Ratan Tata: Picture perfect

R GOPALAKRISHNAN

Politenessisto humannature what
warmthistowax.

rthurSchopenhauer ‘sstatement

aboveisunquestionably appropriate
forRatan Tata. Thisbookisaboutagreat
modem Indian businessleader, Ratan
Tata. The narration is authentic, based asit
isonseveral hoursoftapedinterviews by
author Thomas Mathewwith Ratan Tata
and with important personalities in India
and abroad. Itis not clearwhetherthe

manuscript received Ratan Tata’sapproval. |
However, havingbeenaninsidertotheTata |

firmduringthelatter period ofthe book, I
find thatthe facts pertainingtothat period
are generally correct, thoughindividual
interpretations of facts would differ.

The travails, personality, philosophy,
and actions of Ratan Tataemergeas he
trulvwas—understated and shy, but firm
and consistent. Justaseveryoneisstrongly
influenced by familyand upbringing, the
stronginfluence of Ratan’sgrandmother,
NavajbaiTata, isdescribed inthe early part
ofthe book. Ratan referstoherashis

“guidinglight”, who taughthimthevirtues |

of humility, and the courage to admit
mistakes. The book also statesthat, “Lady
Tata'sempathy forthe poorand her
eamesmess toalleviatetheirsufferingleft
alastingimpression on Ratan Tata.... This
philosophy of philanthropy still largely
guidesRatan, the chairman of Tata Trusts.”
Healsoshowed earlysigns of speaking
truth to power ina constructive manner.
In his 1983 Strategic Planto the Tata Sons
board, Ratan commented onthelack of
cohesion among group companies. Itwas
arelevant but bold messagetosend to
accomplished leaderssuchasJRDTata,
Nani Palkhivala and his father,
Naval Tata, who were decades
olderthan Ratan. Tata Chemicals’
Darbari Sethdisagreed with Ratan
and opined that individual
company autonomywasthe
correct way forward. However,
Indian Hotels’ Ajit Kerkar
concurred by writing, “All
individual Tata companiesare
nothingbutbranchesofthesame
treewithacommontrunkand common
roots.” Thebook reveals, however, that
Kerkar'ssubsequentbehaviour was at
variance with what he had written.
Thereisaback-story astohowthe Tata
companies became centrifugal. Itwas a
response tothe demoniac Monopolies and
Restrictive Trade Practices legislation of
1969. There wasa conscious dilution of
companies’ inter-relationships. Viewing
future needs, Ratan argued that group
spirit and synergy would, in fact, be an
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Ratan’s publicesteem Pages: 712 - Isaacsonwas not
developed gradually. By Price: $1,499 required tosubmit the
1985, aMARG survey manuscripttothe
rated Ratan asIndia’s most protagonist forapproval. In

respected CEQ with 6.8 points, a whisker
ahead of Russi Mody of TISCO (now Tata
Steel), Dhirubhai Ambani of Reliance, and
Ashok Ganguly of Hindustan Lever. The
book is 700 pages, covering Ratan’s,
childhood, his education, his challenges
and his contributions. It is effusive with
praise for Ratan; the author does not hide
. hisdeepest admiration, which he must
have developed after researching the
facts for the book.

Thetruthis that nohuman being is
perfect, so Ratan must have had flaws.
There is little reference to this aspectin
the book. Serious readers who study this

; bookas aleadership chronicle
could find this aspect to be weak.
Itis correct that Ratan practised
. and deployed sterling positives,
hence glossing over hishuman
blemishes could be considered
pardonable.

Most readers would not have
had personal or first-hand
experience with Ratan, After

readingthis book, they would
| certainly get the impression thathewas a
highly effective leader, but also, arare one
who led with competence and humility.
Inaworld where leadershipis
characterised by avarice, hubris, ego,
power, and personal agendas, the reader
would surely be curiousto learn how
seemingly opposite virtues such as
competence and humility were
| combined intoone individual.
| Thisis not explicit in the book, but

this book, this aspectis not clear, and it
begsthe question —isit likely that Ratan
would have approved the manuscript?
KnowingRatan asIdid, Ifeelthathe
might well have hesitated to formally
agreetothe content of this book. In his
‘opinion, hisachievements may have
been overstated.

Tostrengthen this view, it is
noteworthy that the book was released so
soon after his death. I must recall a
separate incident from 20 yearsago. An
over-enthusiasticboard colleague had
installed a paintingofRatan in the
Bombay House board roomalongside
those of Jamsetji, JR D and earlier
chairmen. Ratan roared an
uncharacteristic instruction to a hapless
peon, “Kaun bolalaganeko? Hum marne
kebaadlagao.”

Itis important to note that the author
did not receive funding or hospitality for
the book. He emphatically states, “Iwas
determined toundertake the project asan
independent research work, without
takingany assistance, financial or
otherwise from Ratan, lestthe work
should lose its credibility.”

Most Indian biographies are
commissioned by the family and turn out
to be hagiographies. [n this case, the
author has invested his time. personal
funds, research resources, and writing
skillsto produce adifferentkind
ofbiography.

The reviewer is an authorand

| thereisenough materialtogive the reader | corporate commentator
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