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Introduction

Potential and Promise



Let us remember first that India is not a little island, nor a continent sparsely inhabited by savages, but a vast territory containing 320,000,000 souls – three times as many as in the United States, more than in North and South America combined, more than in all Europe, west of Russia combined; all in all, one-fifth of the world’s population.

1


HISTORIAN WILL DURANT makes this argument in his book, The Case for India
, written after his visit to the subcontinent in 1930. Since then, two new countries have been carved out of what was then India, with a combined population of 1,800,000,000. The country that carries the historic name and traditions of ancient India has a population of 1.4 billion and is still as vast a country as it was in Durant’s time. Every sixth person in the world today is Indian.

The promise of India, therefore, is old: it lies in the centuries-old culture, the possibilities of the large and youthful population, the size and potential of the economy, and the capability and capacity of its military. The Indian national movement, which initiated the end of the colonial era worldwide, was built on India’s great prospects. The sense of Indian exceptionalism that the country’s founding fathers spoke about and that the average Indian believes in, comes from the seeming inevitability of its rise to great power status. For Indians, India’s greatness is a given. The only question is when and how it will manifest itself on the world stage.

As one of the only two countries in the world with a population of over 1 billion, half of it under the age of twenty-five, India has a huge labour force, a massive recruitment pool for soldiers and a formidable consumer market.
2
 Its ability to 
build and consistently maintain a democratic political system has made it a natural partner for Western democracies.

India will be the most populous country by 2024 and the world’s third largest economy by 2028. It already has the fourth largest military and one of the largest English-speaking populations in the world. India ranks fourth in the global rankings of countries that produce the most doctoral students, with over 24,000 PhDs annually.
3
 Over 90,000 books are published annually in India placing it sixth in the ranking of countries publishing the largest number of books. In two decades, between 1994 and 2014, India halved the number of people living under poverty.
4


It is, therefore, natural that the prospect of India’s rise attracts global attention. China has quadrupled its GDP in the last two decades.
5
 If India can manage to do the same, it is the natural competitor for China in what is dubbed as the Asian century that lies ahead. But India’s march towards great power status is not likely to be as smooth as it sounds. Much as Indians want their country to be a global leader, there is also hesitance in building and exercising hard power. It is almost as if India wants to be a great power because it is its right to be one. Methodical development of the wherewithal of global power has thus far not proved to be its strong suit.
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As early as February 1947, the United States saw a united India as ‘making its rightful and honourable contribution to the maintenance of international peace and prosperity’.
6
 Even after Partition, the consensus in Washington was that India was ‘the natural political and economic centre of South Asia’.
7


When the former Connecticut governor, Chester Bowles, asked President Harry Truman in 1951 to appoint him US ambassador to India, the president was surprised why a political figure of his stature would want to serve in that poor 
country. Bowles argued that the future of the world would rest on the ‘competition between democratic India on the one hand and communist China on the other.’
8


In 1957, Senator John F. Kennedy – who, as president, sent Bowles back to India for a second stint as ambassador in 1961 – asserted that India represented ‘the free world’s strongest bulwark to the seductive appeal of Peking and Moscow’.
9
 India’s appeal remained alive despite losing a border war with China in 1962 and the slow growth of its economy during the 1960s and 1970s.

At the end of the Cold War, India’s economic liberalization, its sustained democracy, its embrace of technology – especially information technology – and its open, plural and diverse society, once again led to the resurrection of the promise of India. Strobe Talbott, who as deputy secretary of state under President Clinton invested heavily in building the US–India relationship, declared, ‘India – with its resilient democracy, its vibrant high-tech sector, its liberal reforms that had begun to revitalize a statist and sclerotic economy, and its huge consumer market – as a natural beneficiary of globalization and therefore potentially a much more important partner for the United States.’
10


Indians have also believed in the promise of India. Five thousand years of continuous civilization has bred a sense of Indian exceptionalism. Others might judge the modern state by its economic indicators, its low ranking on the human development index, or its apparent political and social chaos. For Indians, however, the subcontinent represents one civilization and one indivisible historical entity, whose past achievements are a source of immense pride, justification for a sense of superiority and the expectation of an equally great future.

India is seen by some as suffering from political, social and cultural lethargy, bred by the baggage of its long history. In the words of Nobel laureate, Sir Vidiadhar Surajprasad (V.S.) Naipaul (a Trinidadian of Indian descent), the country is 
plagued with the crisis of what he refers to as a ‘wounded old civilization’; while Indians are ‘aware of its inadequacies’, their culture seems to lack ‘the intellectual means to move ahead’.
11


Unlike much of the Muslim Middle East that has been reluctant to embrace modernity, India has embraced modernity, but only partially. Even as the promise of a rising India keeps resurfacing, it is held back by inadequate modernization. Thus, India’s history and its modern parts breed optimism about its future. But the same history and the parts that are not modern hold the country back.

India’s promise cannot be realized without acknowledging its failings. As one of the two oldest continuous civilizations in the world, India could certainly be a global power. But to get there, it would have to deal with its handicaps. Indians living abroad, in particular, tend to gloss over widespread superstition, caste and ethnic prejudice, as well as religious antagonisms that impede India’s progress. They speak often of the India they want, not the India that is.

One of its foremost encumbrances is its relationship with the past. India is an ancient land, unified by geography and tradition. Many Indian languages use the same word for yesterday and tomorrow, reflecting a belief in life as an eternal cycle. There are those, like Booker Prize–winner Salman Rushdie, who argue, ‘No people whose word for “yesterday” is the same as their word for “tomorrow” can be said to have a firm grip on time.’
12


In the view of such critics, Indians spend far greater time dwelling on their past than they do on planning for their future. They might not be wrong. Every now and then, Indian cities shut down amidst protests over the perceived wrong portrayal of a historical figure in a book or film. Instead of conducting such arguments in classrooms or the media, Indians seem prepared to waste an entire day’s, or a few days’ productivity, resulting in loss of earnings. The argument over honour of a deity or hero, who may or may not have existed centuries ago, matters more than the substantive matters relating to the here 
and now. More often than not, this is used to assert a new identity and drive a new political argument.

It is claimed by some that India’s rich heritage keeps it going even if it is not up to par with the world’s developed nations. Politician and author Shashi Tharoor insists that ‘India is not, as people keep calling it, an underdeveloped country, but rather, in the context of its history and cultural heritage, a highly developed one in an advanced state of decay.’
13


The Indians’ unique relationship with time, where past greatness somehow compensates for current decay, means that in the country, different eras must coexist instead of one era replacing the last. In most countries, horse-driven carriages disappeared within a few years of the arrival of motor cars. A century after the first motor car appeared on the streets of India, bullock carts, a host of animals – cows, buffaloes, and stray dogs – and humans all share Indian streets with motor vehicles.

In 2015, a Delhi-based motor accidents’ tribunal adjudicated that animal-driven slow-moving vehicles (mainly bullock carts) often caused serious accidents. But the court still did not bar these vehicles from the road, asking for their regulation instead.
14
 This attitude is not limited to forcing the motor car to share space with the bullock cart. There are dozens of issues that embroil India in culture wars with grave consequences for economic development.

Another example is the issue of language. India has one of the largest English-speaking populations in the world. This is a significant economic advantage. India has benefited from having English as one of the twenty-three recognized national languages and one of the languages for official correspondence, as well as the language of business.
15
 But ultra-nationalists insist on scrapping the teaching of English notwithstanding its economic cost.

English did not replace any of India’s own languages – it has only augmented them. But that does not keep some politicians from demanding that English must be completely replaced with 
Sanskrit or Hindi in schools, and the language of official correspondence should mandatorily be Hindi.
16
 Such moves might stoke the national ego, but it would unnecessarily take away one of India’s comparative advantages in the process of globalization.

India could keep its religions, cultures and history, and still avoid adverse economic or political consequences. But the current environment in India does not seem conducive to such sensible decision-making. The recent escalation in the desire to protect the cow, a sacred symbol for some Hindus, offers a major example of turning gains into losses. Until recently, India was the second largest exporter of beef in the world (after Brazil), accounting for 20 per cent of global beef exports in 2016, earning US $4 billion annually.
17
 India has also been one of the world’s top five producers of leather, with skins primarily from cows or buffalos, and earning US $16 billion in annual sales.
18


All that has been put at risk with religious vigilantism claiming to protect the cow. Public attacks on Muslims, Christians and lower caste Hindus over eating beef, the ban on slaughter of cattle, sale and consumption of beef and the shutting down of abattoirs has had enormous economic and social consequences. The livelihood of over a million people involved in the cattle and leather industries has been threatened.
19


Ironically, the government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi has not effectively tackled the religion-based cow protection vigilantism even as it is hoping to double leather revenues to US $27 billion by 2020. The government expects the leather sector to expand job creation without realizing the incompatibility of its ambition with the ban on the slaughter and sale of cows and buffalos encouraged by the ruling party in most Indian states.
20


At a time when India and Indians need to debate issues of national and global importance, from economic reforms to the 
country’s role in Asia, the discussion in Indian mainstream and social media focuses preponderantly on divisive cultural and religious issues. India has yet to find the balance between philosophical debates and conversation on practical matters. Getting carried away by emotions about other people’s beliefs or views on history often comes in the way of determining a course of action in the present moment.

For example, in the same week that the Indian prime minister met his American, Australian and Japanese counterparts in the Philippines to discuss their strategic collaboration under the Quad – a strategic grouping of the United States, India, Australia, and Japan – India’s tech capital, Bengaluru, was shut down because of protests against a Bollywood film, Padmaavat
. The protestors threatened violence simply because they disagreed with the movie’s portrayal of a sixteenth century fictional account of a figure from the fourteenth century AD.
21
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The recent focus on religious and cultural disputes could end up reversing India’s success in nation-building since Independence. It was one of the few postcolonial countries that, despite years of colonial rule, appeared to be forging national unity among its diverse populace without violence or use of force. It attempted to educate its people and lay down the foundations of a prosperous economy. It remained a democracy when others resorted to military coups. Its society was pluralist, open and tolerant, where all its minorities – linguistic, ethnic or religious – had equal opportunities.

In the foreign policy realm, India did not join any military alliances, tried to stay out of the Cold War and adopted a policy of non-alignment to build relations with both the Western countries and other developing nations. Its leaders sought to advance the country’s interest by securing technology and modern know-how from capitalist countries as well as communist ones.

Unlike many of its peers, including neighbour Pakistan, India did not insist on creating a falsified national narrative through history textbooks. Its school curriculum reflected 5000 years of Indian history, including phases of Hindu, Muslim and Western ascendance. This resulted in the creation of a reasonably literate generation that was taught about India’s diverse multicultural, multi-religious history.

Indian textbooks are now being rewritten to erase parts of India’s historical heritage. Mention of rulers or empires that are seen as detrimental to Hindutva (‘Hinduness’) is being deliberately omitted to portray India as exclusively Hindu.
22
 Given that India is home to at least 220 million non-Hindus, efforts to create a purely Hindu – as opposed to a pluralist – India could prove divisive.

Attempts to coerce students at universities to shout slogans about the Hindu motherland or stand up for the national anthem, and the placement of out-of-service Indian army tanks on university campuses are all meant to elicit patriotism.
23
 But such measures are leading to debates about what patriotism truly entails, distracting students and professors from their real task of imparting and receiving education. This threatens the quality of India’s university education.

According to The Times Higher Education (THE) World University Rankings of 2018, Indian institutes of higher learning performed poorly and fell in their global rankings from previous years. The highest-ranking Indian university, the Indian Institute of Science (IISc) Bangalore, fell from 200–250 ranking in 2017 to 251–300 in 2018. Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Bombay remained in the 351–400 slot, but IIT Delhi and IIT Kanpur fell from 401–500 ranking to 501–600.
24


At a time when China is moving ahead by focusing on building its economic and military capacity, and the US, Japan, Southeast Asia and Australia are looking to India as a potential partner and competitor to China, India should not appear to be more concerned about rewriting history or being mired in culture wars.
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India has a potential demographic dividend that could be of immense benefit with correct planning and execution. With approximately half of its 1.4 billion population under the age of twenty-five,
25
 India is forecast to be one of the youngest countries in the world by 2020, with a median age of 29.
26
 Almost 20 per cent of the world’s working age population will live in India by 2025.
27
 But the large, young population could become a serious problem if it cannot be educated and employed productively.

India needs to expand its investment in human capital to take advantage of its demographic profile. As of 2015, the global average for government expenditure on education as a percentage of GDP was 4.8 per cent, but according to the World Bank, India has only invested between 3 and 4 per cent of GDP in education annually.
28


India’s literacy rate currently stands at 74 per cent, but it ranks second after Malawi in a list of twelve countries ‘wherein a grade two student could not read a single word of a short text’. India is also at the top of a list of seven countries ‘in which a grade two student could not perform two-digit subtraction’.
29


According to a 2017 study, which surveyed 36,000 engineering students, in over 500 colleges across India, 95 per cent of Indian engineers ‘are not fit to take up software development jobs’. In addition to lacking technical skills, more than 67 per cent of the engineering graduates are not fluent in the English language and more than three-fourths of these students ‘lack spoken English skills required for any job in the knowledge economy’.
30


India would have to increase resource allocation to expand both the access and value of its education. In addition to ensuring that students leave primary and secondary school with basic reading and arithmetic skills, the quality of tertiary 
education needs serious improvement. Indian universities would have to become centres of excellence, research and development rather than diploma mills.

Economies seeking high growth rates tend to invest in research and development (R&D). The global expenditure on R&D as a percentage of GDP stands at 2.29 per cent with the United States investing 2.74 per cent, China 2.11 per cent, Japan 3.14 per cent, and India less than 0.63 per cent.
31
 India’s unemployment rate has risen from 2.2 per cent in 2011–12 to 6.7 per cent in 2018, and it is particularly high in the key age group between fifteen and twenty-nine years: 27.2 per cent for urban men and women, and 17.4 per cent and 13.6 per cent for rural men and women.
32


Less than 5 per cent of India’s 487 million workers have received any formal skill training, and this hurts their future potential. This is in sharp contrast to industrialized countries where the figure is closer to 60 per cent.
33
 Similarly, global female labour force participation stands at 39 per cent, with China at 43.6 per cent but India only at 22.1 per cent.

There is considerable room for improvement in India’s skills training as well as in raising female labour force participation.
34
 India cannot expect to be a global economic powerhouse without expanding its women’s participation in productive economic activity.
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India’s strategy to realize its promise would require more than just planning for economic growth. It requires a shift in attitudes, which in turn needs a leadership that can think beyond getting elected by consolidating vote banks on the basis of religion, caste, or ethnicity. Indian leaders need to bear in mind that attempts to build a homogenous society amidst actual heterogeneity do not succeed.

For example, China is ethnically more homogenous than 
India, but it has reached the outer limit of the advantage of homogeneity. As the Han Chinese state moves towards the non-Han periphery, it is facing problems of integrating groups that it has so far treated as outsiders. The Sinification of Tibet and Xinjiang is becoming increasingly more problematic for China and is beginning to expose its fissures.

India, on the other hand, has a tradition of recognizing and embracing its diversity. India has always been diverse: ethnically, linguistically and culturally. There are many differences between India’s regions, states, and even within its states. India has twenty-eight states, nine Union Territories, twenty-three national languages, and over 1000 spoken languages. Instead of seeking to homogenize a vast nation, India could continue to build on its pluralist tradition. Attempts to homogenize a diverse populace aggravates and hardens the differences.

India is urbanizing fast with almost 30 per cent of its population living in the over 8000 cities and towns. Yet, there is also wide divergence between rural and urban areas. Today, India has five megacities, each of which have more 10 million people – Delhi (around 30 million), Mumbai (21.4 million), Kolkata (15 million), Bengaluru (11.4 million) and Chennai (10.4 million). By 2030, India would have two more megacities: Hyderabad and Ahmedabad.
35


Cities are known the world over as engines of growth – they encourage creation of wealth, generate employment and help drive human progress.
36
 Cities are also always more diverse than rural areas. This is true of India as well: whether it is Delhi or Mumbai, Bengaluru or Chennai, India’s cities are more diverse, and their diversity is their strength.

Actions such as the shutting down of Bengaluru by protestors enraged over a film, or attacks in the name of the cow and other attempts to marginalize minorities hurt the country’s economic potential. Politicians often find it easy to use identity politics to win elections and ensure their voter base along religious, caste, or ethnic lines, but this risks losing the city’s advantage as an 
engine of growth.

Cities also need investment and nurturing. India needs to spend over US $1.5 trillion over the next decade to modernize its railways, build highways and roads, and provide energy and water to its cities and villages.
37


More than 300 million Indians have zero access to electricity and a vast majority are still experiencing electricity shortages on a daily basis.
38
 Not a single Indian city can provide clean water that can be consumed from the tap on a 24/7 basis.
39
 According to estimates, India’s electricity woes cost the economy from 1 to 3 per cent of GDP. The government has only recently launched an ambitious project to supply 24-hour power to its towns and villages by 2022.
40


In addition to clean water and energy, Indians also need clean air. According to a report published by The Lancet Commission on Pollution and Health, a staggering 2.5 million Indians died in 2015 due to non-communicable diseases, including strokes and lung cancer, caused by pollution.
41
 In 2019, the pollution levels in Delhi hit a high even earlier than usual. In addition to industrial smog, vehicle exhaust and dust, one of the major sources of pollution every year in north India is that farmers in these states burn the stubble of the previous crop before they plant anew. For poorer farmers, that is the cheapest way of getting rid of agricultural waste without hiring additional labour or incurring costs.

If agricultural reforms had been undertaken farmers would have been provided with more eco-friendly alternatives. The Central and state governments know what to do and yet are reluctant to do so, both because of complacency as well as a reluctance to apply pressure on farm owners, who deliver critical votes.

While NITI Aayog, a policy advisory group, estimated that the government would need around US $600 million to ensure farmers receive alternatives to burning farm waste, the Union Cabinet only plans to spend US $230 million over two years to prevent crop residue burning.
42
 Such decision by the Indian government will do little to circumvent the air pollution that envelops the capital region. The air pollution around cities like Delhi would not significantly subside and the higher costs of shutdowns, delays, and healthcare due to smog would not diminish.

India also needs to think through the social and cultural consequences. Advances made in birth control changed social mores and male–female relationships. As India adopts new technologies, it must adapt to the social changes that accompany them.

Moreover, the Internet, smartphones and wireless connectivity can help India resolve issues ranging from providing online education to remote areas, digital payments and avoiding bureaucratic red tape and regulations. But that would require changes in the mindset of rigid bureaucracies seeking old-fashioned control and religious leaders seeking to enforce social conservatism. That is, by no means, an easy task.

Across the United States and Europe, the political marriage between social conservatives and classical economic liberals calling themselves economic conservatives is gradually coming apart. Small government and low tax advocates worked with those opposed to social change – from women’s emancipation to LGBT rights – because it helped create a working coalition against the liberal left. For the most part, the centre inspired by ideas of free enterprise wielded power with the votes of those with more right-wing or even religious ideas. Now, however, the ever-expanding demands of social conservatism are dividing centre-right political parties in most Western countries.

In India, the centre-left has dominated politics for most of its seventy-year history as an independent modern state. Centre-right economic ideas have found resonance among urban Indians, but many have often been content to express them through a socially conservative, even religiously founded political party.

