
Uncommon Ground: 
Path to India’s future

In 2008, Rohini Nilekani did the near-impossible by bringing .sets o f for- 
profit business leaders and not-for-profit social leaders together on a TV  
show fo r  focused debates on issues crucial to India's future. Now, she has 

turned those discussions into her latest book, Uncommon Ground. The 
author-social activist-philanthropist spoke to Sangeetha Chengappa ahead 

of the book's launch in Bengaluru on Thursday . Excerpts:

Q: What are the themes 
discussed in your book 
'Uncommon Ground ' ?
I w an ted  to  tak e  up 
them es of n a tio n a l in te r
est, in  w hich both  the  p r i
vate  sector and  th e  no t - 
fo r -p rofit sec to r had  
played som e role and  so 
could  ta lk  ab o u t th em  
from  d irec t experience. 
These a re  also th e  issues 
th a t w ill de term ine  o u r 
fu ture . So I chose Land; 
E nergy ; Jo b s  and  
L ivelihoods; H ealth ; 
T ran sp o rt and  P ersonal 
M obility ; F in an c ia l 
Inclusion; Food Security; 
B u sin ess  and
S ustainab ility .

Q: Does the book offer 
resolutions to the prob
lems afflicting India?
W hen you read  th e  book, 
you w ill see th a t bo th  sets 
of leaders offered several 
ap p ro ach es  an d  so lu 
tio n s , and  ce rta in ly  
added m any insigh ts to 
th e  ongoing  deba tes  in  
these  areas. It w as c lear 
th a t  m an y  goals w ere 
comm on. It seem ed to  me 
th a t bo th  sides w ere w ill
ing  to  give a  little . It is 
c lea r th a t we need m any 
m ore p la tfo rm s fo r d is
course if  we a re  to  come 
u p  w ith  solu tions th a t  a re  
accep tab le  to  a w ide 
range of people. Because 
th e re  a re  alw ays going to 
be tradeoffs to  be m ade, 
no m a tte r  w hat decisions 
a re  taken. To m ake th e  
solu tions m ore w in-win, 
th e re  is no escape from  
dialogue, d iscussion  and  
consensus. We h av e  to  
n u r tu re  th is  p rocess. 
T h a t’s w hat U ncom m on 
G round is about.

Q: What inspired you to 
convert a TV show into 
a book?
F rom  th e  beg inn ing , it 
seem ed like  these conver
sa tions should  be reco rd 
ed in  tex t form. It is qu ite  
ra r e  fo r som e of th ese , 
people  to  a c tu a lly  s i t 
across from  each  o ther 
and  lis te n  an d  sh a re . 
Today, o p in ions have  
becom e so po larised  on 
e v e ry th in g  im p o rtan t, 
th a t it  is very  im portan t 
to  lis ten  and  le a rn  w hen 
tw o people from  t r a d i
tiona lly  opposing cam ps 
agree to  s it dow n in  d ia 
logue. I w anted  to reach  
m any  m ore people th an  
could have possib ly  seen

th e  shows. I h ad  to  do a  
lo t m ore  re se a rc h  and  
w ork  fo r it, b u t it w as 
very  w orth  it!

Q: Who are you trying 
to reach out to?
I w ould love young  peo
ple in  colleges, a t u n iv e r
sities, people w ho have 
ju s t  en te red  th e  w o rk 
force to  get th e ir  hands 
on  it  -  an d  get th e i r  
m in d s invo lved  too! 
These a re  key issues th a t 
th e y  w ill be m uch  
im pacted  by. B u t , of 
course , th is  book is for 
anyone in te rested  in  the 
in tense  debates on these 
c ritic a l issues in  India. 
How  w e ad d ress  th e  
is su e s  in  U ncom m on 
G round  w ill d e te rm in e  
th e  fu tu re  of o u r people.

Q: How have these dis
cussions changed your 
perspective ?
I le a rn t a  lo t from  th e  
show . E veryone w as so 
dignified, th e i r  s incerity  
and  s tro n g  v is io n  fo r 
Ind ia  cam e th ro u g h  loud 
and  clear. I began  to  see 
m any  issues differently . I 
began to  re th in k  th e  ro le 
o f th e  p riv a te  sector, of 
th e  c iv il sector, of gov
ernm en t. We need these 
to  be alw ays in  a  dynam ic 
balance in  o rd e r to  have  a 
successfu l society . 
U ncom m on G round  
guests  m ade m e th in k  
h a rd e r  about these  th ings 
and  see m any  issues from  
th e ir  p e rsp ec tiv es  too. 
F o r exam ple , w hen  Yogi

D eveshw ar asked  w hy 
w ould  an y  co rp o ra tio n  
w orry  about su s ta in ab ili
ty  w hen sta te  policy did 
no t incen tiv ise  it enough. 
O r w hen  S um an  S ahai 
asked w hy do we ta lk  of 
food security  on th e  one 
h a n d  and  te a r  up  o u r 
m ost fertile  ag ricu ltu ra l 
lands on th e  other.

I also  fe lt even  m ore 
strongly  th a t , we have to 
get p a s t b rack e ts  and  
labels, keep o u r m inds 
open to  new  so lu tions. 
T he w orld  is chang ing  
fast, o u r th in k in g  and  our 
be liefs h av e  to  be re 
exam ined . We canno t 
co n s tru c t ideological 
“o th e r s” an d  se t o u r
selves up  aga in s t them . 
We have to  le a rn  from  
every  quarte r.

Q: What is the way for
ward on basic problems 
o f “Roti, Kapda aur 
Makaan” in India?
T hat is a  tough question. 
It cannot be answ ered so 
easily. All I can  say  is , 
th is  book and th e  conver
sa tio n s  in  th em  hold  
m any good ideas. I th in k  
Ind ia  m u s t look to  its  
own solutions, th e re  a re  
no recipes fo r u s  to  follow 
in  th is  troub led  new  cen
tu ry . We have to  innovate  
and  we have to  w ork  very  
h a rd  and  we have to  have 
a s tro n g  d e s ire  fo r an 
equitab le  and  sustainab le  
fu tu re , even if  it involves 
som e sacrifice  o f o u r 
assum ptions and  cu rren t 
beliefs.
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