
Life between
beeps
Straddling two personalities, two value
systems, Ayesha Sharma's life is all about
pining the confidence of Gen X with old
school cynicism

YESHASharma drew her name in
a pretty hand, 'Clare Hawthorne',
and sprinkled a few hearts
around it. Clare Hawthorne:
outgoing, smiles a lot, knows her
mind, wears bright colours,
loves people, Oreos and Coke,

streaks her hair, hates tattoos and pierc-
ing, loves Iimi Hendrix.... That was
Ayesha's dream persona, a dream she lived
at night. The nights she spent working at
the call centre, a happy, fun place filled
with young happy people like her, people
who lived a dream in wakefulness, instead of
merely witnessing it in sleep!

The clock struck 10:00 p.m. and Ayesha
moved to her seat - her shift had begun. There
was no luxury of slow, warming up; the flow of
calls was immediate and relentless. Thoughts
buzzed in her mind constantly: Didi was coming
home tonight! Oops, she could not let her mind stray,
alertness was the hallmark of this job. So she lived from
one beep to another. Life between beeps is how DJ would
describe their lives at the call centre.

Yesterday he had told her: "It's not about social skills, but sur-
vival skills!" Ayesha liked his way with the English language.
(Some day she hoped to become as suave as he was.) It's not phys-
ical stamina to be able to stay up all night, she mused, but the

Hello!
This is

Clare Hawthorne ...
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emotional stamina to be 21 with no social life, a
geology dream, a set of parents who doubted
her private life - a life she spent between 10:00
p.m. and 5:00 a.m. in 'this surveillance hot
spot' and a supervisor who scripted and scruti-
nised her calls and emotional index.

At the call centre, the boys and girls had de-
vised ways of facial communication to create
space for themselves, which the surveillance
software could not pick up! Bypassing the tech-
nology had been a biggie for these youngsters.

Each call was monitored for period and qual-
ity. Some calls lasted longer than others, but the
flow of calls was relentless. There was a software
that distributed the incoming calls. The train-
ing manager had told them: "Each of you is, in effect, a production
centre and each call must produce customer satisfaction!" Ayesha
knew that her calls were being mapped and processed and
analysed and rated. While she delivered social skills, the technol-
ogy watched over her every move and demanded that she clock in
numbers (as well as satisfaction).

They taught her how to build social competency, a skill for
which they had hired her, but a skill they continued to teach her-
to act, to manage emotions, to mask feelings. "Be yourself, but be

who we need you to be!" the supervisor chanted. OJhad cracked a
nice one on that. He quoted Ford: "Let it be any colour as long as

it is black!"
Ayesha was a different person for every call and by the
end of her shift she was 40 different persons. Like

Deepa, her air-hostess friend, who painted her lips
way beyond their boundaries 'so that her smile

reaches the last row of passengers', Ayesha, too,
painted her mind with a pleasant countenance so
that a customer in far away America could feel
customer satisfaction.

Externally, she was free to dress as she
pleased; but through the anonymity of technol-
ogy, they controlled her insides, moulding her
responses, her attitudes as well as her emo-
tions. So she varied her voice each time. They
taught her howto mask her emotions ('the cus-
tomer should never, ever find out that you are
annoyed!'), how to control a conversation ('I
will look into your query and get back in an
hour ma'am!'). Customer had to be pleased,
customer was always right. And they monitored

her every word; (DJ called it emotional frisking).
Some days, she enjoyed all the attention and the

accented English she heard long distance. Some
days, it made her miserable.
Ayesha is 21, just out of college, wants to do a post-

graduation in geology, wants to go out of the country,
likes wearing designer jeans, likes partying, dancing,

comes from a family of five people, lives in Shalimar Bagh
(OJcalls it a branch of New York), father is purchase manager

in a textile company, mother is a teacher of history, older sister
is happily married and is a professor of sociology and the pivot of
her life, younger brother 'pest' is 17-years old and is the darling of
his mother and usually offers unsolicited advice. The Sharmas
look down upon parties and discos, and even more, Ayesha's
clothes. Oflate, they have also been looking down upon OJ ("Why
does he call you so often?"). '

Last week, Ayesha was offered a job by a
newly set up call centre, and a salary hike of
about Rs 1,500. It seemed a good increase and
if the job was the same everywhere, she may as
well pick up the extra money, she reasoned.
But her father was alarmed. "Why do you want
to move to a smaller company?" he asked.
"Why don't you look at this as a career, pick up
a few years' experience, grow there, rise to a
senior level! You may become a manager or a
systems person and take over charge! Look at
me," he went on, "I grew from a low clerk and
grew rank by rank, studied alongside, slogged
and slaved and experience was what took me
where I am today!" .

Ayesha hated it when her dad threw the nobility of his genera-
tion to reveal the ignobility of her lot. "Youhave no clue as to what
is happening in the world outside your office, Papa," she said.
"I don't see this as a career. They are using me and I am using
them, simple. I am in this for money. So, if someone is paying me
more, I move on!"