During the 1950s and 60s, India had a real economic 
conservative party – the Swatantra (Independent) Party – that did not embrace religious conservativism while advocating a market economy. But it failed to build a mass base. Today there is no Swatantra Party, and the only expression of the centre-right can be found in the politics of Hindutva.

India’s middle class rallied to the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in pursuit of economic reform and the dismantling of the socialist state. The first BJP prime minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, moderated the demands of his party’s Hindutva ideologues from 1999 to 2004, showing that good leadership can direct an essentially social movement into being an inclusive pro-growth political party.

Since then, the Hindutva organizations have reverted to religious and social issues – cow protection,
43
 rebuilding of temples allegedly destroyed by Muslim invaders centuries ago,
44
 forbidding young men and women from dating in public parks,
45
 shutting down movies or banning books that do not depict Hinduism or Hindus as they ought to be portrayed from the point of view of Hindutva leaders.
46


Content analysis of India’s electronic and print media shows that economic issues receive scant attention amid the clutter and noise about recasting India in a mould free of influences of the last several centuries. To achieve its promise, the country’s economy needs an annual GDP growth rate of between 8 and 10 per cent. That is within the grasp of India if only it speeds up its process of economic reform and its leaders refrain from lighting fires of social and cultural conflicts.

India jumped thirty ranks on the World Bank Ease of Business Rankings from 130 in 2016 to 100 in 2017. Its rank on that score in 2018 was 77,
47
 and went up fourteen places to land at 63 in 2019.
48
 In 2017, the international credit rating company Moody’s Investors Service upgraded India’s sovereign rating from the lowest investment grade of Baa3 to Baa2 and changed the outlook from stable to positive. It was the first upgrade of India’s rating in fourteen years and was based on ‘Moody’s 
expectation that continued progress on economic and institutional reforms will, over time, enhance India’s high growth potential’.
49
 Two years later, in November 2019, Moody’s downgraded India from ‘stable’ to ‘negative’ based on concerns of a ‘more entrenched slowdown’.
50


But India’s economy slowed down from over 8 per cent in 2015 and 7.1 per cent in 2016 to 6.7 per cent in 2017. In 2018, it went up to 7.2 per cent,
51
 and in 2019 it fell down to 4.5 per cent
52
 – less than half of India’s goal. The double shock of demonetization of high-value currency notes and the implementation of a nationwide Goods and Services Tax hit large sectors of the economy leading companies to scale back investments, lay off workers and adopt a wait and watch approach.

It is said that most Indian politicians consider their electorate insufficiently mature and engage in identity politics because economic reforms do not win elections. Ironically, that belief persists without the alternative ever being tried out. The average Indian will probably reward a government that performs well in the economic sphere. Some leader someday has to shift the political discourse towards substantive issues.
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In addition to domestic political constraints, India’s leaders also tend to seek a greater role on the global stage without committing requisite resources for such an expanded role. To be big, you need to think and act big. If India seeks to become a great power, it needs to spend more money on its military and defence, and expand its diplomatic corps.

India is still stuck with the British Indian army legacy of a ‘spit and polish’ army. It has a small officer base, a large number of soldiers who can serve as cannon fodder, and does not spend much money on protective gear, equipment or training. That has to change for India to be considered a global power by its 
enemies and rivals.

India’s army has fared well against Pakistan, which also inherited a similar military. But Pakistan is not India’s only competitor and a purely conventional war in the plains of Punjab and Sindh is not all that India has to think about. China confronts India along a high-altitude mountainous frontier. To exercise influence across the Indo-Pacific, India also needs a twenty-first century navy and air force, which, in turn, require significant allocation of resources.

During the early decades of independence, Indian leaders believed that India, as a status quo power that stayed out of the Cold War blocs, did not need to really build a large military as it lacked enemies. Civilian supremacy and keeping the services out of security and defence policy meant that India never built the structural wherewithal, which would ensure periodic modernization and overhaul of the armed forces.

During the 1980s, India spent over 3 per cent of its GDP on its military. By the 1990s, defence spending was over 2 per cent, but less than 3 per cent and since then it has been between 2 per cent and 3 per cent of GDP.
53
 For some years now, there was talk of India spending approximately US $100 billion over ten years on defence modernization. The 2020-21 budget allocation for defence is only Rs 4.71 trillion (US $65.9 billion), of which Rs 1.3 trillion are for pensions.
54
 This means that only 1.5 per cent of India’s GDP has been set aside for defence, which continues the steady reduction in expenditure on defence spending at a time when the reverse is required. This will not be enough to play catch up, especially with China.

Available estimates indicate that India has a US $400-billion military equipment deficit. To get over this, India would need to spend at least 6 per cent of its GDP on military modernization for a few years. That might not be easy and is likely to run into political headwinds.

India started its military modernization before China announced its modernization plans. China’s military expansion and modernization is under way and will be complete by 2020, 
as scheduled. India, on the other hand, has spoken of military modernization since 2002, but nothing much happened till 2014.

India’s purchase of heavy military equipment – fighter jets, tanks, heavy artillery, submarines and naval surface craft – has been piecemeal since the purchase of Bofors guns for the Indian army in the 1980s. The scandal of alleged kickbacks in that purchase has paralysed major Indian defence equipment acquisitions. Fear of corruption and scandal have made the purchase process onerous. Several contracts have been cancelled after being signed.

India also remains reluctant to buy military equipment from other countries without significant technology transfer. The desire for technological self-sufficiency is not bad, but the negotiations over technology transfer, especially with the United States, drag on forever. Similarly, the US–India joint development of the next generation aircraft carrier has not even advanced to the serious designing stage. The project is still more talked about than being implemented.

As of now, India’s military modernization plan simply focuses on purchasing equipment to reduce the equipment deficit for each of the military services. What is missing is strategic intent: if India seeks to become a competitor to China, it needs to grow faster economically, build a large technological and industrial base, and expand its domestic defence production base.

The desire for military self-sufficiency led to decades of support for public sector enterprises that have not built the same capability or capacity and are not as efficient as China. A large amount of India’s military hardware needs replacement and the country continues to debate endlessly on how much it should purchase from abroad and how much should it manufacture domestically.

India’s armed forces, and its ambition to be a global power, need an earlier resolution to that argument than seems feasible within India’s political and bureaucratic system so far. The Ministry of Defence has to be something greater than a glorified acquisitions and budgets office for India to successfully 
modernize its armed forces.

In most countries strategic planning is undertaken by the Department of Defence and the uniformed services. In India’s case, the legacy of colonial rule and the fears of modern India’s founding fathers about erosion of civilian supremacy put control of strategic planning in the hands of civil servants. Bringing the uniformed services into strategic and defence planning remains one of the challenges India must address in the near future.
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India and China see each other as long-term rivals, but neither wants to provoke the other. India may be able to balance its relations with China for now because of China’s caution, as well as the prospect of India’s large consumer market being open to Chinese goods. But given the underlying tensions, incidents like the June 2017 Doklam crisis will continue to occur.

China, however, will continue to try and encircle India through relationships with its many neighbours. To be able to counter China’s ambitions in South Asia, India needs to do a better job within its own neighbourhood. In 2015, India’s then foreign secretary (and now foreign minister) S. Jaishankar stated that to become a great power you need the neighbourhood rooting for you.
55


It has taken decades for New Delhi to learn that managing a sphere of influence is not only a function of telling others what to do but being able to expend resources that deny space to competitors. India gives US $1.6 billion annually in aid with the majority going to South Asia, followed by countries in Africa.
56
 For decades India’s performance with respect to building infrastructure – whether dams or roads – was abysmal, inside India and in the neighbourhood. The country often promised and failed to deliver on its promises.

Its recent experience in Afghanistan, where Indian assistance has been instrumental in building the country’s parliament and 
key infrastructure, demonstrates that it can perform when it sets its mind to it. India would have to replicate its success in winning hearts and minds in Afghanistan to keep Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bangladesh, and even Bhutan on its side, and to wean Myanmar away from China.

Pakistan remains critical to India’s view of its neighbourhood. It is the country that broke away from India, so to speak, and has maintained consistent hostility towards India. Every Indian prime minister has come into power hoping to leave as his/her legacy the resolution of the conflict with Pakistan. The fact that this has not happened points to the problem having deeper roots than is generally assumed.

For Pakistan, antagonism towards India has become an essential characteristic of its national identity. Until and unless the Pakistani military–intelligence establishment moves away from viewing India as an existential threat and stops using jihad as a lever of foreign policy, there is little hope for normal relations between the two countries.

India, therefore, has to plan on the assumption that Pakistan will continue to be hostile towards India and will act as an obstacle to India’s rise. India would have to convince others, especially the United States, that instead of mediating in some India–Pakistan dispute, their role should be to check Pakistan’s implacable hostility and disregard for international norms when it comes to India.

China will continue to bolster Pakistan because Pakistan is China’s secondary deterrent. Just as Chinese support enables North Korea to tie down Korea and Japan, Pakistan keeps India militarily preoccupied to China’s advantage.
57
 But China is also wary that if it pushes India too far, it would join the bandwagon against China and create an effective anti-China alliance with allies such as the US, Japan and Australia. So far, India interacts with these countries without committing itself to a military alliance.

India’s relationship with the United States is deeper and multi-dimensional. But there is still a gap in expectations of the 
other from both sides, and the two countries are still in a process of adjusting and adapting. The Indian elephant takes longer to think and act than Americans are used to. From being a non-aligned country to becoming a partner of the US has taken a few decades, and a military alliance will not happen overnight.

India is also still unwilling to change its policy of non-alignment and strategic autonomy. That it is a member of BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa), RIC (Russia, India, China), and Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank at the same time as it is against OBOR/BRI (One Belt One Road/ Belt and Road Initiative), supports Japan’s Quality Infrastructure Initiative, has again restarted the Quad and sees the US as a natural ally reflects India’s pursuit of maximum options in foreign relations.

And this clashes with the American tendency to view nations as allies or potential enemies. India has its task cut out for itself in persuading the US that it can be a partner, including a military one, without being part of a formal military alliance.
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There is no denying India’s potential, but the size of its population and a sense of historical greatness alone are insufficient to guarantee that India will fulfil its promise. Just as China’s centralized system of governance and its planned capitalism create their own challenges, chaotic democracy and erratic economic liberalization, coupled with a general reluctance to project power beyond its immediate neighbourhood, impede India’s prospects.

Already, the country’s economic growth has slowed down and double-digit growth rates are not being sustained, it is unable to provide employment to the 12 million people who enter its labour market annually, 29.8 per cent of India’s population still lives below the poverty line, 2.5 million Indians die annually from pollution-related deaths, rural India is far from being fully immersed in modern technology, and India’s military modernization has yet to take off.
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The assumption that India’s rise is predestined has led to hubris and an insufficient examination of factors that might inhibit fulfilment of the promise that both Indians and others have often seen as inevitable. That India can rise is not the same as saying that it will do so irrespective of its leaders’ policy choices.

The interaction of culture and politics has already hindered many changes that would have accelerated India’s ascent. The democratic system has opened India to the manipulation of vote banks, embroiling it in cultural and religious controversies that inhibit serious policy debates.

For India to realize its potential, its leaders would have to single-mindedly focus on economics and building up hard power. They would have to put India’s diversity to good use instead of using it to tear the nation apart in pursuit of votes. That is easier said than done, given the temptation, even in developed countries, to rally voter support through demagoguery.
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Ancient Culture, Modern Times


IN SEPTEMBER 1995, rumours spread across India that statues of Ganesha, the elephant-headed Indian deity, were ‘drinking’ milk.
1
 All across the country people crowded temples attempting to recreate this event.
2
 Rationalists offered a scientific explanation, arguing that capillary action – the inclination of liquids in absorbent materials to rise or fall as a result of surface tension – probably created the perception that a statue had ‘drunk’ the milk placed on it. But many Indians still believe that the elephant-headed deity drank milk only from the hands of the devoted. Two decades later, in October 2018, India’s prime minister Narendra Modi claimed that Indians should be proud that Ganesha’s elephant head was the first instance of plastic surgery in the world.
3


How does one reconcile this dichotomy of an India that has the trappings of modernity with a core that practises an age-old culture? Ancient civilizations are replete with epics that play a role in myth-making and shape a people’s way of life. But India’s pride in its past has led to the conviction that the past, and the mythology that sustained it, contains explanations for every phenomenon that has already occurred or is likely to occur in the future. It is as if the key to the present and future lies in either reliving the past or connecting everything to it.

Modern India’s founding generation sought to have one foot in the future and one foot in the past. They wanted to learn from the rest of the world, as well as to teach others about India’s rich heritage. India had historically been focused on itself, which left it open to invasion and conquest by outsiders. Post-Independence Indian leaders seemed intent on ensuring that the country did not turn inward to the point of being isolationist again and remained engaged with the countries and cultures 
around them. Recovering from colonial rule, they sought to rebuild a sense of national pride by drawing on the glorious past.

There are many material explanations for the success of invaders and for India’s lapse into colonial rule, ranging from inadequate focus on military power to neglect of technology. But these were glossed over by Indians in the years immediately following Independence. They chose instead to idealize India’s ability to regenerate itself after every adversity. India, the state, may have been ruled by foreigners, including local dynasties of foreign origin, but India, the civilization, has lived on as a continuum. In the words of the former Indian minister of external affairs, Yashwant Sinha, ‘India lives in every century of time.’
4


A sense of exceptionalism lies at the heart of Indian civilization. India is not alone in considering itself a civilizational state or even in viewing itself as unique. But the notion that everything humans are capable of accomplishing has already been attained by ancient Indians is definitely problematic. In addition to claiming that Indian civilization is superior and only needs recognition by the rest of the world, this attitude makes Indians reluctant to look within. It breeds a propensity for living in denial and an unwillingness to acknowledge what may be inconvenient.

THE PAST LIVES ON

In 2018, India was ranked as one of the most unsafe countries for women in the world.
5
 The response of many Indians was to castigate the survey instead of examining patriarchal, feudal and chauvinist behaviour among Indians. The same year, India’s tech capital, Bengaluru, was paralysed for days over demonstrations against a Bollywood film titled Padmaavat
. The film, based on a sixteenth century epic poem about a fourteenth century Rajput queen, Padmavati, apparently portrayed Rajputs in a negative light.

That a film made in 2018, based upon a poetic work of fiction written in the sixteenth century, purportedly based on an incident that happened in the fourteenth century, could result in one of the key cities of an aspiring superpower being held hostage by groups that felt their honour was hurt, highlights India’s struggle with modernity.

Statistics reveal that, while making slow progress on gender issues, India has seen a rise in rape and sexual assault cases. Instead of debating the social and psychological reasons for this uptick, many Indian leaders attribute negative trends to modern lifestyles and insist that adherence to the traditional way of life would be sufficient to protect and emancipate women. Ostensible plans to combat the increasing number of rapes and sexual assaults have involved patriarchal responses, such as banning Western attire or reducing mobile phone usage and partaking of foreign cuisine.
6


The belief that rejecting certain foreign foods or attire would immediately restore societal norms or that a film, a book or a painting could dishonour a millennia-old culture reflects not just a refusal to look within but also a broader societal conundrum: is India’s civilizational heritage helping it rise or is it slowing down its progress?

In 1926, English writer and philosopher Aldous Huxley, in a travelogue he wrote on colonial India, noted that ‘industrious and intelligent men have wasted their time and their abilities in trying to prove that the ancient Hindus were superior to every other people in every activity of life’.
7
 He described this as ‘one of the evil results of the political subjection of one people by another’, which he said, ‘tends to make the subject nation unnecessarily and excessively conscious of its past’. According to Huxley, a colonized nation needs to dwell on ‘achievements in the old great days of freedom’, which ‘are remembered, counted over, and exaggerated’.

It appears that even over seven decades after the end of colonial rule, India and Indians still seek to gaze into the past for validation, at the cost of sacrificing investment in the future.

RESPONSES TO CHANGING TIMES

India’s 5000-year history bears traces of two distinct traditions. One strand is, for the most part, vibrant, inclusive and open. Indian civilization benefited when its sages, rulers and thinkers were inquisitive and welcoming of new ideas and critical thought. The other strand, however, is an India which is obscurantist, inward looking and believes it does not need to learn from the outside world.

As Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941), poet, intellectual and India’s first Nobel laureate, wrote in 1923, ‘Throughout the whole history, India ran a twofold movement, the conservative element seeking order and conformity in social organization and the radical element seeking freedom for its creative energy.’
8
 Echoing these views, Jawaharlal Nehru argued in 1946 that India had fallen behind the world because it had replaced the ‘creative spirit’ with ‘imitation’ and ‘narrow orthodoxy taboos’, and rationalism with idolatry and sentimentality.
9
 Nehru was, at that time, the prime-minister-in-waiting of a soon to be independent India.

Nehru recognized that the competing strands of openness and closing down built upon each other, neither ever replacing or erasing the legacies of the other. According to him, India is an ‘ancient palimpsest on which layer upon layer of thought and reverie have been inscribed, and yet no succeeding layer had completely hidden or erased what had been written previously.’
10


In his vision, India could embrace the modern without discarding the ancient. But the present must be built with an eye to the future, not with the intent of reinstating the remote past.

By the eve of Independence, the duelling Indian traditions had been reinforced by the chaos and radical change that accompanied colonial rule. Western influence brought upheaval to political power, educational curricula, employment, and even the spoken language. Schools and colleges opened by missionaries taught ideas emerging from the Western 
enlightenment. While embracing modern knowledge for advancement of their careers, the Indian elite also needed a set of unique and home-grown ideas to maintain an Indian identity.

The responses to colonialism mirrored India’s different traditions, one rationalist and liberal, the other conservative and majoritarian. Among Hindus, some believed that the way forward for Hinduism and Indian society was to eliminate or reform what they perceived as ills within society – sati, the caste system, the subordination and seclusion of women – and thereby modernize Hinduism. Others perceived their way of life to be in danger and sought to reinforce tradition as a means of protecting it. Among minorities, especially Muslims, the fear of siege created a similar defence mechanism. Those seeking to protect their respective communities and traditional way of life ended up feeding off each other’s fears, which were undoubtedly reinforced by the colonial masters as a means of maintaining power. Thus, colonialism also accentuated communalism within India’s diverse population.

THE BIRTH OF INDIAN LIBERALISM

In the nineteenth century, colonial rule led to religious and doctrinal debates between Indian intellectuals and Protestant Christian missionaries, which had to be conducted on terms deemed rational by Western standards. This resulted in efforts by Indian scholars to ‘harmonize religion with a rationalist picture of the world’,
11
 leading, in some cases, to indigenous critiques of traditionalist Hindu society and Hinduism.

Prominent among these nineteenth century modernizers and reformers were Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Debendranath Tagore. Swami Vivekananda travelled overseas to proclaim Hinduism’s universality, and a few years later, Mahatma Gandhi and Debendranath’s son Rabindranath Tagore attempted to reconcile Indian values with Western democratic and humanitarian ideas.

One of the earliest proponents of Indian liberalism was Raja 
Ram Mohan Roy (1772–1833), a social reformer and educationist, who founded the Brahmo Samaj. Roy, who was subsequently described as father of the Bengal Renaissance, was fluent in several languages, including Sanskrit, Arabic and English. As a newspaper owner and prolific writer, he produced and published texts dealing with the Indian judicial system, religious tolerance and modernization. Roy was a rationalist to the core, refusing to participate in his father’s funeral rites because he thought them meaningless.
12
 Most of all, he was civically driven, animated by his conviction to be spokesman for a reformed India.

