi-
ble to distribute food free or at
a l ow rate to the estimated 37%
of the population that lives be-
low the poverty line (BPL). His
government has been under
attack for sitting on a moun-
tain of excess food stocks at a
time when food prices have
shot up.

“ I do recognize that food
should be available to the peo-
ple below poverty line at con-
cessional prices. We have not
allowed any increase in the is-
sue price of foodgrain to peo-
ple below poverty line since
2004,” said Singh.

Meanwhile, the department
of food and public distribution
filed a comprehensive affidavit

in the Supreme Court in the
right to food case, saying that
the government is in the pro-
cess of finalizing a food securi-
ty law that would address most
of the issues raised by the
court. The bench, comprising
justices Dalveer Bhandari and
Deepak Verma, referring to the
affidavit’s contents, said: “We
are happy to note that the Un-
ion of India, in pursuance to
the suggestions of this court,
has decided to allocate to the
state governments/ Union ter-
ritories on ad hoc basis an ad-
ditional quantity of 25 lakh
tonnes of wheat/ rice at BPL
prices for the next six months.”

An empowered group of
ministers headed by finance
minister Pranab Mukherjee
had decided on 2 September to
release the extra tonnes of
wheat and rice into the public
distribution system over the
next six months for BPL fami-
lies, as an interim measure to
ensure food security.

The court has now given the
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THE NEW S
RCom and G TL Infr a announc ed 
that the pr oposed mer ger of their 
telecom t ower assets w ould no t 
be taking plac e.

THE BA CKGROUND  
RCom had been looking t o spin off 
its t elecom t ower assets t o reduce 
the debt bur den on its balanc e sheet. 
De-leveraging R Com’s book s would 
have helped it r ealize a bet ter 
valuation f or a 26% s take it 
proposed t o offload.

THE IMPLICA TION 
RCom’s balanc e sheet will 
continue t o remain s tretched and 
the company will no w 
have to find a ne w partner .

FAILED MERGER

TERM SHEET EXPIRES

RCom-GTL tower
deal fallsthrough
B Y A VEEK D ATTA,

L ISON JOSEPH &

H ARINI SUBRAM ANI

·······················
MUMBAI

I n a setback to the Reli-
ance Communications

Ltd (RCom) plan to reduce
its debt burden, the Anil
Ambani-controlled firm and
GTL Infrastructure Ltd have
called off talks for a deal
that would have created In-
dia’s second largest opera-
tor of cellphone towers.

The non-binding term
sheet signed by the two com-
panies to form an indepen-
dent transmission network
with around 80,000 towers
and valued at ` 50,000 crore
expired on 31 August.

“ ... Despite efforts, both
parties have neither extend-
ed the term sheet nor en-
tered into any definitive
transaction agreements as
envisaged therein,” GTL In-
fra said in a stock market fil-
ing on Monday. “Conse-
quently, the process of
merger as originally con-
templated would not take
place.”

Neither RCom, nor GTL
Infra explained why the deal
had fallen through, though
until recently both indicated
that the merger was on
track.

“Owing to the provisions
of mutual confidentiality
agreements, RCom cannot
provide any comment on
the reasons for the inability
to conclude a transaction
with GTL Infrastructure
Ltd,” RCom said in a state-
ment. RCom has begun dis-

cussions with other poten-
tial investors and is also
considering an initial public
offering of shares in the tow-
er unit, called Reliance In-
fratel Ltd (R-Infratel), it said,
without specifying names.

On 27 June, the two com-
panies had announced that
their telecom tower assets
would be merged and R-In-
fratel would transfer around
54,000 towers to GTL Infra.
The combined entity would
have been behind only In-
dus Towers Ltd—jointly
owned by Bharti Airtel Ltd,
Vodafone Essar Ltd and Idea
Cellular Ltd—that has more
than 100,000 towers.

The sale was to help
RCom reduce the ` 33,000
crore debt on its books by at
least half. The company’s
debt exceeded cash and
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No-show: R-Adag chief Anil Ambani and four other group executives
didn’t appear for hearings called by the capital market regulator.
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Pow ers once assum ed 
are never  rel inqu ished, 
just  as bureaucracies, 

once created, never  die.

CHARLEY REESE

Elon Musk’s Neuralink hasn’t just 
made Gertrude the pig famous, it 
has opened up vast possibilities 
with a brain-machine interface 

that can be combined with 
extended reality tools.

Such technology could help
the disabled walk again, for 

example, or vanquish pain by 
swamping one’s senses so 

thoroughly that an ache does 
not get to reach the brain.