Her father was surprised. "For money?" he asked, even as
his older daughter Manisha tried to calm him down. "But
why do you need any money? I am earning enough for all
of you! Besides, if you don't like it then why do you want to
do more of the same job? Apply to a bank instead!" Mr

Sharma had been circumspect about this job, which expected her
to work at night. But Manisha had persuaded him. "I was very
worried when you took up this job," he said now. "You told me
about night shifts, but when you said they would drop you home,
I agreed. I don't know who you are working with, and what you do.
All I can see is that your job has changed you. Your way of dressing
has changed, you have changed as a person, some boy is also call-
ingyou up regularly. Youwere never like this! You are still a child to
me! I am a simple, ordinary father, I want you to make something
of yourself."

When she had found this job around three months ago, she had
had a hard time convincing her father. She had tediously ex-
plained to him the concept of process outsourcing. Ayesha had
learnt about all this and the whole idea quite fascinated her. But
her detailed explanation was lost in the one thought that had
sprung to her father's mind when she said she had to make calls to
people. "What kind of calls?" he had asked a bit alarmed. ''And in
the night? What kind of organisation is this?"

Ayesha explained at length about global time zones and that
her calls were, in fact, to people in America. "Eh?" he managed to
say, even more alarmed. "You are telling me that calls are to be
made to people outside India because these credit card compa-
nies cannot find so many people in America to do this job? Now
how is that possible?" But he relented with some pressure and
Ayesha joined Senator. But it was barely three months now and
she was planning to change jobs!

"I have three months' experience and I already have the accent
they need," she said. "In your days, you needed three years' expe-
rience, but in this job three months is enough. Times have
changed Papa!"

Mr Sharma was surprised. Had the world changed that much?
Why, he, after so many years' experience, was still struggling to
get to the next level. And here was his daughter who could get
another Rs 1,500 with just three months' experience! "So what
do you say to people when you call them?" he asked hoping to
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find what skill she possessed that paid her so well. "Hmmm ... ,"
she said, quite used to that style of opening sentences and said,
"Well, I tell them this is Clare and I am calling from this place, I
called you last on ... so when can we expect your payment? That
sort of stuff," she ended.

"Why are you called Clare?" asked Mr Sharma, now further
alarmed. "Because if I say I am Ayesha, they will not understand,"
said Ayesha simply, "two, they will realise that I am from India and
they won't listen to me and I will not be able to do my job. They
will only listen to someone from America," said Ayesha while her
sister laughed.

Now, it started to make sense to Mr Sharma. More than that, he
began to see why his daughter had been behaving differently of
late. Everything about her had become utterly western. "Which
means you pretend you are calling from America and that you are
an American?" he asked and added, "But what do you know
about America?"

"My training told me everything about America," replied
Ayesha. "I was made to watch video clips, I have learnt their pet
phrases and I know their language. I may be living in Shalimar
Bagh, but I am, in reality, living in New York. My voice is also dif-
ferent from others."

Mr Sharma began to find the whole thing very amusing. Aban-
doning his initial apprehension, he teased her, "But then, when
you come back home and eat aloo, gobhi and dal, doesn't that
clash with your persona of a pizza-eating person?" Ayesha
thought about it. The sudden return to roti-sabzi, melamine
plates and regular water in steel glasses and watching hysteria-
ridden serials about saas and bahus, always had the effect of
yanking her from the racy feel of the call centre environ with its
basketball posters, and other pin-ups. If she agreed, her father
was prone to remind her that she was an Indian, and this was
Shalimar Bagh. Naturally, all she gave by way of a response was a
trendy shrug of her shoulders and a casual 'whatever'.

Mr Sharma's life depended on moving to the next level that
would designate him as senior manager. To achieve that, he only
worked harder and later every night. And everyone around him
did likewise. The words they knew were merit, performance and
perseverance. Ayesha's world strived on different methods. She
had overcome a lot more and faster, analysing her peers into three
groups: one, those who got into the gasping academic belt of engi-
neering, medicine and related tutorial classes. Two, those who got
into other professional courses. Three, those who had been dese-
lected by the education system because they scored 80 per cent
and not 99 per cent. This analysis helped her slot her own type as
belonging to the last group.That huge chunk developed street-
smartness in a bid to survive, were vocal communicators and

thought of call centres as a springboard. Like video games, this
movement began with kids in higher-income middle-class fami-
lies who already had the language skills; all they needed was to de-
velop an accent to sound adequatelywesternised.

But Ayesha worked at the call centre to make enough 'bread', as
she called it, so that she could apply to a good university overseas
and pursue a postgraduation in geology. So, she studied by day,
slept in the evenings and worked by night.

Now wanting to stop this inquisition, she got up and said: "I am
going for a shower." Quick on the uptake, her brother mocked her
("shower in Shalimar Bagh?!"), while her father said: "Look what
this job is doing to you; you have not even been to America but
you want to sound like one who has!"