Roy was passionate to modernize India’s cultural and social institutions. At the young age of sixteen, he ‘composed a manuscript calling in question the validity of the idolatrous system of the Hindoos’ earning him the reputation over the years as Hinduism’s Martin Luther.
13
 Roy rebelled against India’s traditional rigid caste hierarchy; he rejected Brahmanical Hinduism, and referred to Brahmins as ‘self-interested guides, who, in defiance of the law as well as of common sense, have succeeded … in conducting [ordinary people] to the temple of idolatry’, hiding ‘the true substance of morality’.
14


Emphasizing modernity, he sought to synthesize scientific thought with Indian culture and religion. He rejected traditions he saw as an impediment to modernization. He also championed women’s rights and worked towards abolishing sati, the inhuman practice of a widow being forced to burn herself on her husband’s funeral pyre. It was primarily because of his agitation that the East India Company prohibited this practice of ritual suicide.

Roy also championed Western education to enlighten Indians and modernize a country that he saw as overly dependent on orthodoxy and tradition. He wrote letters to then Governor General Lord William Amherst emphasizing the need for scientific education for Indians and the need to ‘employ European gentlemen of talent and education to interest the 
natives of India in Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, Chemistry, Anatomy, and other useful sciences, which the natives of Europe have carried to a degree of perfection that has raised them above the inhabitants of other parts of the world’.
15


He even wrote a letter to the Minister of Foreign Affairs of France in 1831 arguing that ‘it is now generally admitted that not religion only but unbiased common sense as well as the accurate deductions of scientific research leads to the conclusion that all mankind are one great family of which numerous nations and tribes existing are only branches.’
16
 Monier Williams, the Orientalist, described Roy as ‘the first earnest-minded investigator of the science of Comparative Religion that the world has produced.’
17


In 1815, he created the Atmiya Sabha (Spiritual Association) for ‘the dissemination of religious truth and the promotion of free discussions of theological subjects’.
18
 Roy was the ‘first personality to be vocal against prevalent Hindu religious practices and doctrines which were injurious both to the social living of the people as well as to their growth of individuality’.
19
 But he did not reject the Hindu element of the Indian personality, seeking only to bend it towards a more contemporaneous attitude.

In several ways, Roy embodied the progressive strain of the modern Indian national identity – a merger of India’s historic cultural and religious legacy with liberal values and Western practices. Rather than attempting to turn back the clock to restore a golden age of former glory, he represented the thinking that characterizes the modernizing viewpoint in Indian civil society. Far from some other modernizers who would shun cultural heritage, Roy and his school sought to merge them with the essential and inevitable components of a changing world.

RE-PURIFICATION: THE CONSERVATIVE TREND

There were others, however, who saw Hindu society and 
Hinduism as under attack, both from what they perceived as centuries of foreign rule (Muslim rule) and now from Christian missionaries. The growth of the Arya Samaj and its use of shuddhi
 (purification or baptism) and sangathan
 (organization) to reconvert Muslims and Christians to Hinduism was representative of this perspective.

The Arya Samaj (society of the honourable ones, the Arya [Noble man]) was a reform movement founded in 1875 by Swami Dayananda Sarasvati. Like the Brahmo Samaj, the Arya Samaj sought to make Hinduism monotheistic to project a counter to the Abrahamic faiths and, thus, prevent Hindus from converting to Christianity. The Arya Samaj opposed idolatry and rituals, but it introduced baptism into Hinduism, in an attempt to bring back Hindus that had been ‘lost to the fold.’ Unlike the Brahmo Samaj, the Arya Samaj viewed the Vedas, ancient Hindu scriptures, as critical. It also used symbols like the protection of cows to bind Hindus together by setting up cow protection societies (gaurakshani sabha
s).

It is interesting to note the consistency in conservative thought over the decades: even today, reconversion (ghar wapsi
) of non-Hindus to Hinduism, protection and reconversion of mosques to temples (Ayodhya’s Babri Masjid–Ram Janmabhoomi controversy), and cow protection remain the dominant issues for rallying the Hindu community.

The intellectual ferment of the time also gave rise to the question of ‘who is a Hindu?’ and generated debate about whether Hinduism ought to be defined as a religion and culture or as a vast civilization capable of subsuming many religions. Indianness defined by religion would exclude Muslims and Christians, as well as Parsis and Jews. The notion that India’s purity has been tarnished by a millennium of alien influence led to the concept of rebuilding it as a uniform nation, with one single culture, one language and one religion. It was championed by the conservative strand, which at Independence included organizations like the All India Hindu Mahasabha, but over the decades has encompassed many others.

On the other hand, the vision of civilizational India represented a big tent. According to this view, everyone who lives in the Indian subcontinent, irrespective of his or her caste, religion or language, is from Hind, is a Hindu, and an Indian. Being Hindu or Indian is about being from India, not about worshipping specific gods in specific ways. By embracing other religions, Indians do not stop being Indian, nor can the Indianness of those whose forefathers made the country their home centuries ago, while retaining their religion, be questioned.

CONTENDING IDEAS OF INDIAN-NESS

The Indian national movement was primarily an elite-led movement, at least until Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi took over. The elite that was part of this movement was largely Westernized, even though it reflected various strands of thought: conservative, modernist and secular. Gandhi, with his insistence on non-violence and consensus-building, took politics to the Indian masses. In the process, he became recognized as Mahatma (the great soul) and the Indian national movement reconciled several contending ideologies and visions under his leadership.

Many intellectuals, such as Tagore, and political leaders including Gandhi and his protégé, Jawaharlal Nehru, insisted on the idea of India’s essential unity. They rejected the significance of religion as a determinant of national identity and instead championed the idea of a broad Indian nationalism, which advocated unity in diversity. As a deeply religious individual, Gandhi frequently invoked religious symbols and idiom in his political life. But he was emphatic in his belief that India was not just a Hindu land but a home to many other religions, each of which deserved respect.

Tagore’s idea of India was open and pluralist. This was a vision rooted not only in his moral worldview but also in his vision of India’s past. He argued that contrary to being a society first and foremost for Hindus, India had a long history of 
pluralism and tolerance. He believed that India’s strength came from social unity which was created through respect for difference, and ties which were ‘as loose as possible, yet as close as the circumstances permitted’.
20


Gandhi and Tagore shared views on patriotic nationalism, both desired an Indian nationalism that was universal and positive, but feared it might turn xenophobic, racist and communal. Gandhi once remarked, ‘For me patriotism is the same as humanity. I am patriotic because I am human and humane. It is not exclusive, I will not hurt England or Germany to serve India. Imperialism has no place in my scheme of life.’
21
 Gandhi’s was a vision of positive and inclusive identity, which guided the Indian National Congress into making effort to maintain support from Muslims and other religious minorities for a unified, independent India.

Members of the All India Muslim League, formed in 1906 to protect Muslim interests, were allowed to remain part of the Indian National Congress for over three decades, and the Congress worked closely with the regional parties in most of British India’s provinces. It was understood that minorities needed a voice of their own, but that voice had to be incorporated within the larger national movement. Still, the idea of India being Hindu, dating back to the nineteenth century, had not lost the support of at least some political leaders and businessmen.

In his 1925 tract, Hindutva: Who is a Hindu?
 Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, attempted to lay out a vision for the land of the Hindus, very different from the one offered by Gandhi and his disciples. According to Savarkar, ‘A Hindu means a person who regards this land of Bharatvarsha
, from the Indus to the Seas, as his fatherland as well as his holy land, that is the cradleland of his religion.’
22
 In other words, it was not enough to belong to India; it was equally important to believe in India as the holy land. This definition rigidly separated Hindus from their Muslim or Christian neighbours, whose religion originated in the Middle East – not India.

In an effort to deny that the words Hind, Hindu and Hindustan have any Persian or Muslim influence, Savarkar argued that Hind comes from the ancient Prakrit language,
23
 even though most historians note that the word Hind is the Persian name for the river Sindh or Indus that flows through the subcontinent. Further, he argued, ‘… although the root meaning of Hindu and Hindi may mean only an Indian, yet it would be straining the usage of words too much if we call a Mohammedan a Hindu because of his being a resident of India.’
24


The same year Savarkar published his booklet, Keshav Baliram Hedgewar, a doctor from Maharashtra, founded the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS – National Volunteer Corps) as a Hindu nationalist ideological organization. Hedgewar and his Sangh were deeply influenced by the writings of Savarkar. The RSS also shared the ideology of the All India Hindu Mahasabha (All India Hindu Grand Assembly), a political organization formed in 1907 – one year after the Muslim League’s creation – to pursue a Hindu rashtra
 (a homeland for Hindus). But the conservative current of Hindu thought was not strong enough at the time to forestall the momentum of the unified struggle for India’s independence.

Indian unity was breached by Muhammad Ali Jinnah’s insistence on recognizing the separate identity of Muslims and the demand for a homeland for Muslims in areas of India where they constituted a majority. Once India was partitioned and Pakistan was created, there was some argument that India should be a Hindu state. For proponents of a unified India, this amounted to accepting Jinnah’s two-nation theory. After all, he had demanded an Islamic Pakistan for Muslims and described Hindustan as the land of Hindus. Gandhi pushed back against the notion of India as a Hindu state with full force, at the risk of antagonizing radical conservative Hindus, one of whom eventually took his life.

In a prayer discourse six months before his assassination, Gandhi said, ‘How can my religion also be the religion of the rest of the Indians? It will mean coercion against those Indians who 
are not Hindus. We have been shouting from the housetops that there will be no coercion in the matter of religion.’ Reiterating that India had not only Hindus but also Muslims, Parsis, Christians and other religious groups, Gandhi argued that the ‘… assumption of the Hindus that India now has become the land of the Hindus is erroneous. India belongs to all who live here.’
25


India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, was secular, bordering on being an atheist. Born into a family of Kashmiri Pandits, he learned Farsi and Urdu along with English and Hindi. His view of the role religion should play in one’s life has, in many ways, defined post-Independence Indian secularism. Nehru understood that most Indians were religious, and that religion mattered, but he was against its use in politics – whether it was by Gandhi or by the Hindu right wing or the Muslim League. As Nehru once noted: ‘Religion as practised in India has become the old man of the sea for us and it has not only broken our backs but stifled and almost killed all originality of thought or mind.’
26


An idealist, Nehru hoped that he would be able to teach and convince his country folk about the need to relegate religion to the personal sphere. As Gurcharan Das writes, Nehru ‘… united a nation out of the most heterogenous people on the earth. He nurtured democracy. More than any other individual, we owe him our present-day attachment to democratic institutions. He respected minorities and made us secular in our temperament. Most important, he injected in us the modernist ideas of liberty and equality. He gave us youthful hope and optimism.’
27


And yet, the baggage of the past was so strong on all, even Nehru, that the modern Indian state on the one hand was Western and contemporary and yet, on the other hand, there was a strong desire to let the world know about Indian traditions and culture, to claim their universal relevance. Over the years, the pull of conservative Indian religious identity proved resistant against top-down attempts to modernize Indian culture.
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During debates in India’s Constituent Assembly between 1946 and 1949, some members reflected the conservative strand of Indian identity by insisting on tying Indian citizenship to religion. P.S. Deshmukh, a Constituent Assembly member from Maharashtra, argued that the creation of Pakistan demanded that the Indian Constitution have ‘… a provision that every person who is a Hindu or a Sikh and is not a citizen of any other State shall be entitled to be a citizen of India.’
28
 This vision of India not only envisioned the state as built around a particular religious identity, it also notably excluded Muslims.

Prime Minister Nehru, Deputy Prime Minister and Home Minister Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, and the draftsman of the Constitution, Dr Bhimrao Ramji (B.R.) Ambedkar, argued vehemently against the use of religion in defining citizenship. Nehru stated that ‘all these rules naturally apply to Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs or Christians or anybody else. You cannot have rules for Hindus, for Muslims or for Christians only.’
29
 Patel spoke about the need for citizenship to be based on jus soli
 ‘… whereby citizenship is acquired by birth within the territory of the state, regardless of parental citizenship’, opposing those who championed jus sanguinis
 ‘… whereby a person, wherever born, is a citizen of the state if, at the time of his birth, his parent is one’. Together, these leaders ensured that the Indian Constitution, and many early government institutions, reflected the liberal vision of Indian identity.

Modern India’s founding generation did not think that transformation was impossible in postcolonial India. Their exertions ensured that India became a democracy even though it lacked a literate population and strong economic foundations – a rare accomplishment for a postcolonial developing country. In the decades following Independence, India chose to educate its people, pull them out of poverty, grow economically and build its military, all at the same time. But even as India built a modern political and economic systems, it has found it difficult 
to transform society. The element of Indian society, which embraces a conservative attitude towards identity and community, has stood firm and gained ground at the expense of the liberal component.

The struggle between two contending imaginings of India, one modern and secular and the other conservative and religious, continues into the twenty-first century. The contradictions bred by this struggle are there for everyone to see: India has had women as prime minister and president, but fewer women are in the labour force today than in the 1990s. Despite outlawing caste-based discrimination through its liberal and socially progressive Constitution in 1949, untouchables and members of lower castes still face discrimination daily. Notwithstanding guarantees of religious freedom in the Indian Constitution, there have been reports of members of minority communities being lynched and killed in the name of protecting cows, a sacred animal for many Hindus. India is still far from bridging the divide between contending ideas of what the country should become and what it means to be Indian.

LIBERAL DREAM, SCIENCE, AND HISTORY

Sunil Khilnani, in The Idea of India
 (1997), argues that contemporary India has been shaped by a ‘wager’ of the country’s educated urban elite on modern ideas and agencies. ‘It was a wager on an idea: the idea of India’, Khilnani notes, adding that India’s ‘… nationalist elite itself had no single, clear definition of this idea’. According to him, ‘One of the remarkable facts about the nationalist movement that brought India to independence was its capacity to entertain diverse, often contending visions of India … Indian nationalism before Independence was plural even at the top, a dhoti with endless folds. … It contains people from markedly different backgrounds yet whose trajectories were often parallel.’
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The liberal version of secular Indian nationalism absorbed its diversity. Its advocates hoped to build a modern India inspired 
by the past, but connected to the present and looking towards the future. Indian secularism was not the American form of strict separation of church and state or the French Jacobin kind that subordinated religion to the state. As English journalist and author, Edward Luce notes, the Indian type of secularism ‘… is less militant. The state happily promotes all religions rather than disdaining them equally.’
31
 It represents a common appreciation for the many faiths which make up India’s diverse cultural identity.

In his inaugural speech to the Constituent Assembly of India on 9 December 1946, its temporary chairman, Sachchidananda Sinha, had called for ‘a broad and catholic vision’ as the basis for independent India’s Constitution. He asked his compatriots to seek inspiration from Constitutions around the world: the Swiss, the French, the American, the Canadian. Sinha praised the French and American Constitutions for their embrace of secularism and individual liberty. To drive home the point that Islamic and Christian traditions were part of India’s fabric, he ended his speech marking the beginning of Constitution-making with a quote from Muslim poet Sir Muhammad Iqbal and a proverb from the Bible: ‘Where there is no vision the people perish.’
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This ‘catholic vision’ was also echoed in the speeches given by the first and second presidents of India, Rajendra Prasad and S. Radhakrishnan, extolling the virtues of an inclusive civilization. Prasad spoke of the need to frame ‘… a Constitution for an independent and free India’ that would ‘… satisfy all our people, all groups, all communities, all religions inhabiting this vast land’, ensuring ‘… to everyone freedom of action, freedom of thought, freedom of belief and freedom of worship’.
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A key drafter of the Constitution, B.R. Ambedkar, expressed his concern about the challenges India faced ‘… in our own country which is so orthodox, so archaic in its thought and its social structure’ and yet he was ‘… quite convinced that given time and circumstances nothing in the world will prevent this country from becoming one. With all our castes and creeds, I 
have not the slightest hesitation that we shall in some form be a united people.’
34
 But the founding fathers of modern India firmly believed that unity could only be achieved by recognizing, even celebrating, India’s diversity.

Although most of the country’s founding leaders were Hindu and the majority of the Constituent Assembly comprised Hindus, they did not seek a state which only reflected their religion. One of the first resolutions passed by the Constituent Assembly of India on 3 April 1948 pushed for secularism by prohibiting communal organizations from engaging in coordinated activities other than their religious or socially stated purposes. Coming in the aftermath of Partition and the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi, the resolution reflected an early recognition of the divisiveness of religion-based politics.

India’s founding elite spoke of secularism as being Indian in essence, drawing upon the diversity and pluralism within Hinduism. They hoped to contain communalism and religious divisions through constitutional guarantees implemented by courts and through non-discriminatory state institutions. But the alternative visualization of India, one which was Hindu and where Hinduism would guide government policy, contested this approach.

For conservatives, secularism put the majority at a disadvantage by protecting the minorities and by insisting on equality between various communities. In their view, the majority had the right to define how things should be run and while the minority could co-exist, it had to do so on the majority’s terms. The two opposing ideas of India conflicted in every space of the social and political fabric of the new country. From how history is taught in schools to the role of women in society, to debates about caste, these opposing strands of thought defined fault lines across society.

Education and history are critical to the different ideological projects, which have sought to define Indian identity since Independence. Historically, Indian education has embodied the liberal ideals of many of its early founders. But conservative 
attempts to influence and reshape India through education are just as long-standing as liberal ones. Nehru noted that over the centuries in India ‘… a rational spirit of inquiry, so evident in earlier times, which might well have led to the further growth of science, is replaced by irrationalism and a blind idolatry of the past. Indian life becomes a sluggish stream, living in the past, moving slowly through the accumulations of dead centuries.’
35
 In 1926, he noted that ‘no country or people who are slaves to dogma and dogmatic mentality can progress,’ and lamented that ‘unhappily our country and people have become extraordinarily dogmatic and little-minded.’
36


Just as the modern West is a product of the Enlightenment of the seventeenth century that followed the Renaissance and Reformation, India’s liberal current emerged from the Bengal Renaissance in British colonial India during the nineteenth and early twentieth century. The cultural ferment of the Renaissance and the reforming of Christianity were important prerequisites for the Enlightenment, emphasizing the importance of reason and individualism over tradition. Similarly, the Bengal Renaissance began with questioning of religious tradition and involved modern science, history, literature, and western education.

The Bengal Renaissance had challenged perceived societal inequities and some religious beliefs, including the caste system and the burdensome dowry system. It had opened the way for women’s participation in society as men’s equals, something traditionalists were loath to accept. Stalwarts of the Bengal Renaissance, such as Roy, Tagore and Vidyasagar, paved the way for pioneering work by Bengali intellectuals in the fields of biology, botany, science fiction, physics, and archaeology. Some high-calibre individuals included Satyendra Nath Bose (the theoretical physicist known for Bose–Einstein statistics), Meghnad Saha (the astrophysicist, known for Saha ionization equation), and Upendranath Brahmachari (medical doctor, inventor of Urea stibamine, the medicine for treating the deadly illness Kala-azar) were all products of the Bengal Renaissance.

That spirit manifested itself in India’s post-Independence educational curricula, which emphasized English as the medium of communication, taught an inclusive nationalist version of history, and informed children from elementary school onwards about science, including the Darwinian concept of evolution. This progressive bent of Indian education precluded discussion of the universe resulting from ‘intelligent design’ or evolution being contradictory to science.
37
 In any case, the Biblical and Quranic notion of the world’s creation by one God is not part of Hindu religion, making it easier for Indians to understand evolution and embrace science alongside their pantheon of gods.