Q U I CK  R EA D

GUEST VIEW

SUSHMITA BOSE The physiology and psychology of isola-
tion has at once made us self-contained and,
by extension, limited. It’s extending to non-
covid parts of our lives too. A long-lost con-
tact tried to re-establish a connect with me
via a WhatsApp message first—where he
spoke about feeling low—and then repeated
phone calls. I ignored all of them because I
couldn’t be bothered. Gawd, I don’t want to
hear someone’s stories of misery, let me just
binge on Netflix instead. Had I actually been
floating in an alleged ecosystem of rede-
fined sensibilities, I’m sure I’d have made an
effort. Screen time on my phone has
increased and communication has never
been easier. Yet, I find it taxing to have
meaningful conversations. Forwarding
jokes, silly videos and attention-seeking
selfies or food photos, on the other hand, are
par for the course.

The part-time maid at my dad’s landlady’s
place has, in the meantime, returned to
work. It was duly reported to me that she
had commented, “I toyed with the idea of
quitting but I knew better sense would pre-
vail. This is an easy job, the woman lives
alone, has frugal needs, and I get paid mar-
ket rates for doing almost nothing.”

At least she’s honest.

receiving essential care and services they
have the right to, the subsequent fanning of
mental health issues, and worse. Some time
back, Justice Ashok Bhushan of the
Supreme Court of India observed, “Covid-19
patients are treated worse than animals. In
one case, a dead body was found in [a] gar-
bage [dump].” A BBC India report said,
“Doctors have been spat at and chased away
from homes, and that in one case patients
directed abusive and vulgar language
towards female nurses. Some physicians

and their families have
also been ostracized by
their neighbors because
of their  exposure to
patients infected with
covid-19”. This, right
after the Prime Minister
urged one and all to clap
for health workers as a
mark of gratitude. I could
go on and on.

And yet, here we are,
collectively patting our-
selves on the back and
saying, “We will emerge
stronger, more united at
the end of it.”

they are all wagging their tongues and add-
ing fuel to fire.”

So much for good thoughts and height-
ened sensitivities, I thought to myself: with-
out even feigning the slightest concern,
people seem ready to jump right into the
cesspool of imagining a worst-case scenario.
Mind you, this is one of the more “educated”
areas around town, where most have access
to information and the means to make a dif-
ference. 

As it turned out, said landlady didn’t need
to get tested. She recov-
ered in a couple of days
(my father claimed it was
the green tea he made
for her that did the
trick), and it was put
down to one of the many
frailties of old age. I sus-
pect she had the sea-
sonal flu.

This is obviously not
an isolated case. There
are horror stories that
have emerged over
detected and suspected
covid patients. Them
being ostracized, not

ble portion of my savings into a fund for
those less privileged than me? (Let’s face it,
those of us who’d be inclined to “do good”
were or are probably doing it in any case,
corona or no corona.)

A few days ago, my father’s elderly land-
lady, an affectionate octogenarian who lives
alone on the first floor of a standalone
house, fell ill and was laid up in bed for a few
days. There was talk about getting her
tested for covid, and more talk about “but
who’s going to bell the cat?” Everyone was
keen to have their own tracks covered,
which is perfectly understandable. Only, it
doesn’t exactly conjure up a Missionaries of
Charity-like image, tending selflessly to
patients afflicted with a contagious disease.

The landlady’s part-time maid informed
my father that it would not be possible for
her to come to work because “everyone”
was asking her to steer clear of “that house”.

I have two questions, I said to my dad.
One, how did “everyone” find out she was
ill? And, two, why does “everyone” assume
she’s got covid?

Well, people will be what they are, he
responded. “The maid has put out a news-
letter in the neighbourhood—you know
how much she loves to gossip—and now

I
 don’t know about you, but it makes me a
bit sick when I read—or watch—reports
ad nauseam on how the world at large is

putting aside its long-held differences to
come together as one in an effort to fight a
pandemic. Everyone has suddenly become
“mindful”, we have been injected with more
“empathy”, our core compassionate values
are being reinstated, we are “heeding”
warnings, we now have “quality time” for
significant—and insignificant—others… and
so on and so forth.

Are you kidding me?
Just because someone happens to shoot

a video of a peacock flaunting its plumage
on a non-congested road during lockdown,
and puts it up on social media, from where
it sprints on a viral journey, doesn’t mean
we’re now more appreciative of nature and
therefore better human beings, right?

Or that because I am sharing a link to a
humanitarian crisis article on Facebook, I
am, from now on, likely to put aside a sizea-

I-me-and-myself: Our  meanness quotient just went up

is a journalist, editor and 

the author of ‘Single In The 

City’.

We kid ourselves if we think the 
pandemic has made people 
more empathetic. That’s like 
believing that posting videos 
of animals implies one has got 
more appreciative of nature.

Horror stories have emerged
of selfish behaviour and apathy 
towards health care workers 

and the ill, even as we prefer to 
forward silly videos on social 

media than have conversations.

Q U I CK  R EA D

THE NEW NORMAL
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