In Ayeshas world, this was inconsequential for the time being.
She said: "I may not have been there, but I know their life. I have
seen it in films, television serials, I know what happens there, and
India is no different. We wear similar styles, we have most of their
brands!" Intrigued, Manisha asked: "But then, doesn't geography
matter? For example, you cannot tell someone you went to
Barista; there is no Barista in America, there is Starbucks. How do
you build your identity in such a context?"

~

esha knew how her world operated. "I am familiar with
their context and even their smells!" she said. "We are a
company that has researched its customers exhaustively,
we know their round-the-corner shops, we are told the lat-
st releases there, we know all that and we talk about them

to create the rapport."
"That's cheating," said her brother. "Making them believe you

are somebody else, when all you are is a Shalimar Bagh girl!You
are learning all these things to form an artificial relationship with
them so that they think you are somewhere near them and they
start trusting you. What happened to your big talk about honesty
and trust!"

"What honesty?" thundered Ayesha, bursting into unexpected
tears. "Iwant to do what I want to do and there is nothing for me to
do in India. I have to go out! Even if! study in India, all I will get is
a silly desk job like what papa does. And in case I study geology
here, can I research, go on exciting archaeological expeditions like
they do in the US? I have to, have to go out!"

Ayesha's secret dream came as a shock to the Sharma family.
Could the world have changed so suddenly as to change the entire
fabric of one's dreams, wondered Mr Sharma. Comforting her,
Manisha said: "But is it necessary to go out?" "Yes!"said Ayesha.
"Just look at my world didi. What is there in my world? If I con-
tinue to be here, I would be faced with obstacles that my country,

my context puts on me. Why, I can't travel peacefully in a DTC
bus without fearing for my safety! I don't want to live

here and in fear. Fear is a waste of time and life. I
want to explore, research, touch the whole

world. What does my context give me, huh?
Fear, nothing but fear! Fear that someone else
will get a seat in the college over me because
he has money, fear that somebody else will
take over my property - didn't it happen to
papa? Fear that if I walk down the streets
alone, I will get molested, fear that when I

log on to the computer, the power will fail!
Why do I want any of that stress? I want a

happy place to live in. I want the comfort of
knowing that I can get up in the morning and

trust life around me! I am sick of running down the
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streets of this city to catch buses! I am sick of the
paranoia that I have to live with, watching my
back all the time! And I can't trust anybody!"

"Sweetie," said her sister, "New York is
beautiful from outside, but all kinds of dis-
parities exist there as well. Life is tough
everywhere and life is all about knowing
how to cope with these crises! And you are
better equipped to deal with the crises here
because you know the local potholes! If you
live there, you will lead a sanitised, circum-
scribed life wherein you are doing your job,
coming home and working till you go to sleep,
having a few Indian friends and still trying to cook
mutter paneer and finding an anchor in it! People who,
thus, move cultures get caught in a time warp!"

Agitated, Ayesha said: "Am I not in a time warp here? Look at
this country, we are in so many time warps. Mummy, papa are in
a time warp, you are in a time warp, I am in a time warp! Look at
the politics here, the marriage systems here, aren't they all in a
time warp? Each one trying hard to hold on to life in the times of
the Ramayana, yet wanting to do the modern things! Aren't you
in a time warp when you go off meat during Navratra and go
right back to it on the tenth day? Aren't we as a country in a time
warp when our marriages are choreographed to appear like
something out of Deudasi"

Didi agreed: "Very perceptive of you. Yes, we all exist between
multiple time warps, this is exactly what I was telling my class the
other day.That's because our needs are in a time warp too. Our ba-
sic need is a sense of control over our lives and we see that people
who were feudal lords were those who were in control. So today,
everyone wants to be a feudal lord, hence your TV serials talk
about a Virani khandaan! The moment we start becoming feudal,
we start making the rituals more and more complex because we
want to be different from others! But these are time warps we un-
derstand to some extent because these are our own creation.

"Also,face it, we as a country have gone through too manytrau-
mas. Especially, here in North India which has been the capital
since the Ramayana, there are time warps of riots, rapes and ra-
jyas! We have been a very violent society and we are at a point
where we are trying to consolidate, and it's the younger genera-
tion which would enables this." But even as she said this, the cyn-
icism that engulfed the youth today was so vivid that she, a sociol-
ogyprofessor, feared the consolidation was a long way off.

Then after a pause, she said: "It's possible that we will stay in a
time warp for a longer time, but that's life Ayesha. As for the West,
they have their own time warps and their own feudalisms or other
things that they are trying to sustain there. But you know what, I
was reading about this village in Bihar where so many students
are studying by street lamps trying to get into an Indian Institute
ofTechnology (lIT), and so many do manage to get through! What
gives them this drive?"