However, a modern curriculum was insufficient to get rid of the pedagogical system that valued learning by rote and by imitation of the teacher. Although India produced doctors and engineers by the thousands, it did not succeed in fully cultivating an inquisitive spirit or critical thinking. Indian conservatives challenged the primacy of the English language and questioned science where it contradicted traditional mythology. Over time, there has also been a rise in revisionist historicism by champions of Hindutva, who have sought to rewrite Indian history to emphasize India’s ‘Hinduness’ and diminish the significance of 1000 years of Indo-Islamic culture and history.

Just as Indian liberals had sought to fuse education with openness and rationality, conservatives hoped to build it with tradition and Hindu specialness. Meera Nanda, a historian of science, argues that India’s project of modernity was marked by ‘counter-Enlightenment’. Instead of ‘bringing religion within the limits of scientific reason, the Indian counter-Enlightenment has tended to subsume or co-opt scientific reason within the spirit-based cosmology and epistemology of “the Vedas”.’
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Thus, Nanda points out, modern India on the one hand ‘embraced the end products of the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment in the West – namely, modern technology and a liberal-secular framework of laws encoded in the Constitution’. 
Yet, it did so ‘without challenging the cultural authority of the supernatural and mystical world view derived from the idealistic strands of Hinduism.’
39
 Hence, ‘… modernity in India has this feel of incompleteness, superficiality and even schizophrenia.’
40
 The two contradictory ideas of India have generated an attitude towards education, which is at odds with itself.

The ideological conflict manifests itself across India’s many educational institutions. For instance, India has an indigenously built space programme, it has launched satellites into space and Indian scientists, engineers and doctors are sought the world over. Yet, in 2019, at the 106th annual gathering of the Indian Science Congress, a scientist claimed that the country’s epics proved that ancient Indians had knowledge of test-tube babies, aircraft design technology, and guided missiles.
41
 Each of these was a reference to different stories from Hindu mythology. This would be akin to Greeks claiming that Icarus and not the Wright brothers were the first to fly in the air or that Athena – Zeus’ daughter, who is believed to have emerged intact from her father’s head – was an example of brain surgery.

This runs contrary to the liberal and secular vision of Jawaharlal Nehru, who referred to India’s schools, hospitals, laboratories, industries and cities as the ‘temples of modern India’ – places that would build the future generations. He believed in a pure fidelity towards the sciences and hoped that education would instil scientific consciousness and a spirit of inquiry within Indians that would take the nation forward.

As the first non-scientist to preside over the Indian Science Congress in 1937, Nehru had declared, ‘It is science alone that can solve the problems of hunger and poverty, of insanitation and illiteracy, of superstition and deadening custom and tradition, of vast resources running to waste, of a rich country inhabited by starving people.’
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 Nehru would have been appalled by deities or dogma slipping into his temples of modernity. But there is no dearth of reports of scientists in 
India performing religious rituals before launching a space satellite or amidst the conduct of a scientific experiment. The liberal desire for a scientific temperament has failed to win against the conservative agenda of embracing technology without conceding ground on the ancient philosophical foundations of Indian life.

Apart from science, India’s liberal and conservative visions also collide over history. Unlike many other postcolonial societies, especially India’s neighbour Pakistan, Indian educational curricula and its textbooks had initially sought to create an inclusive national identity that did not whitewash history or deny what happened in the past. Its history textbooks started from the pre-historic era and covered every period until Independence in 1947. If ancient Indian empires like the Mauryas and Guptas had pride of place, so did the Mughal empire and the southern empires like the Cholas. Not only political history but cultural, social and economic history was also taught to children from elementary school all the way to university.

The conservative counter-narrative of India as a Hindu country required significant historical revisionism. Even during Nehru’s period there were always those who believed that Indian history had to be rewritten to erase anything that did not bring glory to Hindu India. For example, archaeological evidence suggests that civilization in India began in the Indus Valley, followed by a Central Asian invasion, which repopulated most of northern South Asia. Accepting this would imply that all of India’s inhabitants, except very few, have foreign origin or at least some foreign blood. That, in turn, would take away the argument about India’s Muslims being lesser Indians because they are descendants of foreign invaders.

Instead of accepting that Aryan Hindus in northern India came from outside some 4000 years ago, just as some Muslims arrived from Afghanistan and Central Asia a thousand years before our time, Hindu nationalists insist that Hindus are descended from the oldest inhabitants of the country. These arguments about genealogy and heritage matter to Hindutva 
votaries because their claim that India ought to be a Hindu rashtra
 (nation) rests on Hindus being the original people and Hinduism being the indigenous religion of the subcontinent.

As early as 1924, Swami Shraddhananda, an Arya Samaj missionary, wrote a text, ‘Hindu Sangathan: Saviour of the Dying Race’, in which he argued that ‘the ancestors of the present day Hindus, the ancient Aryans, who gave their name to our motherland (the ancient Aryavarta) were a highly civilized organized race.’
43
 In 2017, the government led by Prime Minister Narendra Modi set up a committee of such scholars to attempt to use archaeology and DNA evidence for the explicit purpose of identifying Hindus as the direct descendants of India’s original inhabitants.
44


In addition to redefining the origins of India’s populace, the country’s conservatives also want to erase the significance or achievements of Muslim rule in India, in addition to rewriting the account of India’s national movement. For example, textbooks in the state of Rajasthan have altered the outcome of a 1576 battle in which Mughal emperor Akbar defeated the Rajput ruler of Mewar, Maharana Pratap, to project the defeated Hindu general as the victor. Similarly, Rajasthan textbooks do not talk about the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi by Nathuram Godse, a Hindu who was a member of the Hindu Mahasabha and totally avoid mention of India’s first prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru.
45
 In Odisha, a two-page booklet ‘Aama Bapuji: Aka Jhalaka’ (Our Bapuji: A Glimpse), published by the school and mass education department of the state on the occasion of Mahatma Gandhi’s 150th birth anniversary, makes the astonishing claim that Gandhi’s death was due to an ‘accidental sequence of events’.
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The project of rewriting history often involves outrageous claims and outright fabrication. The objective is to discuss history, not as the record of events in previous times, but as an account of Hindu greatness. For instance, in 2017 India’s minister of state for human resource development, responsible 
for higher education, Satyapal Singh, stated at a public gathering that ‘the first working plane was invented by an Indian named Shivakar Babuji Talpade eight years before the Wright brothers’,
47
 even though there is no evidence to support that assertion. The line of reasoning, if it can be called that, seems to be that the accomplishments of Hindus such as Talpade were deliberately concealed by non-Hindus, who were conspiring consistently to keep the Hindus suppressed.

In April 2018, the chief minister of the northeastern state of Tripura, Biplab Deb, made the stupendous assertion that the Internet existed during the time of the Indian epic Mahabharata, which is reckoned to be around 400 BC. ‘Many may decline the fact’, Deb insisted, ‘but if the Internet was not there, how [could] Sanjay see the war in Kurukshetra and describe it to Dhritarashtra?’ According to Deb, the poetic references to certain actions of mythical characters implied the existence of the Internet and satellite technology.
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MISPLACED PRIORITIES

India has been at the heart of global discussions about containing a potentially aggressive China. But while officials debate India’s role in the Indo-Pacific and the Quad – a maritime military partnership between India, America, Japan, and Australia – religious vigilantes in India have continued to attack their countrymen in the name of protecting the cow. Indian leaders have done little to point out that nationalist energy should be focused on economic productivity and military preparedness, and not on attacking others over religious symbols.

According to a February 2019 report released by Human Rights Watch, between May 2015 and December 2018, over 100 attacks by cow protection Hindu vigilante groups resulted in the deaths of forty-four people – thirty-six of the dead being Muslims – and over 280 people were injured.
49
 The government has done little to stop the cow protection vigilantes 
and even less to change the national discourse away from such issues towards substantive matters affecting India’s international stature or power.

Other countries around the world are watching to see how much India invests in strategic planning and defence. But not only has India witnessed a reduction in military spending, it still manages to divert resources for placating cow protection sentiment. In the 2019 Union Budget, funds were allocated to create an authority – the Rashtriya Kamdhenu Aayog (National Cow Commission) – to implement laws and initiate welfare schemes for cows.
50
 For most of the world, such choices represent misplaced priorities, even as they pander to certain vote banks in the northern Indian states often referred to as the cow belt.

Admittedly, the role of the state in religious matters has always been problematic in South Asia as well as the Middle East. Cultural and social practices are important parts of the fabric of Indian society. Empires came and went, but social structures such as caste and community remained. Through much of history, India’s rulers, whether Hindu or Muslim, avoided interventions directed at vast moral and social restructuring. The British colonial Raj inherited this legacy and continued the practice. The British segregated Indian society along community lines and thus exacerbated the differences between various religious communities. But they also instituted laws that governed each religion through its own codes of law.

The British instituted a few changes, which encouraged liberal secularization. For instance, they banned sati, legalized remarriage by widows, and raised the age of consent for marriage and consensual sex. But they were reluctant to address issues that might have reshaped values or altered traditions drastically. The Indian national movement, on the other hand, was not about ruling India along the path of minimal resistance. It was a political struggle for independence from colonial rule, as well as a movement for societal change. Gandhi championed gradual reform from within society. Nehru, 
on the other hand, and the drafter of the Constitution, Ambedkar, believed that legal changes would speed up social change. Otherwise, it would take too long for Indian society to change its attitudes on caste, women’s status and various superstitions.

Debates over whether the state should be secular or confessional, or the extent to which it should implement laws in the personal sphere and protect religious minorities, consumed much time and energy around India’s independence. They still have salience today and are at the heart of the different ideas of India, which shape the core of the state’s character under different leaders and political parties.

For the first several decades, Indian secularism meant that the state would treat all religions as equal and ensure, through laws and the Constitution, that there is no discrimination based on religion. The writers of the Constitution also wanted to assure religious, ethnic and linguistic minorities that they have an equal stake and say in India, leading to constitutional provisions allowing minorities to establish educational, cultural and religious organizations supported by the state.

In the Constituent Assembly, Nehru had argued that declaring itself secular, India had ‘only done something which every country does except a very few misguided and backward countries in the world’.
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 This concept of ‘benevolent neutrality towards all religions’,
52
 as French historian and author Christophe Jaffrelot defines Nehruvian secularism, had an added dimension: the need to ‘reduce the ascendancy of religion in society’.
53
 From Nehru’s perspective, the presence of ‘many faiths and religions’ meant that ‘no real nationalism can be built except on the basis of secularity’.
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 A multicultural country like India simply could not embrace a monocultural form of government, if it was to survive, prosper and avoid conflict.

Nehru’s India was an especially permissive time for the secular vision of the Indian government. In this context it is important to note that 80 per cent of the Constituent Assembly 
of India seemed to recognize the need for a liberal nationalism; Hindu majoritarianism had not yet entered politics in full force.
55
 This allowed India’s founding fathers to write a Constitution that embraced a broadly liberal interpretation of individual rights and the state’s attitude towards religion. Article 25 of the Indian Constitution ensures the right to practise and proselytize one’s religion, and Article 29 guarantees the rights of minority languages and cultures. The early leaders of India were able to create a state, which mirrored their vision of inclusive nationalism.

However, the liberal project of state building was never complete. Luce notes, ‘Nehru permitted each religious community to retain its own civil laws, or “personal codes”, which govern marriages, divorces, births, deaths and inheritances. It was probably not ideal since it sat uneasily with the principle of equality before the law, which is also enshrined in the Constitution. But in the wake of the horrors of Partition it seemed a necessary concession to the millions of Muslims who had ignored Pakistan and remained in India.’
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 This, and other protections for minorities, led to charges by Hindu nationalists of ‘Muslim appeasement’, which in turn became an important rallying cry for reversing the entire liberal endeavour. Over time, the minorities became a vote bank for the Congress and other left-wing parties, making it even easier to polarize society between ‘Hindu nationalism’ and what was derisively called ‘pseudo secularism.’

Nowhere in India is the conflict over the state’s role in religion more evident than in the treatment of women. Indian society has a strong patriarchal and feudal mindset that views women as property, as critical to family honour, and as something to be controlled. The notion that the control of women – their attire, their education, their marriage – is critical to ensuring the future of a community that is perceived to be constantly under threat from others has been persistent in debates. It was invoked during deliberation of the Hindu Code Bill in the 1950s and continues today amidst discussion of khap 
panchayat (local village caste council) rulings and honour killings.

Many Indian leaders understood the need to improve the situation of women. Roy, Vidyasagar, Tagore, Nehru and Gandhi had recognized the need to change the reality of women in Indian society. Tagore held strong views on women’s role in society and the need for reforms. Like his views on caste, his writings show the evolution of his views from 1881 to 1941. He spoke about the social injustices against women, wrote admiringly of educated and urban Indian women who fought for human rights and equality, and challenged social evils like untouchability, the rigid caste system, denying widows the right to remarry, and patriarchy at large.
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These issues have plagued India for decades without resolution and the conservative vision, some would argue, wants the government to give up on pursuing reforms that run contrary to tradition. There seems to be a constant effort to dismiss what liberals might describe as social ills and to insist that adhering to traditional culture is the only honourable way of life for women. In 2012, a khap panchayat in the northern state of Haryana blamed the rise in rapes and sexual assaults on women on the consumption of noodles.
58
 Another khap panchayat just outside the national capital, mandated that any female above the age of ten years would not be allowed to wear jeans or use a mobile phone so that they ‘do not attract the male eye’.
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These councils – khap panchayats – are considered illegal assemblies by the Supreme Court of India, but that has not prevented them from attempting to enforce their diktats.
60
 Conservative nationalists tend to side with the khap panchayats’ world view. In 2018, the department of labour of the state of Rajasthan mandated that jeans and T-shirts were ‘against the dignity’ of their office. Further, women studying at all state-run colleges in Rajasthan were informed that they could no longer wear jeans, though the order was later rescinded when students protested.
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India’s founding liberals saw the state’s role in religion as to both support pluralism and intervene when the rights of the individual were at stake. The Hindu Code Bill was Nehru’s way of pushing religion into the private sphere and casting the state as an agent of modernization.
62
 While Nehru was able to eventually reform the Hindu family code, he faced tremendous backlash from the conservative elements within Hindu society and politics.

The history of this bill dates back to January 1941 when the British colonial government appointed the Hindu Law Committee headed by B.N. Rau, a judge of Calcutta High Court to ‘revisit the Hindu Women's Right to Property Act, 1937 and to suggest amendments and clarify rights of the widow; and remove any injustice that may have been done by the Act to the daughters’.
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The 1941 Hindu Code Bill ‘introduced two types of marriage: the sacramental and civil and promised a great deal of freedom and flexibility in marriage and divorce’, and denied the right to Hindus of polygamous marriage. This provoked conservative and religious elements within Hindu society to push back against the Bill and it was allowed to lapse until it was taken up once again by the Constituent Assembly.
64
 This time, too, there were concerted efforts by various groups, ranging from lawyers’ associations to organizations like Sanatan Dharma Sabha, and All India Hindu Mahasabha, to present the Hindu Code Bill as a threat to Hinduism itself.

The All India Hindu Mahasabha referred to the Hindu Code as ‘suicidal folly’ as it would result in the wiping out Hindus.
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 The argument was that through polygamy and higher birth rates, Muslims would shift the demographic balance in South Asia against Hindus.
66
 That this has not happened yet, and over 80 per cent of Indians remain Hindu, has not changed the views of social conservatives. Fertility data as recent as 2019 shows that Hindus and Muslims have roughly the same number of children on average,
67
 but Hindu nationalists continue to raise the spectre of Hindus being outnumbered over time.

The anxiety that continues to persist was even more widespread at the time of Partition. Nehru even faced pressure within his own party and government to roll back the legislation. The president of the Constituent Assembly and first president of India, Dr Rajendra Prasad, wrote a series of letters to Nehru urging him to drop efforts to alter or, as Nehru saw it, reform the Hindu way of life. Prasad wrote, ‘We have to weigh how it will be received by the vast bulk of Hindu public against what foreigners outside India and those who call themselves “progressive” would say.’
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Although Nehru was keen to pass the reform package, he waited until after the 1952 elections, when the Congress party swept the polls. Armed with a fresh mandate, parliament passed four separate acts based on the reformist Hindu Code Bill. Nehru skirted the controversy over the original bill by breaking up its contents into separate laws – the Hindu Marriage Act of 1955, the Hindu Succession Act of 1956, the Hindu Minority and Guardianship Act of 1956, and the Hindu Adoptions and Maintenance Act of 1956 – all of which were critical in providing basic legal rights to women.

Chitra Sinha refers to the Hindu reforms as the ‘singles most important legal initiative in Indian history’ because it was an attempt to ‘frame a uniform set of rules that could govern all Hindus through the length and breadth of India’.
69
 The Bill’s legacy was ‘the distribution of rights and allocation of resources within the Indian family and enabled Indian society to align with its development model of planned economic progress and modernization. In the process, it endeavoured to give significantly greater rights to Indian women. At the same time, it was a celebration of notions of freedom and individualism over the structured sense of destiny propagated for many centuries in the name of religion.’
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For liberal reformers, the amendments of the Hindu personal 
and family law were the first step towards a uniform civil code for all Indians, irrespective of religion. This did not happen for multiple reasons. In Nehru’s calculus, the Muslim minority felt under siege immediately after Independence, and any effort to change Muslim marriage or divorce laws would have added to their sense of insecurity. In later decades, social reform was just not considered a political priority. That enabled Hindutva supporters to become advocates of a uniform civil code, which in turn transformed liberal and secular elements, who should have supported the idea, into its opponents.

WOMEN, COWS AND CASTE

The broader debate over the treatment of women continues in India to this day, alongside discussions about protecting cows and preserving the caste system. In some ways, these three social questions, coupled with the fear of Islam and Christianity, or westernization eliminating Hindu culture have been the defining issues for revivalist, conservative Hindus.

Opponents of amendments to the Hindu family laws had argued that reform went against ‘the pristine purity of the Hindu shastras and the exalted position given to Sita, Savitri, Damayanti’ – women from Hindu mythology who have been viewed as representing the ideal in womanhood.
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 Nehru had pointed out that these arguments were ‘echoes from the past’ invoked ‘chiefly to hide our present deficiencies and to prevent us from attacking the root cause of women's degradation today’.
72
 But the notion that the onus is on the woman ‘to be the flag bearer of morality, purity and chastity’
73
 remains prevalent in Indian society.

India has witnessed an upsurge in reports of sexual assaults and rapes in recent years. The response of India’s leaders, transcending political divides, has been to attribute it to the non-traditional behaviour of women. In 2012, soon after a heinous gang rape of a twenty-three-year-old young woman in New Delhi, a sitting member of parliament referred to women 
who were protesting the rape as ‘pretty women, dented and painted’ who ‘have no contact with ground reality’.
74
 Congress MP, Abhijit Mukherjee, the son of the then president Pranab Mukherjee, later apologized for his remarks after widespread condemnation, including by his own father.

Two years later, the former chief minister of the largest Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, Mulayam Singh Yadav, a socialist, opposed capital punishment for rape on grounds that, ‘First girls develop friendship with boys. Then when differences occur, they level rape charges. Boys commit mistakes. Will they be hanged for rape?’
75
 Although opposition to Hindu nationalism is an essential element of Yadav’s politics, on this social issue, his response was not different from those with a traditionalist point of view.

