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 This persistence about not using paper in voting systems reminds me the fascination about using technology for any absurd reason in the third world countries. Technology always means more than its functions. It symbolizes being a more developed and modern country. Using paper signifies something primitive and backward. Paper becomes an “undesired” object, which must stay in the past of a country. Whereas although the computers might have some bugs, they symbolize future, power and progress. Therefore, I think the hatred of paper is not just because “it weighs a lot, you have to store it, it gets humid, it sticks and it can be ambiguous” as Wallach argues. These are actually practical issues and same mess can happen in the case of computers as well. I would prefer to express the hatred of paper in general in terms of its “denial of coevalness” (Fabian)

One of the common comparisons with the US, when it comes to elections, is India--the world's largest functioning democracy, with four times as many people and a considerably higher illiteracy rate.  Interestingly, at the same time that the United States has been struggling with it's voting technology and the cultural rejection of paper, India has been conducting it's own experiment—one which has been continuing off and on since 1989.  Arun Mehta, who runs a couple of tech-related mailing lists and lives in Delhi, wrote the following about his involvement in the first round of interest (on the India-gii mailing list, Dec. 5, 2003):

>Who made them?

BEL and ECIL.

>Who audited them?

Funny that you should ask... (older list-members who have heard this before are begged indulgence) when EVMs were first introduced in 1989, George Fernandes and Jaya Jaitley (who were then in opposition) called a bunch of local computer people to give their opinion of whether these could be used for hijacking an election. We all said, of course -- depends how you program it. But what about the demo that the companies had offered? We all shook our heads -- easy to write software that behaves one way in a demo, totally different in an actual situation. Now, that, for a layperson was difficult to follow.

Therefore, one Sunday morning, I sat down and wrote 3 hijacked-EVM programs. What these needed to do, in order to elect the desired person, was to determine two things:  

1. Was this a demo, or the real thing? Easy: if it lasts more than 2 hours, it is the real thing. 

2. Which person to elect? For 2, I had several options: 

a. Elect whoever "wins" in the first half hour. If you, as a candidate, know this, you send your few supporters to queue up as soon as voting starts. 

b. Type in a secret code when you go in to vote. There was a c, but I forget how that worked.

Anyway, I showed these programs to George, who was very excited. A press conference was called, on the dais was VP Singh (then leader of the Janata Dal, a couple of months later Prime Minister), George, my computer and me. We didn't ask that EVMs not be used -- merely that there should be transparency, in light of the obvious pitfalls, and a paper trail. The hall was full of media people and photographers. The next day, this was front page headline news (it even got coverage on BBC and New York Times – but not on TV, which was a government monopoly then) and made the editorials in the next few days. VP Singh said that in the aeroplane, people were actually sending him notes through the stewardess on the subject! In that campaign he repeatedly asked, how can the source code and circuit diagram only be accessible to one political party (I wonder how many politicians would even have recognised them, if someone had mailed these to them!)

Seshan was then the election commissioner, he ruled that EVMs would not be used in that election. The new government that came in set up a committee to look into EVMs, one of the people on it was Professor PV Indiresan. I had a brief look at their report at the election commission, basically they checked to see if someone could mess with the connectors and stuff – it did not seem to address the questions we asked. I never received a copy of the report for detailed study.

Gradually, over the next decade, EVMs were introduced into elections, and AFAIK, there was only one case where their role was questioned, in a Bangalore election, where it was alleged that the opponent, the local political heavy, had access to surplus machines at the factory, and had switched them with the real ones after the election and before counting.

Over the last four months, probably as a result of the media coverage of US voting machines, a small but persistent group of people have started to question whether Indian EVMs are dangerous or risky in the same ways as US machines.  Most seem to agree that there is a need for a voter-verifiable paper trail, but all are in general agreement that the system, even with it's flaws, beats the old paper ballot and ink-thumbprint systems that it replaces.  The notion that there is a relationship between national economic development (or cultural development), and the choice to use (good new) electronic voting machines over (bad old) paper ballots is more than just irrationality (as Dan suggests it is).  Indeed, the fact that this debate about modernity and development can happen in a putatively developed, and a putatively developing nation at the same time seems proof enough that the categories of "development" have themselves become irrational—perhaps, ironically, because of technology?