"Maybe Delhi is their New York," replied Ayesha, her moist eyes
sparkling confidently. "And has it struck you that maybe they are
trying to get out of their time warps. Maybe lIT is their New York
because their definition of success is getting to Delhi. So we are all
trying to get out of the jungles that we are in! They are all dreams
of the same fabric, didi! It's just that the content of their dreams
belongs to their world and the content of my dreams belongs to
myworld as I see it. But at least my dreams are my own!"

"Really?" taunted her father. "Your own or imposed by what
people around you are doing? What if you get caught in this cycle
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and never become a geologist?"
"That won't happen, Papa," said Ayesha. "Youcome from an era

that worries too much about tomorrow and next year, and in the
process you did not live your todays. As a result, you are always in
a planning mode waiting for that big, terrific future to happen. I
live my todays well, and in doing so I make my tomorrows more
real and achievable."

And Ayesha left the room. "What a world she lives in!" ex-
claimed Mr Sharma. "This generation wants everything fast, be it
food or success!" For Manisha, playing bridge between the gener-
ations was not easy, but as a sociologist, all this was interesting
too. Ayesha was born into a fast changing world; was that her
fault? Ayesha was bored with 'changelessness'. So she was prone to
reject things even after making choices. Ayesha and her peers will
be more focused on themselves than on the community because
their sense of uniqueness was greater than the greatness attrib-
uted to the community. Once we were creating fiefdoms out of a
khandaan, she mused, Ayesha's generation created fiefdoms out
of individuals, like Bill Gates.

Time had collapsed for Ayesha, Manisha felt, as it was prone to
in a fast changing society. Research had shown her that whenever
a society went through multiple changes, there was a loss of con-
tinuity - the hallmark of Indian societies for too long a time. Yet,
the pace of change had started in the late 1980s and not yesterday.
Music, political issues, ethics, traditions changed, and the roller
coaster pace of that change reflected in the consumer brands that
defined values today. (Why, her mother herself had coloured her
hair, saying with a giggle: "Beta, because I am worth it!")

Ayesha's generation was no more worried about change;
instead they agonised over changelessness. And because noth-
ing stayed the same, you have to be successful right then. So
people like Ayesha got more focused on the here and now, un-
willing to postpone gratification. If something could not be
had now, they didn't ever want it! How was she to explain this
to her father who believed in perseverance as the only formula
for success?

As for Ayesha, she sat alone in her corner with radio FM airing
random chats. It was not her parents she resisted, but their cyni-
cism. And that cynicism was about the context that was immedi-
ate, whereas her hope was about a dream that was distant. If only
she could drag that hope closer, then she could get her parents'
cynicism to confront it. But as long as her dream remained dis-
tant, their cynicism engulfed her present. Funnily, as Clare she
was hopeful, happy - as Ayesha, fearful and unhappy. If she
could integrate the hope of Clare into Ayesha she would be hugely
happy. Meanwhile, she remained two people, hopeless by day,
happy by night. •
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Identity crisis
KAUSHIK GOPAL

The author is a psychologist with a background in psychoanalysis and the behavioural sciences. He has
been consulting on individual and group behaviour for the last 20 years.

THIS case shows the fascinating yet
unintended consequences of the en-
try oflucrative BPOs and the avenues
it has opened for youngsters. On the
surface. it would seem to be a win-

win situation economy-wise for both the
employers and employees. but the reality
is far more complex and intriguing.

Various dimensions are revealed in the
process. It opens up a woman's relation-
ship with herself. her family and the soci-
ety. as well as the way big organisations re-
late to employees' worlds. The context is a
society in transition trying to come to
terms with universality when the sectarian
mindset has not quite gone.

Ayesha is living a proxy life through the
mythical Clare. a young American woman
who stands for everything Ayesha dreams
to be - she is clear about what she likes
"...knows her mind. loves people ... hates
tattoos.i.." That was Ayesha's dream
persona. a dream she lived by night." The
Shalimar Bagh persona is perceived to be
not good enough. It is caught between a
sense of inadequacy in role. identity and
choices and a desire to celebrate youth
and womanhood. which may be perceived
as threatening by the establishment.

The US has always been a preferred des-
tination of Indian expatriates. and this is
more or less a global trend. It reflects the
fact that the US is seen as an icon of free-
dom. material comfort and diverse oppor-
tunities. among other coveted things.

This case demonstrates how the
younger generation is living that distant
life. perhaps beyond their reach. in their
make-believe worlds. They are somewhat
content that they are getting a chance to
enact their fantasy. Consequently. 'Little
America' has sprung up in places like Shal-
imar Bagh, which DJ refers to as a branch
of New York.

Interestingly. even though Ayesha is
aware of the undercurrents of racial dis-
crimination in the West. it has not weak-
ened her desire to embody everything

American. u •• .If I say I am Ayesha, they
won't understand (and if) they realise that
I am from India ... they won't listen to me."
So strong is the desire to be accepted as
one of them that she has no scruples in
pretending to be one.