Tradition and religion have also been at the heart of debates about cow protection and banning cow slaughter, which have raged on since the nineteenth century. In the Constituent Assembly of India, some members, including Rajendra Prasad, sought to enshrine the banning of cow slaughter in the Constitution’s chapter on Fundamental Rights. The chairman of the Drafting Committee of the Constitution, B.R. Ambedkar, vehemently disagreed as, in his view, ‘rights’ properly applied only to citizens and cows were not citizens. ‘The “cow-savers” begged to disagree’, according to a scholar’s account of the argument. ‘“The cow [in India] takes precedence [even] over the children of the family because she is the mother … the mother of the nation,” averred Raghu Vira. “It is my fundamental right to protect my mother,” echoed R.V. Dhulekar.’
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 But Ambedkar did not agree and refused to include fundamental rights of cows in the constitutional enumeration of citizens’ rights.

The result of the passion on both sides was a compromise. On 16 November 1949, India’s Constituent Assembly approved a motion for the inclusion, in the chapter of the draft document devoted to Directive Principles of State Policy, of an additional clause on agriculture. It read: ‘That the State shall endeavour to organize agriculture and animal husbandry on modern scientific 
lines and shall, in particular, take steps for preserving and improving the breeds, and prohibiting the slaughter of cows and calves and other milch and draught cattle.’
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 The motion was ‘carried, re-renumbered and designated’
78
 As Article 48.

The passing of Article 48, which allowed state governments to enact cow protection laws, resulted in new legislative acts being proclaimed in many northern states. As of 2019, twenty-four out of twenty-eight states have laws that criminalize cow killing and, in some cases, even bullocks. As recently as 2005, the Supreme Court has upheld their validity. Ironically, notwithstanding the enthusiasm of some to protect cows and even extend constitutional protection to them, the idea that Indians – even among Hindus – hold a uniform consensus against cow slaughter or on vegetarianism is fiction.

According to several studies, India has many non-vegetarians and there are many Hindus who eat meat, including beef. In a March 2018 article, Balmurli Natarajan and Suraj Jacob use three data sets – National Sample Survey, National Family Health Survey and India Human Development Survey – to argue that India is a ‘meat-eating majority nation’ and only 23 per cent to 37 per cent of India’s population is vegetarian.
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India has also for years been one of the leading exporters of beef and has a thriving leather industry. As of 2017, India was the third largest exporter of beef, according to data from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and Organization for Economic Cooperation (OECD). The OECD–FAO Agricultural Outlook for 2017–2026 report stated that India exported 1.56 million tonnes of beef in 2016 and ‘was expected to maintain its position as the third-largest beef exporter, accounting for 16 per cent of global exports in 2026’.
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 The idea that there is a broad-based societal consensus against cow slaughter is fiction. But the rhetoric and symbolism of the cow, which has been used to mobilize Hindutva nationalists in northern India, is very real.

India’s conservatives and liberals disagree on handling caste diversity as well. It has been close to seventy-three years since 
Independence and seventy years since the Indian Constitution abolished discrimination based on caste, sex or creed, but India is still grappling with the realities of caste discrimination. According to national crime statistics, the number of caste-based crimes ‘has increased 25 per cent since 2010, reaching nearly 41,000 cases in 2016, the last year on record’.
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 The Constitution and law have not sufficed to end battles over caste, which has been part of Indian social and political history for millennia.

The father of independent India, Mahatma Gandhi, fought for years against untouchability. At the Round Table Conference in 1931, Gandhi described the state of the untouchables by saying, ‘They hold no land; they are absolutely living at the mercy of the so-called higher castes, and also, let me say, at the mercy of the State. They can be removed from one quarter to another without complaint and without being able to seek the assistance of law.’
82
 Gandhi argued for the need for the state to ‘continually give preference to these people and even free them from the burdens under which they are being crushed’.
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Still, Gandhi’s views on caste were complicated. On the one hand, he believed in the core religious and cultural elements of the caste system, and on the other, like Tagore, he argued that the current system needed repair and reform. Gandhi contended that the supporters of untouchability defended the foul practice on the grounds of religion by twisting scriptures in their favour. ‘This religion if it can be called such, stinks in my nostrils’, he wrote, adding, ‘This certainly cannot be the Hindu religion. It was through the Hindu religion that I learnt to respect Christianity and Islam.’
84
 In Gandhi’s view, untouchability was an ‘immoral and evil custom’.

Nehru believed that the caste system ‘brought degradation’ and ‘is still a burden and a curse’.
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 Gandhi’s pronouncements and Nehru’s efforts through legal measure proved insufficient to erase casteism from Indian society. Under socially conservative leaders, emphasis on caste is returning in ways that the liberal 
founders of the country might not have anticipated. In October 2018, in Tamil Nadu, a fourteen-year-old Dalit girl was beheaded by an upper-caste man because of her caste.
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 In May 2018, the video of a Dalit scavenger being tied up and fatally whipped outside a factory in Rajasthan was broadcast across India.
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 In March 2018, in Gujarat, a Dalit man was killed by higher-caste men for riding a horse (traditionally, Dalits are prohibited from riding a horse).
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All of this runs contrary to Article 17 of the Indian Constitution, which abolished untouchability and forbade its practice in any form. As with the notions of an Indian persona encompassing all religious traditions, recognizing women as social equals of men and ensuring that all languages and cultures flourish equally, the desire to eliminate caste differences is also floundering against the rise of a conservative Hindu identity. It can be argued that India’s embrace of modernity may have been too quick and somewhat contrived. Ancient societies are resistant to change. Moreover, religious fundamentalist movements feed off one other. Hindutva sees Islam, and to a lesser extent Christianity, as existential threats, which justify drastic state action, aimed at undoing what an earlier generation considered modernizing reforms.

Many majoritarian Hindus see the spread of radical Islam, the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS), and Pakistan’s role in terror attacks within India as an existential threat. This has mobilized many Indians around an insular and rigid form of a majoritarian identity. Christianity is the second threat, primarily because of conversions among tribal communities and the belief that foreign Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and churches convert these individuals by offering money, jobs and opportunities to study abroad.

In confronting what they see as existential challenges, India’s Hindutva conservatives seem to be paving the way for a more 
traditional India. They deem it more authentic than the pseudo-secular, liberal India of Gandhi and Nehru. But hyper-nationalism is often accompanied by xenophobia, which in turn runs the risk of diminishing the quality of India’s interaction with the rest of the world.

India’s desire for global pre-eminence and recognition by others of its great-power status requires that the rest of the world be comfortable with India’s sense of self. The quest for authenticity through pre-Muslim and pre-Western Hindu traditions, turning back the clock on the status of women, minorities, and lower castes, and an excessively inward focus – though popular at home – may not sit well with India’s plans for global greatness.
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Human Capital


IN JANUARY–MARCH 2019, the Kumbh Mela, one of the largest religious gatherings in the world, demonstrated India’s potential for mobilizing and executing complex logistical feats. Around 150 million people, primarily Hindus, attended this ritual, which takes place at regular intervals.
1
 For the 2019 gathering, a temporary city was constructed, special trains and planes ferried pilgrims and tourists, and a special police force and district administration were mustered. In total, over forty police stations, 1,22,000 toilets, 15,000 sanitation workers, 20,000 beds, 1000 CCTV cameras, primary health centres, ambulances and special trains were conscripted for the event.
2
 The New York Times
 marvelled at the mega organization costing US $600 million that resulted in the creation of ‘nine new highway flyovers, 22 pontoon bridges, 150 miles of roads, 20,000 trash cans, 40,000 LED lights, 122,500 toilets and one new airport terminal’.
3


The Kumbh Mela is held every six years. Each time, states across northern India are able to ensure that millions of pilgrims and tourists attending the religious assembly have access to food, sanitation, water and electricity. Yet, India struggles in providing basic goods and services to its people under normal conditions. Although traffic flows and public order are maintained during the pilgrimage, India is unable to overcome its reputation for bad traffic management and law and order. This begs the question: how can India ensure excellent arrangements for millions of people for a once-in-six-year religious gathering, while it fails to provide the same basic amenities to its citizens on a regular basis?

It all comes down to determining priorities and executing plans effectively. Indians have, for thousands of years, 
demonstrated their capacity to build and maintain functioning cities. Archaeologists have found evidence of well-laid-out and planned cities from the Indus Valley Civilization, one of the oldest in the world and the oldest in the Indian subcontinent. Harappa and Mohenjo-daro, built around 5000 years ago, had public as well as private bathrooms, covered drains, streets arranged so that they could be regularly cleaned, and storage facilities for food for their residents. If a country inheriting that civilizational legacy now has an abysmal record on these fronts, it reflects poor governance, not an inherent incapacity for organization and discipline.

India has underinvested in its cities, its institutions and, most of all, its people. Unlike many of India’s challenges, the failure to invest in human capital is not a product of the liberal–Hindutva ideological divide. It is the function of petty political division, legacies of big government, lack of foresight, and the type of simple mismanagement that is common to developing countries. For India to achieve its promise, it must not only figure out a way to navigate its ideological divide; it must also engage in the type of smart but difficult statecraft, which is necessary to pull it out of developing country status.

For instance, the Indian civilization always valued education. There has always been an emphasis on knowledge and learning, a consensus across ideologies. Although there are differences in pedagogy (as discussed in the previous chapter), the provision of resources for literacy and basic school infrastructure should reach across the ideological spectrum. Yet, more than seven decades after Independence, Sri Lanka’s literacy rate is higher than India’s. Even in Bangladesh, which was liberated with India’s help and started out with a literacy rate of 16 per cent in 1971, an estimated 72 per cent can read and write, close to India’s 74 per cent. In the words of leading author and public intellectual, Gurcharan Das, ‘The Indian state’s biggest failure has been in building human capabilities.’
4
 This failure was not predetermined or thrust upon India by circumstance; it is the product of misgovernance.

HUMAN CAPITAL CRISIS


Encyclopedia Britannica
 defines human capital as the ‘intangible collective resources possessed by individuals and groups within a given population’. These resources include knowledge, skills, intelligence and experience. Cumulatively, the human capital of a population represents a civilization’s greatest asset, its ability to solve complex problems and organize effectively. Human capital confers direct economic benefits by enabling higher-skilled work and attracting foreign investment. Beyond money, human capital translates to healthier lifestyles and a more civic-minded population. Higher human capital scores are associated with an increased desire to participate in democracy and concern for the environment.
5


Thus, human capital is a prerequisite for modernization and growth of a country. Climbing the ladder of economic development requires that poorer countries invest in training their workers, gradually increasing their skills, until they are able to attract higher paying jobs and more lucrative forms of investment. Without human capital, countries cannot sustain economic growth or prepare for the highly skilled jobs of the future. Entire sectors of the economy, such as information technology and high-level services, cannot exist without strong human capital to draw from. A World Bank study on ‘The Human Capital Project’ argues that ‘between 10 and 30 per cent of per capita gross domestic product (GDP) differences is attributable to cross-country differences in human capital’.
6


It goes without saying that countries that have attained long-lasting growth have invested heavily in building their human capital. The United States, South Korea, Japan and Germany are all examples of nations which invested in education and saw massive economic expansion as a result. By contrast, countries which underinvest in human capital languish in low-skilled industries. Unfortunately, India is a leader in that category.

Investment in education is a major driver of human capital. The World Bank study on human capital also found that 
replacing a low-quality teacher in an elementary school classroom with an average-quality teacher raises the combined lifetime income of those students by US $250,000.
7
 Education is especially relevant for building the types of human capital necessary for developing countries today, because the jobs of the future will require more advanced knowledge of technology and science.
8


Similar is the impact of investing in health, an important component of human capital. Investing in health outcomes is associated with increased lifetime earnings. Studies of malaria testing and deworming in African countries show dramatic gains in the economic productivity of treatment recipients.
9
 By contrast, underinvestment in health can cripple a country’s productivity. Evidence suggests that failing to invest in nutrition and health stunt a country’s ability to grow. Studies from Southeast Asia suggest that inadequate nutrition lowers IQ scores and hurts classroom learning.
10


India’s development of human capital has lagged behind other countries in the region. Half of its adult population is either illiterate or not educated beyond the primary school level.
11
 Total adult literacy stands at 74 per cent, which is far below 86.3 per cent for the rest of the world.
12
 Comparatively, India is thirty years behind China, which attained a literacy rate of 97 per cent in 2010, in educational attainment.
13
 The issue of developing and maximizing human capital will only become more acute as India’s population expands.

In 1951, India’s population stood at 361 million, but by 2030, India’s population will hit 1.5 billion. Some progress has been made, illiteracy has dropped by over 50 per cent. Yet, even seven decades after Independence, hundreds of millions of Indians cannot read or write, functionally excluding them from the modern economy. India’s low level of educational attainment, even compared to peers, points to failures in policy to build human capital.

Many developing countries such as South Korea and China successfully spent on education and raised literacy rates. India’s spending of roughly 3.5 per cent of GDP on education for an increasingly younger population falls far below the world average of 4.8 per cent. Education was originally a state subject in India, but since 1976 it has been added to the concurrent list. Most of the funding for education comes from state governments, supplemented with Central government money. This has helped exacerbate educational inequalities, especially in poorer states. In the 1980s, only 10 per cent of state funds went to education, a proportion well below other developing countries.
14


India’s population is rapidly growing and 53 per cent of the population is under the age of twenty-five.
15
 India has one of the fastest growing working age populations in the world, with over 66 per cent of its population between fifteen and sixty-four. By 2030, over 80 per cent of its population will be of working age.
16
 Having a large working-age citizenry could be what some call a ‘demographic dividend’ if all young people can be put to work for a higher national output. To reap that divided, India needs more than just numbers; it needs to invest in making its populace more productive.

Without serious development of human capital, India’s youth bulge will only translate into more unskilled workers who are underequipped to participate in the modern economy. The ‘demographic sweet spot’ – the abundance of young, working-age people with a potential to enhance productivity – will not last for long.
17
 Unless they are trained and put to work, too many unmarried and unemployed young people could become a strain in society. In the short run, countries benefit from younger populations as they are more productive, boost savings, and provide the additional revenues governments need to finance expensive development programmes. India’s demographic dividend is expected to peak by the early 2040s,
18
 after which it would have to cope with the challenge of 
an ageing population. India would then have to keep up economic growth with fewer and fewer workers.

This transformation is already happening in some parts of India. The country’s size and regional divergence has led to the creation of two Indias. The states of peninsular India (Kerala, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Telangana and Andhra Pradesh) and to a lesser extent the state of West Bengal, economist Arvind Subramanian points out, are closer to East Asian countries, with sharp rises and declines in the working age populations.
19
 The hinterland states (Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar), with a younger and rising working-age population, will only plateau by the middle of the twenty-first century. Peninsular India also has higher literacy rates and performs better on most social indicators than the Indian hinterland.

This means that, on the one hand, India may be able to benefit from the demographic dividend for a longer period but, on the other, the government will need to adopt different policies for the two diverse regions. Half of India may soon face problems associated with ageing, as greater attention will be needed for elderly citizens, and tax revenue will plateau. The other half will need greater investments in education, health and skill development, otherwise the country cannot count on the demographic advantage in expanding prosperity.

That India has not been able to develop its human capital represents a major failing of its contemporary elites. Otherwise, Indian civilization has always valued education, going back to ancient India, which managed an advanced system of learning. The gurukul
 system was aimed as a life learning, or life building, institution. Hindu boys, only from the two upper castes, would be sent at a young age to the ashram (hermitage) of a well-known rishi (sage), where they would spend the next 8–10 years learning life skills. Religious education formed a vital part of their studies, but so did life lessons.

The guru was teacher, mentor and parent all rolled into one. Along with studies, the students learned to cook, clean and take care of the hermitage as well. It was a primarily oral, rote-based 
system of education that emphasized memorizing and recitation from memory rather than developing a questioning spirit. The oldest university in the Indian subcontinent was a Buddhist mahavihara
 (monastery), at Nalanda (in the present-day state of Bihar).

When Buddhism developed as an organized religion in India, education was focused on training missionaries for proselytization. Nalanda was founded around the fifth century BC as a training monastery for Buddhist monks. During the medieval period, there were parallel systems of education for Hindus and Muslims, with the latter going to maktab
 (elementary school) and madrasa
 (higher-education school). The aim of these was to impart religious education, basic reading and writing skills. The colonial era brought the modern schooling system – primary, secondary and tertiary – and many schools and colleges were set up by Western missionaries across India. These schools have co-existed alongside the traditional institutions of learning.

By 1765, the British East India Company was the ruling power in Bengal. Initially its directors had no incentive to take on the responsibility for the education of the Indian masses. However, there were some attempts by those referred to as ‘Orientalists’ within the company to foster oriental learning. The first Governor General of India from 1774 to 1785, Warren Hastings, helped found the Calcutta Madrasa in 1781 for the study and learning of Persian and Arabic. In 1791, the efforts of Jonathan Duncan, the British Resident at Benares, led to the foundation of the Sanskrit College at Benares.

The East India Company Act of 1813 passed by the British parliament allocated Rs 1 lakh annually for the ‘revival and improvement of literature and the encouragement of the learned natives of India and for introduction and promotion of a knowledge of the science among the inhabitations of the British territories in India’,
20
 while renewing the company’s charter. Within twenty years, 12,498 schools had been established in the Madras Presidency, providing education to 1,88,650 students, 
1705 schools with 35,143 students in Bombay Presidency, and around 1,00,000 village schools in Bengal Presidency, which included Bihar and Orissa.
21


The purpose of education under colonial rule was to create functionaries for the government, as well as for economic activity. After Independence, Nehru viewed education as important for the transformation he envisioned for India.
22
 He, along with India’s first education minister, Maulana Abul Kalam Azad (1888–1958), laid the foundations of India’s current education system. Azad was one of the founders of the Jamia Millia Islamia, originally founded in Aligarh in 1920, conceived as the first modern university set up by Indians under colonial rule.

As education minister from 1947 until his death in 1958, Azad championed the cause of education as the ‘birthright of every individual’ and voiced his belief that without at least a basic education, people cannot fully discharge their duties of citizenship.
23
 Azad can be credited with streamlining modern Indian education, setting up of the University Grants Commission in 1953, establishing science and technology institutes and centres around the country, including the first-ever Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) in India in 1951.
24


Nehru and Azad trusted India’s state governments to take care of primary and secondary education, while the Central government focused on higher education. That expectation has been unevenly fulfilled. India has witnessed a thirty-fourfold increase in the number of universities operating across the country since Independence. In 1950, there were twenty universities in all of India, a number which had increased to around 677 by 2018. But all of India’s states could not always keep pace with the basic education needs of their rising populations. The universities and colleges could help produce teachers and that they did with varying quality. From 3,86,169 in 1951, the number of available primary school teachers in India rose to 5,816,673 in 2009.
25
 India’s progress in scaling 
up its education infrastructure was not always proportionate to its requirements.

Much of India’s human capital gap can be traced to underinvestment in primary education. India has created impressive secondary and tertiary institutions, but at the expense of neglecting basic competencies. While investment in higher education has helped the country create the world-class institutes and the growth of its services sector – especially information technology – not enough attention and investment in primary education has also meant that India lacks a literate work force. In order for the nation to unlock the potential of its massive population, it needs to make meaningful contributions towards foundational education.

Indian primary schools are plagued with overcrowded classrooms, absent teachers and unsanitary conditions, and often lead parents to decide it is not worth their child going to school.
26
 According to a report by the National Council for Teacher Education, an autonomous organization set up by the Government of India in 1961, 40 per cent of government-run primary schools have over thirty students per classroom, and 60 per cent lacked electricity. Twenty-one per cent of teachers were not even professionally trained.
27


Private schools in India have better learning outcomes than government schools at a much lower unit cost.
28
 Private sector education has more freedom to innovate and design effective curriculum than public sector education. They also have a strong profit incentive to provide quality education, lest they lose their students to government schools. There is certainly inequality in private schools, which are only available to those who can pay, but government vouchers and incentive programmes can help make these institutions affordable for the masses.

India’s research space also has suffered from underdevelopment. The country’s firms lag behind the rest of the world in future-seeking investments and are considerably less innovative than even peers in developing countries. The 
government has failed to create a culture of innovation and an economic climate which prioritizes research. In most countries, research and development (R&D) investment comes from a combination of the government, the private sector and universities. In India, however, the government is not just the primary source but also the primary user of R&D resources.

India’s spending on R&D as a percentage of GDP is well below what other countries spend – the US (2.8 per cent of GDP), China (2.1 per cent), and South Korea (4.2 per cent). All these countries witnessed an increase in R&D as they became richer. India has yet to do that.
29
 India’s research sector falls badly behind many of its peers. Only twenty-six Indian companies are in the top 2500 global R&D spenders compared to 301 Chinese companies. And while Chinese firms are in each of the top ten R&D sectors, there are no Indian firms in five of the top ten sectors.
30
 India spends 0.6 per cent of GDP on R&D and has only one active researcher per thousand workers. In comparison, Israel spends 4.27 per cent of its GDP on research and has over twenty-three researchers per thousand workers.
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India’s relatively poorer human capital has resulted in it lagging behind other leading countries in start-ups. Ninety per cent of Indian start-ups fail within the first five years, the main reason being lack of innovation. In a survey, 77 per cent of venture capitalists stated that Indian start-ups lacked ‘new technologies or unique business models in addition to lack of skilled workforce and funding, inadequate formal mentoring and poor business ethics’.
32
 Jugaad – an Indian concept of emulating ideas to adjust a model for local needs – has dominated the Indian start-up economy. India has Ola (for Uber), Gaana (for Spotify), OYO Rooms (for Airbnb) and Flipkart (for Amazon). However, India has never come up with equivalents of Google, Facebook or Twitter. By contrast, China created Baidu (to counter Google) and Alibaba (to displace Amazon).

If a yardstick of innovation is the patent, India compares 
poorly on global patent rankings even when compared to its Asian counterparts. In 2015–16, according to the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), India filed 1423 international patents, while Japan filed 44,235, China 29,846 and South Korea 14,626. Even this number is inflated, as over 70 per cent of the patents filed in India were by foreign multinational companies. India ranks sixty-sixth on the Global Innovation Index (GII), forty-one places lower than China.
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Another crucial capacity for the Indian workforce is skill development. A skilled workforce is necessary for productivity gains, economic growth, and attracting higher quality jobs. On the individual level, a skilled workforce increases income, health and civic engagement.
34
 Developing skilled labour is also key to having a workforce that is less susceptible to the challenges that come from automation. Skilled jobs are more likely to benefit from automation, as technology increases the productivity of skilled workers. While artisan manufacturers may find themselves replaced by robotic production, workers in information technology or research professions will find more jobs available to them than ever. These jobs also have positive societal benefits. They attract foreign investment and create downstream demand for local goods and services.
35


A good example is Singapore, which has coupled economic and skill development with courting of foreign investment and finance in vocational schools. In Singapore, unlike most developing countries where the education ministry is responsible for the development of education and the human resources ministry for skill development, the Economic Development Board is ‘at the centre of the effort in that it is responsible for both economic development as well as skills development’.
36
 The board takes an innovative approach by tailoring education funds to areas which are most in need of skill development, in order to ensure a steady and reliable supply of workers to attract foreign investment.
37


India’s lack of skills infrastructure is massive problem for a 
country with a rapidly growing population. Every year, 12 million Indians enter the labour market, but the Indian economy created only 3.8 million jobs between 2014 and 2017. This means the market is unable to absorb more than one-fourth of the 12 million new workers looking for jobs on an annual basis.
38
 Only 6.8 per cent of India’s entire labour force has received any vocational training, compared to 59 per cent in China. Further, according to surveys, 95 per cent of Indian engineers ‘are not fit to take up software development jobs’. With such a low skilled population, India is an undesirable location for more high-skilled jobs, even with a growing young labour force.

India’s healthcare is another area where misgovernance has undermined the development of human capital. Healthcare is important for developing human capital, because a sick population loses productivity and drains resources from the healthy to care for the ill. Unfortunately, India has failed to invest in the type of healthcare infrastructure needed to support its population.

K. Sujatha Rao, a former top healthcare official, points out that seven decades after Independence, ‘two-thirds of Indians do not have access to tap water and a clean toilet, over a third are malnourished, while a million-and-a-half children die before they turn five’.
39
 Infant mortality rate (IMR) is high in India standing at 40.5 deaths per 1000 live births, even higher for female children than for males (female infanticide is still practised widely).

The Indian government has been slow in providing its people with serious preventative care – immunization, access to safe water, decent sanitation and nutritional support for children.
40
 This shifts a disproportionate amount of healthcare costs onto the individual. Less than 10 per cent of health expenditures go to traditional public health, an area which most directly focuses on preventative care.
41
 This is why, even though India spends 4.1 per cent of GDP on health, it has one of the world’s lowest 
shares of public spending in total health spending (29 per cent) and one of the highest shares of private spending (71 per cent) and out of pocket private spending (61 per cent) in total health spending.
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The Indian government regulates healthcare tightly, but the Centrally administered health networks are grossly dysfunctional. If we look at the supply side, even though the government spends money on primary care infrastructure and personnel, it delivers care that is no better in competence and much more labour intensive than the private sector. The Indian government exercises significant influence over all major health programmes, creating labyrinthine bureaucracies and administrative processes.
43
 Turning to the demand side, surveys show that patients often prefer to go to a fee-charging doctor who will treat them with more consideration even when private doctors are less qualified than doctors in government hospitals.
44


According to a Lancet
 survey, more than half of all Indian medical graduates are not adequately trained to work in the primary healthcare setting, and students are not taught enough about even basic health issues like common infectious diseases or maternal health.
45
 As a result, India faces a shortage of trained doctors. According to a 2015 study, India needs at least 4,00,000 physicians to fit its needs, but barely has 90,000 qualified professionals.
46
 Further, the same study notes that while the country needs 10,000 medical teachers, most medical colleges are working with only 45 per cent of their needs. Moreover, India also suffers from brain drain in the healthcare sector. High-skilled medical talent is in global demand, so skilled doctors are often tempted by offers from Western developed countries with higher pay to emigrate.

TEEMING CITIES, PARALYSED POLICY

According to Gilles Duranton of the Wharton School in the US, 
‘the city is not only the place where growth occurs’, it is ‘the engine of growth itself’.
47
 Cities are places of common learning, where economies of scale bring together industry, culture and education. They are essential for developing human capital. For India, cities hold enormous potential, but all too often are held back by poor governance and a lack of civic amenities.

Cities are powerful drivers of economic growth in the developing world. They provide the necessary locus for factors of production to come together, moving labour into higher productivity activities and powering growth. Cities also reallocate labour from lower productivity activities, such as agriculture, to higher productivity activities, such as manufacturing.
48
 This advantage is particularly acute in the developing world, as a 2014 study of 125 global metropolitan areas in China, India, Southeast Asia, Africa and South America found that many cities in emerging and developing nations have higher relative productivity advantages than those in developed countries.
49


Cities have also been particularly important for India’s economy. Thirty per cent of India’s population lives in urban areas; this share will rise to 40 per cent by 2030.
50
 Soon, five of India’s largest states will have more population living in cities than in villages.
51
 According to a study by McKinsey Global Institute in 2010, India’s cities could generate 70 per cent of net new jobs created until 2030, in addition to producing around 70 per cent of Indian GDP and contributing to a near fourfold increase in per capita incomes across the country.
52
 India’s future, thus, lies in its cities.

Indian politicians, on the other hand, still believe in the notion that ‘real India lives in its villages’. This is the legacy of the Indian freedom struggle and an extension of Gandhi’s belief about India being a land of the simple living, high thinking and moralistic farmer. Gandhi promulgated the idea that villages should occupy a place at the centre of the Indian state. This view persists to this day and, at least at the ideational level, diverts time and money from urban planning.
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In Gandhi’s age, the divide between the materialistic urban individual and the salt of the earth peasant may well have been stark. But in changed circumstances, it is important to acknowledge that a larger proportion of Indians now live in cities and the country’s economic growth will be generated in its urban centres. The result of neglecting the cities has been chronically poor governance and mismanagement. India’s cities lack clean water and adequate sewerage. Without federal assistance, the required capital investment for infrastructure upgrades is far beyond what urban local governments can afford.
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India also lacks adequate affordable housing for its massive low-income urban populations. There is a huge disconnect between demand for affordable housing and supply, as government-run housing schemes often fail to provide enough volume for the urban poor. India has a deficit of over 18 million affordable housing units.
55
 India’s cities rank poorly against their peers. The 2019 liveability index of the Economist Intelligence Unit ranked New Delhi 118 out of 140 cities, while Mumbai was ranked 119.
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These unliveable conditions have hurt India’s ability to take adequate advantage of its cities. In 1950, the nation was more urban than China – 17 per cent of Indians lived in cities compared to 13 per cent Chinese. Between 1950 and 2005, however, China’s urbanization rate was 41 per cent compared to India’s 29 per cent. By 2025, 64 per cent of China’s population will live and work in cities, as opposed to 38 per cent of India’s.
57
 Not only has India urbanized at a much slower rate but China has invested more in its cities.

China has fostered a set of practices to develop its cities rationally. From funding to governance, the Chinese government has taken an active and enthusiastic role in urban investment. India, on the other hand, has under-invested in its cities. According to a McKinsey study, China spends US $116 
per capita on capital investments in urban infrastructure annually compared to India’s abysmal US $17.
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 India is a long way off from providing the infrastructure to meet this urbanization challenge.

The Indian government has acknowledged that it requires approximately US $1.1 trillion capital investment in urban infrastructure to successfully manage and grow its cities. It needs to build more than 700 million square metres of residential and commercial space every year and construct over 350 kilometres of metro transportation systems. This would involve construction at a pace twenty times more rapid than the highest pace of development achieved by the country in the last decade.
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Successive Indian governments have failed at urban planning. Other developing countries, such as China, have successfully created liveable and vibrant cities which contribute substantially to economic growth. India’s urban expansion has been unplanned and haphazard. Reforms to increase affordable housing would have to include easing of the permitting process, reductions in stamp duty and service tax, and reforms to make it easier for low income individuals to access mortgages. Investments need to be made in infrastructure development, as well as in sanitation and transportation. Cities have the potential to lead India’s economic growth, but that requires supportive public policy.

India’s struggle with itself over identity – the two ideas of India at odds with one another – has been reinforced by poor governance and vice versa. The ideological divide affects the vision and direction that India chooses for itself, and sometimes results in electing leaders who are unable to execute rational policies. Together, these problems paralyse India, making it unable to plan and carry out ambitious national strategies. From the relationship of the state and religion, to the proper allocation of funding to healthcare, the country often stands still or moves too slowly to meet the demands of a burgeoning populace.

Ideological divisions and poor governance often feed into one another. Bad government policy and execution creates poor economic outcomes and dissatisfaction with the status quo. Poverty and inequality breed resentment and the desire to find scapegoats, reinforcing majoritarian conservatism or hostility towards the more prosperous. This, in turn, feeds into poor governance by drawing attention and resources away from critical concerns such as urban planning and education reform. Populist pandering helps win elections at the expense of discussions about difficult but necessary reforms.

Conflicts over identity and poor governance do not need to exist at the same time. Many countries struggle with one but not necessarily the other. There are countries with an iron-clad sense of self, which is widely shared amongst the population but have decrepit institutions, while others have functioning institutions that make up for the lack of strong national identity. In India, however, both issues layer on top of one another and present a special challenge.

Its demographic boom, rapid urbanization and ageing health infrastructure demand that the government move quickly and decisively. Yet, the machinery of government itself is torn between competing visions of the country’s future. At the same time, inaction pulls India further behind, and reduces its ability to modernize and achieve its goals, whatever they may be. At such an important point in India’s history, the country cannot afford to but often finds itself in a state of policy paralysis.
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Economic Potential


‘WHATEVER YOU CAN rightly say about India’, observed British economist Joan Robinson, ‘the opposite is also true.’
1
 India is indeed a land of economic contradictions. It is a country that has sent satellites into space and has an indigenous nuclear programme, but does not have a brand of razor or fountain pen associated with it.
2
 Even after seven decades of state-driven poverty alleviation programmes, enormous subsidies and populist welfare economic policies, millions of Indians still live below the poverty line.

Although the country has reduced poverty significantly, the estimated number of Indian citizens living in extreme poverty in 2018 stood at 73 million. Another 365 million lived in more moderate poverty.
3
 At the same time, more than half of Indian economic growth in the last decade has come from the service sector, which is typically higher skilled and higher paying than manufacturing. Economists cannot help but wonder how a society capable of massive feats of engineering and innovation can have such poor economic outcomes.

India’s problem with economics seems to be cultural. As a society, India has a generally hostile attitude towards the free market. Neither of the major political parties is pro market, and India’s right wing is distinguished by cultural and social issues, not by its economic stance. It is ironic that even India’s conservative leaders describe themselves as ‘socialists’, implying that Hindu culture has an inherent aversion to market and liberal economics.
4
 Public opinion polls show general scepticism of the power of market forces to generate socially desirable outcomes. One need not believe that markets always operate socially optimally to notice that Indian society 
demonstrates a hostility to the principles of market economics that depresses innovation and growth. Laws are passed without serious concern about distorting economic activity, bloated state-owned enterprises choke off competition, and protectionism scares off foreign direct investment.

It can be argued that Indian civilizational attitudes are skewed against the generation of wealth. Its society elevates pure, but not applied, intellectual pursuits above commercial interests. Commercial pursuit, making money, or being a businessman is thus viewed as ‘impure’ or ‘dirty’. This deeply ingrained philosophical outlook is historically animated and goes back to ancient India. The fourfold Hindu varnashram
 (caste system) that has pervaded Indian social thinking for millennia accords the highest ranks of society to priests and warriors. Economic productivity depends on the entrepreneur and the worker, but Brahminic tradition is contemptuous of manual labour and does not accord a high status to the trader. Merchants – vaishya
 or bania
 – are accorded third place in the fourfold Hindu caste hierarchy, just above the caste of manual labourers.

Modern India’s political development has also biased it against wealth generation. In India, the development of a robust democracy before industrialization created a political architecture which constrained capitalist institutions and practices. Pressures on the government for redistribution of wealth built up in India before enough of it had been generated. Foundationally, modern economies require economic growth before gains of that growth can be distributed through pro-poor welfare policies. India embarked on major redistribution efforts without the jobs and growth created by unconstrained markets. It has been a case of trying to divide the little the country has more fairly, instead of attaining higher levels of wealth creation and expansion necessary to sustain major redistribution efforts.

Wealth generation in the West arose in a certain culture and was based on a certain philosophical outlook. The Protestant work ethic, a bourgeoisie that demanded rights, rule of law and limits on state power led to a liberal democracy. The 
Renaissance, the Reformation and the Enlightenment all helped create the environment for both liberal democracy and free market capitalism. India, on the other hand, embraced democracy without the accoutrements of free-market capitalism. Its civilizational foundation does not value wealth generation, leading to a culture where even talking about being wealthy or making money is looked down upon. The caste structure restricts professional mobility, at least philosophically, and families tend to dictate the life paths of their children, instead of encouraging passion and innovation.
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The country’s lack of innovation can be attributed to the fact that Indians never developed the intellectual institutions prioritizing economic growth. The Indian educational ethos never developed a scientific method that would encourage citizens to rationalize and conquer the natural world. Caste prejudice led well-off Indians to shun manual labour and technology, even among merchant castes. Consequently, India’s industrial landscape has grown to fit its parochial, anti-collaborative mindset. As such, India produces far fewer large industrial firms than its size would suggest.

Even though the nation has over the last few decades moved towards a form of free-market capitalism, it is far from building a facilitating environment for sustained economic growth. Indian society has followed an economic dogma, which, true to its past, does not prioritize wealth generation or growth. Indian government leaders made the choice, for the people, that slower, stable levels of economic growth are preferable to higher, albeit more turbulent levels. India still retains significant elements of Central planning, and government policies do not encourage entrepreneurship or investment beyond planned levels.

With the exceptions of the high-tech and IT sectors, where entrepreneurs benefited from an absence of previously written regulations, India remains an over-regulated economy. Most significantly, aspirations of competing with China notwithstanding, the gap between the Indian and Chinese 
economies is far from being bridged.

PERFORMANCE BELOW EXPECTATIONS

By 2050, India is slated to be one of the three largest economies in the world. Its economic growth has been high over the last three decades, especially since market liberalization reforms were introduced in 1991. According to the World Economic Forum, India has grown steadily over a five-decade period, from 4.4 per cent in the 1970s–80s, to 5.5 per cent during the 1990s–2000s and 7.1 per cent in the last decade.
6
 India touched double digit growth in a couple of years, raising high hopes, only to slide back, and it is unclear whether Indian economic growth will continue at its aggressive pace.

To understand where the country is going, one needs to appreciate both the successes and failures of the present. There is much that Indians can be proud of. The country has eliminated famines encountered in an earlier time and now has substantial food reserves. Life expectancy has more than doubled, from thirty-two in 1947 to 68.8 in 2017.
7
 It is hard to contest that the quality of life for the average Indian has grown tremendously. Its economy also looks considerably more modern than it did in the past. India’s growth has stabilized with its economy’s diversification and transition toward services.

The service sector makes up an outsized part of the economy, and knowledge sectors such as information technology have grown dramatically. By 1980, the share of agriculture in GDP fell to 36 per cent and, by 2013, it was only 14 per cent. By contrast, the share of service sector workers rose from 18 per cent to 24 per cent. This indicates considerable development in high-growth sectors of the economy, and a gradual shift away from lower productivity sectors.
8
 Moreover, India’s growth has been remarkably resilient to economic downturns.

Largely due to India’s massive size and diversified economy, it has not been subject to the volatility and shocks of much of the rest of the world economy. India’s geography also positions 
it to have a wide basket of trading partners, helping insulate it from economic downturn in any one part of the world. Even political risk, which disrupts economic growth in many other parts of the world, appears not to cause massive shocks in the Indian economy. Over much of the last two decades, the country has achieved impressive levels of economic growth, despite parochial economic institutions and onerous government regulations.
9


Still, India requires higher levels of economic growth if it is to ascend above its developing-nation status. Based on current GDP figures, achieving consistent 8 per cent growth for three decades is required to elevate India into the global middle class. The nation’s future growth potential is dependent on structurally reforming its economic policies. Between 2004 and 2008, when India witnessed a durable period of economic growth above 8 per cent for five consecutive years, it benefited from important reforms undertaken in the 1990s and early 2000s, which liberalized the economy and opened it up to foreign investment. India’s growth was also furthered by a stable global macroeconomic climate.
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Many economists doubt India’s ability to maintain such high levels of economic growth going forward. India is the poorest large national economy, and until 2014, it had a lower per capita income than Zambia and Laos. Indian economic growth has relied on the country’s size, its massive population, to catapult it by sheer force onto the global stage. For it to achieve per capita incomes necessary to make it a prosperous nation in the next quarter century, it would need to proceed at a breakneck pace of growth of over 6 per cent each year.
11
 This appears difficult considering that India’s current economic growth rate has dropped to an official figure of 5 per cent with some economists speaking of it hovering around 3 per cent.