Ayesha represents all those young wo-
men of her generation who are breaking
new social grounds and defying what is ex-
pected of them in the traditional sense.
She knows exactly what she wants and is
determined to accomplish it. "... [She]
worked at the call centre to make enough
'bread' ... so that she could apply to a good
university overseas and pursue a post-
graduation in geology. So she studied by
day. slept in the evenings and worked by
night." She is not doing this to climb up the
corporate hierarchy. as it may have been
for her father. but to exercise her own
unique choice in the world.

Ayesha's aspirations here are different

Ayesha represents all
those young women

of her generation who are
breaking new

social grounds and are
delYing what is elPected
of them In the traditional

sense. She knows
exactly what she ants

and is determined to
accomplish it
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from those of her family. even beyond
their comprehension. Her aspirations
might seem materialistic. but it is defi-
nitely not about having fun in a hedon-
istic way. If that was her goal, she would
not have worked so hard at the call centre.
She has a larger goal, which carries a
sense of meaningful engagement borne
more out of a personal preference rather
than what she 'ought' to do or what fam-
ilyIsociety expect.

Ayesha's family expects her to be pre-
dictable and rather conventional. They are
reacting to their difference of values.
which thankfully. is not completely nega-
tive. It's more like looking down from a'su-
perior' vantage point. Ayesha seems quite
rooted in reality to accept what her father
is implying. If he were to approach her
with greater flexibility without insinuating
that she was immature. their relationship
could have grown stronger. ('He threw the
nobility of his generation to reveal the ig-
nobility of her lot.') She yearns to be taken
seriously by her family.

Call centres create a surreal world and
an imposed reality for their employees
that is. perhaps. in accordance with the
demands of their profession. But. on
moral grounds. they need to look at its
consequences from their employees'
point of view.

The other aspect is ignoring the conse-
quences of constant surveillance and its
psychological effect on the individual. It
seems to necessitate some compensatory
process to help people come back to the
'normal' world. When organisations end
up dehumanising their employees. can
one blame the employees for having shal-
low loyalties ?Their relationship is reduced
to the level of the user and the used.

Organisations cannot compromise with
the requirements of their trade, but they
need to deal with their human capital us-
ing a more human approach. so that there
is no clash between their real world and
the pseudo world created for them. _
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Kal, aaj aur kal
KAMINI BANGA
The author is a marketing consultant and the managing director of Dimensions Consultancy.

A
YESHA and her father are facing a
clash of culture or what is popul-
arly known as the generation gap.
At first, there appears nothing un-
usual about this case. We have all

been at one or the other end of this gap -
as children or as parents. Complaints
about youth having no respect for their
elders' values dates back to Egyptian
papyrus scrolls found from 2,000 BC. Dif-
ference in values between generations
is normal. But historical events (like the
Chinese Cultural Revolution) or discon-
tinuous development of technology do
lead to a difference between generations
which is unique.

Here, two factors make the differences
between Ayesha and her father more than
a difference of values between genera-
tions. One, in the last few years, the pace of
change in India has been much higher
than in the last 50 years. Two, the call cen-
tre provides a 'virtual foreign' environ for
Ayesha where she 'lives' in an alien culture.
Mr Sharma sees his middle-class cultural
values being threatened by an alleged set
of values spawned by the American cul-
ture at Ayesha's workplace.

Differences across cultural groups, be it
class, gender, generation, society or na-
tion, manifest themselves in many ways.
They are a combination of symbols, he-
roes, rituals and values. Symbols represent
the most superficial manifestations of cul-
ture, values represent their deepest mani-
festations, whereas heroes and rituals
stand for the manifestations which fall be-
tween the deepest and the superficial. Bar-
ring values, the other three are visible to an
outsider and are subsumed under the
term 'practices'.
Symbols could be words in a language,
dress or hairstyle. They are continuously
evolving and can be easily copied by
another culture. Ayesha's adoption of
American symbols is evident in her
clothes, in her idolisation of Iimi Hendrix,
and a fondness for Oreos and Coke. How