A look into India’s past provides reason to be sceptical of a high-powered economic future. Through much of its history after Independence, between 1950 and 1980, economic growth was poor. The poverty ratio did not substantially fall during this 
period, and the overall number of people in poverty rose dramatically.
12
 With a closed economy and an overbearing state presence in most key sectors, India failed to create a climate conducive to economic growth and poverty alleviation.

Even in the context of recent economic growth numbers, it is difficult to be optimistic about India’s economic picture. Only three countries have ever sustained high levels of economic growth for three decades – China, South Korea and Taiwan – and India’s growth already appears to be running out of steam. The reforms of 1991 were effective in liberalizing capital markets and some sectors of the economy, but were radically incomplete.
13
 For India to realize the full potential of global supply chains and foreign capital, it requires further market liberalization reforms. The economy still suffers from inefficient public sector industries, tight banking regulations, and poor delivery of public services.
14


India’s challenges on the jobs front are enormous. A snapshot of the wide gap between the number of jobs available and the number of people looking for them is provided by periodic reports about job applications, especially for much sought-after government jobs. In May 2017, 2.5 million Indians appeared for a competitive exam for 6000 jobs – approximately 400 people competing for each position – as Group D employees in the West Bengal government. In January 2018, the job of peon in the Rajasthan government attracted 12,453 applicants for eighteen vacancies – 700 candidates for each of the relatively low-paying slots. Among those hoping to become a peon were 129 engineers, twenty-three lawyers, a chartered accountant and 393 postgraduates in arts.

Similarly, on 31 March 2018, over 20 million people applied for 90,000 jobs in the Indian railways through an online exam. There were at least 300 applicants for each job as the railways sought 26,502 train drivers and 62,907 gangmen, switchmen and trackmen, cabin men, helpers and porters. On 8 April the same year, Mumbai police sought to fill 1137 vacancies for constables. Among the applicants were 167 MBAs, 423 
engineers, 543 postgraduates, three law graduates and 167 graduates in business administration. Engineers, with BTech and MTech degrees, 150 of them, have become constables in the Haryana police.
15


Not only are there fewer jobs for more people, the jobs that are available do not match the academic qualifications of large numbers of applicants. India seems to have trained many more engineers and college graduates in other fields than its economy is currently able to absorb. The inability to create more jobs follows a historical pattern of under-employment and inadequate productivity: more people are employed to do work that could easily be done by fewer individuals, and collective effort disguises the lack of some people’s effort and productivity. It reinforces doubts that a culture that looks down on economic activity can ever reach its potential for economic expansion. India’s civilizational heritage may be its biggest burden when it comes to its economic aspirations and ambitions. Without enlarging the economy, it is unclear how the country might find the resources invariably needed to become a global great power.

THE HISTORICAL PATTERN

Indians take pride in the data amassed in Angus Maddison’s Contours of World Economy 1 – 2030
 ad
, which states, ‘From year one to year 1000, India had the largest economy in the world controlling nearly a third of the world’s wealth.’ According to Maddison, India was ‘the world’s leading economy in the year 1700’, which fell into manufacturing decline by 1900 due to colonial rule and the destruction of India’s textile industry at Britain’s hand. Moreover, under the Mughal emperor Akbar (1556–1605) ‘15 per cent of India was urbanized’, but by 1872, colonial rule resulted in 91.3 per cent of Indians living in villages.
16


Senior economic journalist and author T.N. Ninan points out that arguments about India accounting for a fourth of the 
world’s total income of GDP in the first half of the eighteenth century forget that this ‘compares with about one-fortieth today’. During that era, Ninan explains, national income ‘was merely a matter of the size of the population. In the pre-industrial age, incomes did not vary hugely across countries; if you had a larger share of the population you accounted for a greater share of world GDP.’
17
 Thus, the wealth of nations in that era did not reflect entrepreneurship or innovation and comparisons with it are not sufficient for planning future economic growth.

The Mughal empire was indeed one of the richest empires of its time. In 1750, India accounted for 25 per cent of the world’s industrial output. The Mughals encouraged trade ‘by developing roads, river transport, sea routes, ports and abolishing many inland tolls and taxes. Indian handicrafts were developed. There was a thriving export trade in manufactured goods such as cotton cloth, spices, indigo, woollen and silk cloth, salt, etc.’
18
 But these numbers alone are not indicative of a thriving commercial culture. India’s economic heft was largely due to its massive population. As global industrialization kicked off, the country’s economic advantage deteriorated quickly.

According to Maddison’s calculations, India’s per capita income was US $550 in 1500 while China’s was US $600. However, with the Renaissance, Europe jumped ahead. Italy had a per capita income of US $1100 and the Netherlands US $761. By 1600, Dutch per capita income was US $1381, while the UK’s jumped from US $714 a century earlier to US $974.
19
 In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, India experienced a prolonged period of deindustrialization. GDP per capita fell from US $638 in 1650 to US $526 by 1871. The share of agriculture as part of the Indian economy grew, while manufacturing dwindled. This last shift was a function of colonial policies, but the larger share of India in the global economy earlier was a function of its population size rather than a sign of its inherently higher productivity.

The colonial era left a scar on the Indian view of foreign 
investment. The East India Company came to manufacture and trade but took over the country and established foreign rule. As a result of that experience, Indians have become suspicious of traders and foreigners, breeding an anti-business attitude. There is also fear that foreign multinationals seek to enter India solely to take over the Indian market, fostering the desire for economic self-sufficiency or ‘make in India.’ Together, these factors have inhibited openness to foreign direct investment (FDI) and dampened purely economic decisions based on economies of scale and comparative advantage.

Gurcharan Das contrasts what he refers to as India’s ‘absurd attachment to swadeshi’
20
 – the desire to produce everything possible at home – and Chinese ‘ambivalence’ to the West with the reaction in Japan. ‘Instead of tiresomely proclaiming their own superior past’ the Japanese ‘were not ashamed to throw out what did not work and adopt what did’ from the West. In the end, the Japanese became ‘so good at copying that they eventually beat the West at its own game’.
21
 Japan’s advantage in embracing that attitude is obvious. For a relatively small island nation with a modest population size, Japan has been one of the more productive nations of the twentieth century and continues to be a major economic power.

On the other hand, India’s aversion to Western ways has acted as a brake on the realization of its economic potential. The Indian national movement was anti-imperialist, anti-colonialist, and anti-racialist, but in its economic underpinnings, it was anti-capitalist because capitalism was associated with imperialism. The freedom struggle also had a strong moral dimension championed by Mahatma Gandhi, who saw the pursuit of wealth as wrong and championed ‘simple living and high thinking’ as the true path. This, combined with the anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist dimension of the national movement, influenced the modern state’s views on generation of wealth. International trade was perceived as a ‘whirlpool of economic imperialism’, and to avoid falling into it, economic nationalism, self-sufficiency, and import-substituting industrialization was emphasized.
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Economic journalist Swaminathan Anklesaria Aiyar refers to the Indian scepticism of capitalism, and especially the belief that capitalism led to imperialism and colonialism. Fearing that colonialism would return to India ‘in the guise of economic domination through trade and investment’, India pushed for ‘economic independence’ and sought economic self-sufficiency. While borne of noble intentions, this philosophy had disruptive consequences for India’s economic growth. In the first few decades after Independence, India’s socialist leaders hailed India’s declining share of global trade – from 2.2 per cent to 0.45 per cent – as a triumph.
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India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, laid down not only India’s foreign and security policy but also the foundations of India’s economic policies. For Nehru, socialism within a parliamentary democracy was the only way to ensure economic development along with social equality. He was influenced by Fabian socialism and believed that the commanding heights of the economy should lie with the state, as the market could not be trusted. This paternalistic approach towards the market, disdain of commercial enterprise and the belief that the state needs to protect the individual from the market has underscored economic policies for over seven decades.
24
 While Nehru was a devotee of science and a rationalist, he was a creature of his age and also embraced mega planning and heavy-handed government intervention.
25


Gandhi’s economic vision for India was similarly anti-capitalist. He advocated for an India which was a republic of small, self-sufficient villages, and shunned urban development.
26
 His ideas of ‘sharing’ and ‘trusteeship’ lay at the core of modern India’s paternalistic policy, whereby government regulations were implemented to prevent large firms from producing many basic goods.
27
 The Gandhian legacy is visible in many economic arenas, but none more so than in India’s industrial sector.

Indian regulations incentivize textile companies to remain small – ‘cottage industry’. They favour cotton over synthetic fabrics, even though the latter are more in demand globally. They are structured so that a smaller enterprise that does not grow and does not make profits, but receives state support. The regulatory framework effectively penalizes companies that seek to grow big and are profitable.
28
 Gandhi’s vision of ‘self-reliant villages, with a reinvigorated agriculture and craft production’ have been combined with Nehru’s ‘democratic socialism, with the state leading the process of industrialization’. Gandhi ‘distrusted technology but not businessmen’, whereas Nehru ‘distrusted businessmen but not technology’.
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Indian capitalism has thus grown under the shadow of a strong bureaucracy. Investments were made in India’s industrialization, but certain areas were reserved only for the small-scale sector. This prevented economies of scale or the style of mass production that would boost labour-intensive manufacturing. While capitalism was routinely criticized, ‘it was the system India’s economy was based on’ and in truth socialism ‘was never practised but the rhetoric of socialism was the norm, with a burgeoning bureaucratic system acting as the surrogate for socialism’.
30
 According to Das, India ended up with contradictory ‘holy cows’: ‘small companies are better than big ones (Gandhi), public enterprises are better than private ones (Nehru), local companies are better than foreign ones (both).’
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Economic policy following Independence involved harsh government intervention, ignoring the problems of political self-interest, populism and insufficient state resources. There were, however, several plans or ideas thrown up around Independence that represent paths not taken. These include the Bombay Plan, the Vakil–Brahmananda plan and the Sarvodaya Plan. The Bombay Plan refers to a document titled ‘A Brief Memorandum Outlining a Plan of Economic Development for India’ signed by eight leading Indian industrialists offering a 
series of proposals for building independent India’s economy.
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The plan aimed at doubling agricultural output and achieving a fivefold growth in the industrial sector. According to P.S. Lokanathan, editor of The Eastern Economist
, the objective of the plan was ‘to achieve a balanced economy and to raise the standard of living of the masses of the population rapidly by doubling the present per capita income’.
33
 Critiqued by many for seeking to keep foreign ownership out of certain areas, supporting limited nationalization, and backing state regulations and control, the Bombay Plan nevertheless offered a far more pro-market vision for India than anything proposed by leaders in government.

India has only once in its history had a right of centre conservative party with a proper capitalist vision. This was the Swatantra Party during the 1950s and 60s. The party was supported by corporations, businessmen, princely rulers and some influential thinkers and writers. Unfortunately, it could never gain mass support. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and its earlier offshoots are right wing in the religious ideological sense, but not in the sense of support for capitalism. The BJP’s lower-middle-class, or petite bourgeois base is, at its core, protectionist and averse to integration in the global economy.
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Modern economies require decades of work and political effort to reach their high-output levels of efficiency. Over time, modern economies foster norms and culture that promote hard work, innovation and risk taking. According to Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal, India suffers from ‘poor work discipline, contempt for manual work … and superstition’. He continued that decades of education and exposure to the rest of the world have been unable to attack these pre-modern attitudes and centuries of culture and tradition. The Indian government has never been able to marshal the force necessary 
to break through and modernize India’s attitude towards work.
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Independent India inherited many strong institutions. Namely, it benefited from a strong bureaucracy which ensured good governance, an independent judiciary and a relatively free press.
35
 For a young developing country, these institutions could hardly be taken for granted. Nevertheless, during most of its time after Independence, India grew at a sluggish 3.5 per cent. Indian economist Raj Krishna called it the ‘Hindu rate of growth’, which was slower than the world average for developing countries.

Much of the blame for such poor economic performance can be attributed to the Indian government’s paternalistic attitudes towards its people. A maze of regulations and regulatory bodies smothered innovation and investment. The government set up a narrative of self-sufficiency, which virtually eliminated competition and investment from new firms and shut out imports necessary for economic growth. For decades, industrial licensing covered production, diversification, imports and expansion. Industrialists needed approval from a bureaucrat to set up, expand and run their industries.

The desire to ‘Make in India’ dates back to the 1950s, and defined India’s trade policy, restraining and regulating foreign direct investment. In 1991, India’s foreign investment inflow was barely US $100 million, something ‘hard to believe for an economy of India’s size’.
36
 According to leading economists Jagdish Bhagwati and Arvind Panagariya, India’s inward-looking trade policy combined with a hostility to foreign direct investment (FDI) meant that ‘India turned away from integration into the world economy, forgoing important gains from taking advantage of such integration.’
37


India’s colonial legacy led to a distrust of business and hostility towards international trade.
38
 What was unique to the country was the ‘heavy industry strategy’ adapted from the Second Five-Year Plan onwards that was ‘used to justify the physical allocation of investment’.
39
 India’s policymakers took it for granted that government intervention was needed to hit the targets of five-year plans, and that market forces alone would never be able to create economic progress.
40


This resulted in growth of rent-seeking. Indian regulations led to dozens of permit and licensing requirements, which dominated every sector of the economy.
41
 The firms and individuals who were able to navigate these barriers were able to shut out foreign competition and limit the number of domestic start-ups they would need to compete against. The dominant role bestowed upon the public sector hurt India.

Public sector enterprises were not limited to public utilities – electricity, water, power – but extended to the manufacturing industry, consumer sector, and even transport and the hotel industry. There was a misplaced belief that these enterprises would be profitable and would ‘spearhead’ investment. What happened instead was that these businesses became ‘sick’ – an Indian euphemism for bankrupt – and keeping them afloat imposed a huge burden on the exchequer.
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Further, these public sector enterprises hindered innovation and entrepreneurship within the system. Import-substitution meant Indian businesses chose to reinvent the products which had already been perfected elsewhere, resulting in the manufacture of poor-quality, high-cost goods.
43
 Well-intentioned governments sought to balance growth and welfare, but state intervention only led to poor capital-output ratio and massive corruption.
44


Successive administrations continued to promote the failed vision of government intervention. India’s industrial growth fell from 7.7 per cent a year between 1951 and 1965 to 4 per cent between 1965 and 1980. Rakesh Mohan, head of National Council of Applied Economic Research, places ‘the economic cost of [Prime Minister Indira] Gandhi’s follies at 1.3 per cent lower per capita GDP growth per year’. Under Indira Gandhi in the late 1960s, India withdrew further from world trade and continued to raise tariffs unsustainably.
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Indira nationalized banks, the insurance sector and even the mineral resources sector. While the motive was to ensure that everyone obtained access to banking services, public sector banks went down the same path as their other public sector colleagues. The nationalization of banks also created a deep nexus between the political class and the business sector. These banks thus became saddled with ‘bad loans’ – money given to certain businesses or public sector enterprises – and to this day, India’s banking sector is smarting from this legacy. The system discouraged talent and merit in hiring and did not promote efficiency or profit.

Indira Gandhi’s legacy lies not just in the policies that were implemented but also in the battle of ideas or rhetoric. Her ability to combine electoral power to economic populism has been used and adopted by every successive prime minister. Economic reforms are always presented to the Indian public as welfare-oriented and pro-poor. It has proven impossible for an Indian government, irrespective of its political ideology, to argue for reforms as being pro-capitalist, pro-free market, and aimed at making Indians wealthy.

The economic vision of Indira’s son, Rajiv, was a ‘half-way house’ according to I.Z. Bhatty of National Council of Applied Economic Research.
46
 Rajiv ‘nudged India out of its moribund systems’ and sought to change ‘the terms of economic debate’.
47
 He made economic policy part of his foreign policy endeavours. He lowered taxes on the technological industry, sought to attract foreign investment, and improved bilateral economic and scientific ties with the United States. Yet, Rajiv did not alter the fundamentally state-oriented direction of India’s economy. In 1990, an incredible 70 per cent of the employees in India’s organized sector (firms that employed more than ten workers) still received pay cheques from government.
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1991 REFORMS AND THEIR AFTERMATH

The First Gulf war of 1990–91 led to a drastic decline in remittances, which at the time constituted the largest source of foreign income for India.
49
 Years of fiscal profligacy and high foreign debt meant that when Narasimha Rao’s government took over power in June 1991, India had only enough foreign exchange for thirteen days of imports.
50
 India appealed to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for money and breathing space to calm the markets and, as part of the IMF programme, the Indian government agreed to implement a series of reforms for economic liberalization and the opening up of the economy. The crisis helped India significantly overhaul the government in a way that would have been difficult to do otherwise.
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At the helm of India’s 1991 economic reforms, Prime Minister Rao was not a free market evangelist. Rather, he pursued a middle path, making concessions to international creditors and the IMF, while struggling to retain India’s paternalistic structure. Initially, India’s opposition parties attacked Rao and Finance Minister Manmohan Singh’s reforms as a betrayal of Indian values and culture, but as the economy grew, the objections melted away.

These reforms, despite being incomplete and unevenly distributed, represent the best effort at modernization put forward by any Indian government thus far.
52
 The aim of these reforms was to move India towards a free market economy, and remove controls on trade. Import tariffs were slashed and investment licensing scrapped in most industries. This resulted in a massive 6 per cent annual growth every year from 1993 to 2003.
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The scope of the 1991 reforms was impressive. The reforms cut tariffs in an attempt to open up international trade. Before 1991, India had some of the highest tariffs in the world. In 1991, the peak rate of customs duty fell from 200 per cent to 65 per cent in 1994.
54
 In 1990, custom duty collection stood at 30 per 
cent of imports; by 2014, it had dropped to less than 10 per cent.
55
 The highest tariff rates, which applied to manufactured goods, were brought down to 150 per cent in 1991 and to 15 per cent by 2005. The government also removed capacity restrictions on domestic producers, allowing more firms to enter and compete in the product and service markets. Telecommunication and air travel were no longer government monopoly areas.
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Reform of India’s currency policy and exchange markets improved the country’s external position. India eased up on foreign exchange flows, both inward and outward. In 1978, its foreign exchange reserves stood at US $5.82 billion. They went from US $5.83 billion in 1991 to US $300 billion in 2008,
57
 and reached a high of US $426.028 billion in 2018.
58
 As a result of this restructuring, India became more trade oriented, businesses were encouraged to produce better products for the market, and there was more choice for consumers. Economists observed a decline in inflation, more foreign investment and faster economic growth.

There were additional initiatives in the taxation, banking and public sectors, along with modifications of industrial policy and the stock markets. The Economist
 described the Budget presented by Finance Minister Manmohan Singh, on 24 July 1991, to India's parliament as one ‘that would change his country and the world’. Singh ‘devalued the rupee, abolished most of the quotas and licences that dictated who could produce what, and opened some industries to foreign capital. His reforms ripped pages out of the Red Book of regulations with which customs inspectors tormented Indian businessmen.’