superficial symbols are to culture is symbols, heroes' and rituals with the peo-
demonstrated by her mother colouring pie she works with. Values, however, as
her hair and echoing L'Oreal's tag line: mentioned earlier, are formed very early
'Because I am worth it'. on in life at home and at school. As a soci-
Heroes are people alive or dead, real or ety or a nation, we share values which are
imaginary, serving as models of behaviour. formed in the early part of our lives and it
OJ and his skill with English, Iimi Hendrix is in an organisation and at the workplace
and Clare Hawthorne - who knows her that we adopt practices. Mr Sharma fails to
mind and wears bright colours - are all distinguish between the two and, there-
Ayesha's heroes. Her father is sad that she fore, is getting anxious at the supposed
doesn't want to follow in his footsteps. abandoning of Indian values by Ayesha.
Rituals are socially essential activities: Ayesha's sociologist sister reminds her
ways of greeting, and social and religious that all cultures have their negatives. But
ceremonies. From her American, 21st Ayesha can't see the negatives of the Amer-
century viewpoint, Ayesha questions ican culture and is totally mesmerised by
customs like traditional marriage it. When people move to a new cultural
ceremonies and abstinence from meat environment, they go through distinct
during Navratra. phases before they decide on adopting it
Values are among the first things or giving it up. The first phase is eu-
children learn implicitly. By ~O'ionsOf phoria, when everything is dif-
the age of 10, they have their '~~~/symbOiS"CVA ferent and beautiful. It's fol-
basic values in place. SO, _~O~>//'-'--'-"-", ~~ lowed by a culture shock,
21-year-old Ayesha's val- ~! // ':!,E!.!5'es·~ & when everything has to
ues were already in /! /r' Ritual \ be learnt from scratch
place a long time ago. (' / /.>(" , and the individual feels
Values are largely to do Values Practice distressed. (Already,
with evil versus good, \ ' ~! there are some days
dirty versus clean, ugly \ \ ''''_ / /"-;"-, when Ayesha was mis-
versus beautiful, and so ~ -, _. _ // / / erable with all the atten-
on. While interpreting '..... / / tion and the accented
people's values, children ~ . - // English she heard long dis-
distinguish between the desir- '''------~ tance). Then comes accultura-
able and desired - how they think tion, when a person begins to get
the world ought to be and what is ethically used to the environment. He, then either
right versus people's desires. Ayesha and goes back to being negative, becomes neu-
Clare together represent the conflict be- tral or goes native,
tween the desirable and the desired. The Mr Sharma has overlooked that Ayesha
larger the gap between the desirable and is focused and driven. She studies by
the desired, the greater the conflict in the day and works by night to earn for her
values instilled. US postgraduation degree. So he need

Ayesha thinks that Mr Sharma's beliefs not worry about her values. Instead, he
such as Calvinism, sacrifice, slow and should encourage her. In fast changing so-
steady career growth, no expectations of cieties, the old are bewildered and cling on
quick returns, and so on, are outdated, to the familiar as it gives them
while her definition of being 'good' is a sense of security. It's the young who are
working hard while enjoying herself, in- hungry for fresh opportunities and have
stant gratification and quick returns. She the will and courage to take on the chal-
has already begun to share the practices - lenges it poses. _

CASE STUDY SPECIAL ~ BUSINESSWORLD 2005



_____________ .......I~--------------
Dr Achal Bhagat, in a very insightful discussion on call centres
with Meera Seth, makes a pertinent comment on the middle
class: "Everyone's journey is a journey for dignity, purpose,
belonging and control. People from the middle class also
pursue these goals everyday. The middle class is, however, the
most observed class, especially because the middle class itself is
the observer. So its pursuits are commented upon, generalised,
theorised and researched."

Meera Seth: Since liberalisation, there has been this
excitement and rush to prove capability, perform-
ance and greatness as a country, as strategists, as
leaders. While its benefits are trickling down into
daily comforts, somewhere one gets the feeling
the growth needs and the emotional comfort
needs of the younger generation (and thus their
care givers: teachers, schools, colleges) has been
sorely ignored. Our spiritual masters would call
this an accent on standard of living at the cost of
an accent on standard of life. Which means, while
we have given them means to live, we have not given
them goals to live for. Is the call centre culture roughing the
edge of young life?
Achal: All generations have their own context to cope with. It is
never easy. I do not think it was easy for my father's generation,
when they had to cope with the partition, the forced migration, the
killings and the uncertainty. I do not think it is easy for the present
generation, which is trying to cope with unlimited ambitions, a
fast changing framework of what is right and wrong, and an over-
whelming need to succeed.

The similarity between the eras is the confusion, the uncer-
taintyand lack of a support system. What we transfer across gener-
ations continues to be a rigid prescription for solving problems.
We do not understand the context. Being young is terrific and ter-
rifying at the same time. Call centre culture is only a symptom of a
society in pursuit of survival. It is not the cause of roughness, but it
is possibly one of the factors.

What is required by any generation of
young people is a boundary that makes the
exploration safe. A boundary not of 'dos and
don'ts', but of communication, sharing of ex-
periences, reward for near successes, sup-
port in case offailure.

Meera: Which brings me to how we space the
milestones in this new era. It is not unusual
in western countries for a 19-year old to have
a job without having been to university. In
fact, it is an accepted way of life where the
student works for three years, saves the
money and then enrolls in university. But I
am not sure ifour universities will take kindly

to someone enrolling at 22; neither will employers
look kindly at someone who applies for manage-

ment training at 26. Chances are high that they
will choose the younger 22-year-old applicants.
Whose role is it now to bring about this change
- both in the external environment and in the
mindsets of the earning young?
Achal: I think educational systems follow the

job market. In India, this response is delayed. So
the university system and the school system will

change to the new realities, but it would happen af-
ter many heartbreaks.
I think there needs to be a proactive initiative from the

corporates who recruit young people to help them develop their
careers. All they need to do is to make opportunities more accessi-
ble. This has to be done with a two-pronged approach of inform a-
tion and mentoring for young people and consultations with edu-
cation providers to move away from the stereotype of who is a
good student. A greying 40-year-old has as much right and possi-
bilityto train further and increase his employability. One of the key
goals of education is its application in life.Whoever can do it has a
right to be a student; it is not aboutage.

Meera: Let's take one more look at Ayesha. What is the emotional
cost of donning a mask like Ayesha? Or like her air hostess friend,
like a performing clown, an actor, a painted face at the cosmetic
counters- a masks that forcefully suppress the individual in order
to act out a personality to please the customer? Is customer satis-

faction being packaged in such superficial
verbal and visual exchanges because real sat-
isfaction cannot be engineered?
Achal: We all have a professional person,
which is different than our personal person.
In the call centre business unfortunately, a
shift is obvious and almost imperative. There
are two questions, one is: how do you inte-
grate these experiences that occur in a vac-
uum, into everyday life? It is akin to The Tru-
man Show in some ways - you are
performing a character all your working life.
The chance to switch off is low.

The second question is the larger one of
integrity - you know you are lying to your

We all have a profes-
sional person, which
is diHerentfrom our

personal person. How
do you integrate

the two?
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so-called customer, whom you have to satisfy. However, it may be
packaged or measured, customer satisfaction is based on a rela-
tionship of trust. If the basis of that relationship is a lie, can the cus-
tomer even be satisfied? The customer knows that the person call-
ing him is calling from India. It was an election issue. He knows
someone is calling him and faking it. Can someone from America
call me and convince me that they are Indian by putting on a
phony accent and mentioning my round the corner shops? Just as
they would not be able to capture the essence of my context, I can-
not capture theirs. I cannot be Jim Beans and Ayesha cannot be
Clare Hawthorne. So why not be upfront?

There will be resistance. But it is likely to work better over a pe-
riod of time. The emotional cost is not just for Ayesha, it is on us as
a culture. Bychanging names and voices we are some how accept-
ing racism and its intention.

Meera: Nothing could be truer, Achal!The case says: "Ayesha hated
it when her dad threw the nobility of his generation to reveal the ig-
nobility of her lat." Adults in her father's generation have a lot of
champions; even their goals like working for the family, to educate
kids, to feed mouths, are lauded as accepted adult goals. But in re-
ality, there is no difference between Ayesha and her father's pur-
suits. Both have a dream defined by their context; both are striving

to get there. Yet,her lot is seen as ignoble because there is no one to
champion her cause. The world thatAyesha sees outside her papa's
office window, rather which she wants him to see, is one which
makes use of the young. Why are adults, the leaders of public opin-
ion, blind to this'! Or is it convenient?
Achal: There are two important issues here. One is of denial and
the other is of control.

We, the grown up generation, do not see a world beyond our-
selves and our goals because we want to deny the irrelevance of
our ideas in the changing world. We do not have the courage to
evolve with time and change our ideas about life with time. So we
come across as rigid to the young, and through our rigidity teach
them to be inflexible as well.

The second issue is of control. As adults we have power. The
power of knowledge and experience. We use these powers to create
methods to fulfil our goals. Young people form the fodder for our
dreams sometimes. From the wars that Alexander fought to the
back alleys of Manchester in the Industrial Revolution, to the call
centres - young people provide the energies for adult's goals.

We control them by selling a goal to them, the goal of being
successful. But there we use them and control them without nur-
turing them to reach the goals that they set for themselves. Of the
thousands of process associates who want to be geologists, how
many would become geologists? Given the way the business is
structured presently, not many would.

Meera: Yet the pathos of an adult caught at the crossroads of a
changing country is so evident in Mr Sharma's cry: "Jam a simple
ordinary father!"Where will Sharma find comfort? Ayesha makes it
harder for him when she says: "Times have changed Papa!" Is she
saying that merit, performance and perseverance don't work in her
context? People like Sharma, who chase their next job promotion
single-pointedly, even if they forget to look outside their windows,
need to look at the world from their child's window.
Achal: I think what is more relevant than saying times have
changed is to say that the concept of time has changed. Sharma's
concept of time is to put in the effort and wait for a reward. Ayesha's
concept of time is different; she knows waiting may mean that she
never gets the reward. She wants to be there today, now, for there
may not be a tomorrow. Sharma has spent a lifetime trying to cre-
ate a window for his children. He has created a sense of security
that helps Ayesha dream. So it is not that he does not understand
Ayesha's need to dream. He just cannot match the pace.

Meera: People like Ayesha have cracked the code for survival in to-
day's world. But it is more likely to work for the middle class than
for any other socio-economic class, because the middle class is the
archetypal survivor class. They are not affluent, so they have not
donned the farcical sheen of propriety, morality and false ele-
gance; they are not very poor, so have a more keen sense of right
and wrong; they are not happy with their lot and they know they
can pole-vault into a better life, ifthey tried. This is a class that is
ready to negotiate tradition and that is why it will survive. Is this
why the middle class will always be ignored (except for votes) - be-
cause they know how to survive without help from leaders, econo-
mists, marketers and the system?
Achal: Middle class may be an economic concept. It may even
be a sociological reality but I do not see it as a psychologically uni-
form group. Allpeople aspire, all people are in conflict. Everyone's
journey is a journey for dignity, purpose, belonging and control.

People from the middle class also pursue these goals everyday.
The middle class is, however, the most observed class, especially
because the middle class itself is the observer. So its pursuits are
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TAKE TWO

Our dreams and
expectations are shaped
by our context and expe-
riences. lithe new con-

text requires me to
change, I should have
the ability to evaluate

the need lor me to
change

commented upon, generalised, theorised
and researched.

This world has limited resources, every
person wants to use the resources for their
benefit. In fact, the middle class uses their re-
sources effectively because they are able to
maximise their opportunities. I do not think
they are ignored - I think middle class re-
main pivotal. It is the middle class perspec-
tive of itself and of other classes that deter-
mines policy and resources.

Meera: Although Ayesha talks of 'knowing'
America, her references may seem to be
more transactional and physical like coffee
shops, films and brands. But it seems to me
that through the few video clippings of that
country, she has come to know what real
freedom is.There is a flavour ofliberation she
has sensed. Ayesha is not hankering for
Levi's, Coke and pizzas. She is hankering for
respect, which her context will not provide easily. "What does my
context give me, hanh? Pear, nothing but fear!" Fear of being disre-
spected. Fear of not being free.
Acha1: Ayesha's journey of dignity and control is important. She
will perhaps find them in America. And perhaps she may not.
Videos of a culture are not the culture. The Great American Dream
is possible even in the backyards of Chattisgarh. The need to run
away from our 'jungles' to Delhi, to New York, is our fear of being
stifled by our present contexts. Perhaps it is important to do so. But
running without knowing one's need, strength and limitation is
like running to another jungle. From one set of binders to another
set of binders. Freedom is in our mind. Freedom comes from
knowledge of what one really wants, freedom comes from accept-
ance of our limitations. It comes from using our strengths to over-
come our limitations.

selves are unable to take similar risks. How
do we help these Manishas cross over?
Acha1: I do not see a need for Manisha to
cross over to anything. Manisha is where she
wants to be. And ifyou are where you wantto
be, that is·freedom. Our dream and expecta-
tions are shaped by our context and experi-
ences. There is nothing wrong with that. If
the new context requires me to change, I
should have the ability to evaluate the need
for me to change. If I decide to change, I
should. But there is no reason for me to start
wearing low hip jeans because the rest of the
world is doing so. Manisha and I and you
have a right not to fit with the world around
us. This is our freedom.

Meera: Manisha analyses Ayesha's genera-
tion as a lot who agonise over 'changeless-
ness', who cannot postpone gratification.
Ayesha feels that the chasm was a function of

her parents' cynicism over her immediate context and her dream
which was too distant. Which of the two comes closer to really
defining Ayeshas lot?
Acha1: I think it is important to look at all three perspectives.
Ayesha sees her reality as a controlled person. She sees it the way
she does because she would rather think about her present state to
be someone else's responsibility. She has to externalise her con-
flict. She is feeling held down. To her, her parents are most evident
representatives of her context. So she sees them as responsible for
holding her down. That may not be the reality.

Manisha, on the other hand, is seeing a pattern as a scientist,
she is intellectualising the experience, and this makes it distant
and less painful. She is giving words to Ayesha's experiences, but
the reason Ayesha and her generation will not accept that under-
standing of them is because it is being used as a label, a blame. Her
parents are overwhelmed by the pace of change.

The reality is that Ayesha and her context interact. The interac-
tion does not allow Ayesha to feel in control, so she wants to
change fast. But her intolerance of 'changelessness' is actually a
result of dissatisfaction of her father's generation and Manisha's
generation with a complete lack of change.

So, all the people, Manisha and Ayesha and their parents,
do not like a stagnant society. It is the pace of change that they will
be satisfied with that is different. The pace changes with each
nassins dav. _

Meera: Now let us examine Manisha, the older sister. Apparently
wise and endearing. But ... aren't her anxieties about cultures and
time warps particular to her generation? The generation that
just missed the 'change' bus?

People like Ayesha who have endured the chastising 2000s do
not look for cultural moorings to hang their identities on. A lot of
organisations have numerous Manishas in them. People who
watch the younger lot with indulgence and pride, even take up for
them. hut while rhev "an iusrifv iust about evervthins. thev them-