According to the Economist
, Singh commended his budget proposals to parliament by paraphrasing Victor Hugo: ‘No power on Earth can stop an idea whose time has come.’ ‘That idea, Dr Singh suggested, was India's emergence as a “major economic power in the world”,’ the magazine concluded.
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Dismantling India’s complex licensing system and opening 
much of the economy to private competition had a salutary effect on the economy. According to former chief economic advisor Shankar Acharya, the 1991 reforms were the reason for ‘a swift turnaround in India’s external sector’, as well as an ‘unprecedented spurt in economic growth’ between 1992 and 1997. However, Acharya regrets that by 1995, the policy reforms lost their momentum and some of the early successes were reversed by 1996. This was reflected in the slowing down of growth between 1997 and 2001.
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Nearly three decades after the 1991 reforms, the full promise of economic liberalization has not yet been achieved. India is still home to a huge bureaucracy and public sector. The 1991 reforms did not change Indian culture, and neither did it change the paternalistic attitude of the Indian state that continued to mistrust the private sector.

Even though India’s ‘Inspector Licence Quota Raj’ (the massive licensing and inspection system that India traditionally operated with) had been largely abolished, many regulations remain and new ones have appeared in recent years in areas as diverse as the environment to the Internet. The Economic Freedom Index of America’s Heritage Foundation still places India at just 123 out of 178 countries. Of the foundation’s five categories – free, mostly free, moderately free, mostly unfree and repressed – India falls into the ‘mostly unfree’ category.
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India’s economic growth after 1991 was strong, but the prevalence of an overbearing government continues to rob it of the benefits of economic freedom. The bubble burst in 2011–12 with the collapse of corporate investment. Many economists blame governance failures for souring the investment climate. High inflation and an unwillingness to let go of onerous regulations turned formerly excited investors away from the Indian market. Investors had been counting on India to deliver more reforms akin to those made in 1991. The longer the government refused, the more worried they became about putting their money in India.

The government’s response in the first decade of the twenty-
first century was to embark on a massive spending campaign designed to push Indian demand for goods, thereby generating economic growth to meet that demand. The hope was that consumption would encourage investment and productivity, in order to satisfy consumer spending requirements. Their mantra for creating demand was to undertake large-scale infrastructure projects that would create a demand for investment goods.
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Some of these policies did not have their intended effect. Individuals were not encouraged to become more productive, and the government’s strategy failed to stimulate investment enough to seriously increase economic growth.
63
 Instead, there was inflation, leading the Central bank to raise interest rates. As borrowing became expensive, investment declined and caused a slowdown in the growth rate.
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The 1991 reforms were undoubtedly a great step forward for Indian economic liberalization. But the steps taken soon after 1991 were not enough. India’s reforms focused primarily on product markets but left the key factor markets – land, labour, energy, capital and access to credit – unreformed.
65
 India still needs significant reforms to improve ease of land acquisition, increase labour market flexibility and lower borrowing costs if it wishes to improve its manufacturing industry.

According to Chief Economic Advisor Krishnamurthy Subramanian, the ‘critical areas’ to boost economic growth and the manufacturing sector are land, labour and financial sector reforms.
66
 In a series of interviews to Reuters, many Indian business leaders stated that the reason for investor apathy was ‘a delay in land acquisition for private factories, decades-old restrictive labour laws and higher borrowing costs’ leading potential investors ‘to build new plants in countries like Vietnam, Thailand, and Bangladesh’.
67
 Land costs have actually gone up in recent years, and hiring costs have risen as well.

Despite three successive decades of rapid growth, India’s employment situation remains alarming. While a small number of workers in the organized services sector have good jobs and a 
good work environment, the vast majority are forced into the ‘unorganized sector’, doing low-productivity work. India is facing an unemployment problem, with a steady rise in the labour force of around 1 million new jobseekers every month.
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India’s rigid labour laws are a deterrent to job creation as well as economic growth. According to a University of Kent–Penn State University study by Amrit Amirapu and Michael Gechter, India’s labour regulations lead to a 35 per cent increase in firms’ labour costs. In November 2019, Prime Minister Modi indicated an interest in finally overhauling India’s cumbersome labour laws – something he avoided during his first term in power. The government has tabled an industrial relations bill that empowers the government to change the ceiling on employee count for a company to retrench workers without government approval. While the current upper threshold limit of 100 workers has not been changed, the bill allows the government to amend this number without seeking parliament’s approval.

While the government is optimistic that these reforms will boost economic growth, there are those who say that there is a lack of ‘scientific evidence to show that a relaxation in labour laws will make much difference in terms of attracting foreign capital’.
69
 Moreover, the legal changes will not replace the archaic and stringent labour laws on hiring and firing, but simply give the government the flexibility to relax the conditions through an executive order. In the absence of fundamental change to the legal regime, every investor would have to seek a project-specific exemption to benefit from the proposed flexibility in labour laws. Most investors would find this almost as cumbersome as the obtaining of licences and quotas in the past.

Amidst the slowing of the Indian economy to almost 4.5 per cent growth, from a high of 8 per cent a few years ago, the government decided in October–November 2019 to lower corporate taxes and relax rules for FDI. It also announced privatization of two large public sector conglomerates in the oil 
refining and shipping services sectors, Bharat Petroleum Corporation and Shipping Corporation of India.
70
 The government is also seeking to sell 100 per cent of its stake in India’s national carrier, Air India, after failing to find investors for partial divestment of the government’s stake in the airline. Investors were ‘uncomfortable with the government retaining a 24 per cent stake in the airline as well as the requirement to stay invested for at least three years. Also, Air India’s debt of more than Rs 33,000 crore that was bundled with the sale deterred investors’.
71
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Instead of giving up the paternalistic approach to the economy that keeps the hand of the government in most economic activity, officials have tried in recent years to massage the numbers to paint a rosier picture of the economy. Different government agencies have released differing data and the government has changed its starting point over the years to make it seem that they are doing better than they actually are. Data from the Centre for Monitoring India’s Economy (CMIE) varies from that released by the finance ministry and the government’s policy think tank, NITI Aayog. For example, CMIE stated that only 1.43 million jobs were added in 2017, whereas NITI Aayog put the number at 7 million. Economist and Indian government’s representative at the IMF, Surjit Bhalla, claimed that 15 million new jobs had been created, leaving one to wonder about how the hugely different figures of 1.43 million and 15 million were computed.
72


Additionally, a relatively quick turnaround in the economic managers of India has also contributed to the impression that economic policy is subservient to political or ideological considerations. In his government’s initial years, Prime Minister Modi was advised by three world-renowned economists. Raghuram Rajan, professor of finance at the University of Chicago’s Booth School of Business and chief 
economist at the IMF, served as governor of RBI; Arvind Panagariya, professor of economics at Columbia University in New York, became vice-chairman of NITI Aayog; and Arvind Subramanian, senior fellow at Peterson Institute for International Economics in Washington DC, was appointed chief economic advisor. Rajan left in 2016, when his contract was not renewed amidst open policy differences with the Modi government. Panagariya and Subramanian left in 2017 and 2018 respectively. The departure of these economists, all of whom championed free trade and open markets, was followed by the return of government interventionism and protectionist policies. Leading analysts told Reuters after the departure of Subramanian that ‘Modi’s economic outlook is now a throwback to India’s inward-looking policies of earlier years’.
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In June 2017, the Economist
 argued that Modi was not an economic reformer as much as a Hindu nationalist and populist. Despite the slogan of ‘Minimum Government, Maximum Governance,’ his first term in office showed continuation of the Indian reluctance to push through major reforms. The social policies of the government not only caused unrest – like the ban on beef and killing of cows – but also hurt India’s leather and beef exporting industries. Subramanian summarized the problem the ban created in the livestock industry: why would one own an asset if there is no terminal value of that asset?

NEXT STEPS

To invigorate its economy and move reforms forward, India will have to change the rules governing land ownership and utilization. As an agricultural economy, India focused on protecting the interests of farmers while increasing farm output. Now, land is needed for industrial and infrastructure projects, and land acquisition for these purposes needs to become easier. The land market in India is severely distorted at the moment. Land titles are unclear, and it is not easy to transfer or sell land, or even to use it as collateral for borrowing money.

India’s attempts at modernizing land records through the Land Records Modernization Programme that ‘aims to put titles on a clear and secure basis by undertaking cadastral surveys, reconciling entries in various registries and computerizing land records’ has lacked support from Central or state governments.
74
 Until recently the relevant statute in India was the 1894 Land Acquisition Act, which was only updated by the 2013 Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act (LARR).

The newer law has proved no less difficult than the one inherited from over a century ago. According to this act ‘land acquired by government on behalf of private companies has to pass four hurdles a) a favourable “social impact assessment”; b) compensation to landowners of at least four times the market price of land in rural areas and at least twice the market price in urban areas; c) consent by 80 per cent of affected families (70 per cent for public–private partnership); d) a relief and rehabilitation package for people affected by the project’.
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 Businesses find the cost of land somewhat exorbitant and the process to acquire it immensely cumbersome.

It takes around ‘four to five years to acquire land under LARR even when the effort is successful’, which is abysmally slow for a country that seeks to industrialize and grow.
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 In 2014, the Modi government sought to amend the act and ‘abolish or weaken the “social impact” and “consent” requirements for specified high priority projects’ initially through the parliament, and subsequently through a presidential ordinance. But this endeavour faced opposition from within the ruling party and, eventually, the matter has been left to the state governments.
77
 A fresh and comprehensive effort would be needed, possibly with support from other political parties, to make land acquisition easier for projects necessary for economic transformation.

For all the focus on improving the life of India’s farmers, the country has so far achieved only one-third the agricultural 
productivity of China. India’s land productivity (measured as yield per hectare) is also low. For example, Indian yields of rice are half that of China and one-third of the United States. Similarly, the median household net farm income (as measured by income from cultivation, net cost and unsold produce valued at local market rates) in India was Rs 1600 per month, not far above the poverty line.
78
 The reason might be that Indian agriculture is one of the most regulated private enterprises in the country.

If India aims to become a free market for agricultural produce, it would need to update its agricultural trade regime. According to former finance minister Yashwant Sinha, India’s approach to agriculture is ‘a whimsy’: ‘If sugar prices rise, imports are allowed, if sugar prices drop, exports are allowed. Sometimes we permit onion export, sometimes we forbid it. Sometimes we permit the import of wheat, sometimes not. Through these unpredictable import and export restrictions, our agriculture has not been allowed to be linked to the global markets.’
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 India needs to allow market forces to enter agriculture while reserving government action for mitigating only the most severe food-related outcomes, such as famine.

Controls on areas of food distribution, such as storage and marketing, should be abolished, in order to encourage competition.
80
 Currently, only one-fifth of public sector spending on agriculture is investment, while the rest is mostly in the form of cash subsidies. This money should be repurposed to drive growth in agriculture, by spending it on rural roads, electrification, irrigation and environmental protection where the market will not automatically invest.
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Similarly, India needs to change its politically motivated obsession with producing everything within the country. The nation could reap the benefits of long-term economic growth by ending regulations aimed at prioritizing domestic production. For example, India has not been able to set up a massive solar power generating capacity, because of rules that cells and 
panels for solar power generation must be made in India. The more expensive locally made cells and panels have impeded the expansion of the solar energy industry. A similar phenomenon has been at work in other sectors too.

In over 800 industries, from manufacture of the likes of shoes and matches to the production of garments, which are under the domain of large enterprises in countries like China, the Government of India tried to ensure ‘pre-existing employment’ by banning the large organized sector.
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Even goods such as air conditioners, which are traditionally manufactured by large companies elsewhere, are made by small firms in India,
83
 and the desire to protect small-scale weavers has discouraged economies of scale in the textiles industry. The result is that some Indian-made goods cannot compete with mass produced cheaper products from countries that focus on economies of scale.

Although the 1991 reforms abolished import licensing and foreign companies could sell in India, ‘production within the country continued to be reserved for small-scale units’, which could not compete and thus imported products dominated the domestic consumer goods market.
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 Indian yarn is the most competitively priced in the world and yet, inefficiencies creep into the system in downstream processes such as weaving. Rigid labour laws and hardly any large-scale operations mean that there can never be economies of scale. India has only three or four garment makers whose turnover exceeds US $100 billion, and none of them have the economies of scale as their Chinese counterparts. However, the Indian garment workers are 20 per cent more productive than their counterpart in Bangladesh, a rising exporter of garments.

The garment export industry employs 7 million people, or about a million for every US $2 billion of exports. This number could grow to 18 million jobs if India reached Bangladesh’s export target for 2020 (US $36 billion). This would translate into 2 million additional jobs every year for the next five years. Unfortunately, India’s most labour-intensive large industry 
during the period 2000–2012 only received US $1.27 billion in foreign investment.
85


For years, small-scale weavers paid no electricity tariffs, just as farmers are exempt from paying full price for electricity and water. These subsidies have not only burdened the government treasury, they have limited India’s capacity for large-scale production. The country has also tended to insist that its industries use domestic technology whenever available and to demand technology transfer when foreign technology is deployed.
86
 The government also required that factories be set up in backward areas,
87
 limiting locational advantages determined by purely economic criteria.

The result of such over-regulation has been the opposite of the desired outcome: for years, India became heavily import dependent and ran large trade deficits.
88
 Ninan argues that India’s success over the last few decades has demonstrated that its people and markets have delivered. It now needs ‘government policy and executive action’ to change the investment climate. Corporations should find it easier to enter the Indian market and bankrupt entities must be able to shut down their business and move on. Subsidies that are a burden on the taxpayer must end and inefficient public sector enterprises must shut down.
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Geopolitics and Foreign Policy


LIKE AMERICANS IN the nineteenth century who believed in ‘manifest destiny’, many Indians believe that their country has a right to historical greatness. The world may look at India through the lens of its struggles with modernity, its economic obstacles and its demographic challenges. For most Indians, however, India’s centuries-old civilization, its geographic location, its population comprising one-fifth of humanity, its growing economic power and military strength, and its history make it inevitable that it will be a great power not only in Asia but the world.

This faith in ‘Indian exceptionalism’ pervades and defines India’s external relations. For Indians, the country is unique and thus deserving of global power status. In a speech in March 1949, India’s first prime minister and foreign minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, stated that it was inevitable for India to play an important global role ‘not because of any ambition of hers, but because of the force of circumstances, because of geography, because of history’.
1


Indian exceptionalism rests on the belief that there is something unique about the nation, which enabled it to gain independence without violence, revolution or war. Indian discourse often speaks of an ‘Indian character’ that will overcome odds and circumvent difficulties. In this case, they are not just ‘feel good’ avowals, but, rather, reflect a deep-seated way of thinking, similar to the messianic vision of the United States.

As Stephen Cohen, an American scholar who worked for decades on India, wrote, ‘Whether a realist or an idealist, almost every member of the Indian strategic community thinks that India’s inherent greatness as a power is itself a valuable 
diplomatic asset. India’s ambassadors are expected to persuade foreign officials of the wisdom and moral correctness of the Indian position, say, by stating the Indian case and supplementing political arguments with information about India’s great civilization, its cultural and economic accomplishments and its democratic orientation.’
2


INDIA’S SENSE OF SELF

India’s interactions with the world are framed by civilizational and historical imperatives. It is not unusual for countries to argue that their path is unique and specific. But for India, this is more than a platitude. It has always sought to be viewed as an example to the world: India is unique in maintaining a democratic system in a poor postcolonial state; its path of economic growth, emphasizing self-sufficiency, is different from others. India retains a large military without being trigger-happy in deploying its troops beyond its border; it sees itself as having global influence, without viewing power as only the ability to coerce, unlike other regional or global powers.

Indian leaders have often expressed the thought that the country could lead the world, albeit in a different way from traditional hegemons. The moral and realist dimensions of India’s foreign policy are often reflected in the same conversation by its diplomats and leaders. In a speech in January 2019, the then foreign secretary Vijay Gokhale spoke about how India’s ancient philosophy of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam
 (the entire world is one family) ‘presented the world with a philosophy for uniting mankind and erasing artificial barriers’.
3
 And yet, India’s top diplomat emphasized how ‘at the heart of our global engagement is to make our diplomacy an enabler of the security, development and prosperity for the people of India’.
4


India’s desire to engage with the world, but on its own terms, is part of its five-millennia history as a civilizational entity. Ancient Indian kingdoms also maintained relations with 
countries and regions beyond the subcontinent, even when their focus was their immediate neighbourhood. There is evidence of diplomatic exchanges between ancient Indian kingdoms and those in China, Rome, Greece, Egypt and Mesopotamia. The Hindu and Buddhist religions that started in India expanded beyond the subcontinent, providing evidence of historic links beyond its shores and mountains. Some Southeast Asian empires were even led by dynasties which practised Hinduism and Buddhism – such as the Srivijaya Empire in present-day Indonesia (Java) and the Khemer Empire which covered much of what today is Cambodia, Thailand, Laos, and southern Vietnam.

The general attitude of the present being guided by the past and the future only reflecting it has also applied to modern India’s foreign policy. There seems to be an abiding grip of history and tradition on how India views the world. Indians would argue that modern India is inspired by the past, connected to the present and looking towards the future, but critics see it as overly burdened by philosophies and ideas rooted in the distant past. Inspired by the concept of the eternal cycle of life, Indians remain confident that their tomorrow will be as good as their yesterday, if not better. To them, the republic mirrors the glory of past dynasties and empires, which is sometimes seen by others as reflecting a vanity that does not always indicate the current economic or power realities. India’s interaction with the rest of the world continues to be guided by a civilizational sense of the country’s self.

Belief in the greatness of Indian civilization lies at the core of Indian nationalism and foreign policy. Its leaders have often voiced the view that India was a ‘guide’
5
 for the world and had a ‘mission to fulfill’.
6
 Of late, BJP leaders have been claiming the status of Vishwaguru (world teacher) for India!
7
 In the decades immediately after Independence, this desire to be a global leader, albeit a moral one, manifested in the preaching overtones of Indian foreign policy.

During the 1950s, India’s championing of anti-colonialism 
and anti-racism and its campaign against apartheid in South Africa reflected the tendency to adopt moralistic stances. So was India’s demand for reforms not only in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) but also in the international economic order, including the International Monetary Fund and World Bank.

These positions did not always benefit India materially, but the moral dimension of policymaking has always been incredibly important for the country. India saw the world’s major powers, especially the industrialized capitalist nations, as unwilling to cater to the interests of previously colonized, poorer countries.

India’s economic growth and its rise in military capability in the last two decades have only enhanced its desire to play a leading role in the world. From being a founder-member of the Non-aligned Movement (NAM) during the Cold War, to being part of the Group of 77 (G-77), and in recent years, the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) economic grouping, India has always been engaged in efforts to create international institutions that are not run by western European powers or the United States of America.

NON-ALIGNMENT AND STRATEGIC AUTONOMY

If any one idea could capture Indian strategic thinking during the early years of independence it would be ‘non-alignment.’ No other term is so ubiquitously known or so widely used when addressing New Delhi’s attitudes towards engaging with the world. Jawaharlal Nehru, who brought non-alignment into prominence, envisioned it as a ‘policy of friendship toward all nations, uncompromised by adherence to any military pacts. This was not due to any indifference to issues that arose, but rather to a desire to judge them for ourselves, in full freedom and [free of] any preconceived partisan bias’.
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 At the height of the Cold War, non-alignment represented a commitment to be neither pro-Western nor pro-Soviet, and instead sought to judge 
foreign policy issues on the merits of each case.

At the core of India’s foreign policy lies a desire for autonomy in decision-making, resulting from the impact of British colonial rule when that autonomy did not exist. The colonial experience left an indelible mark on India’s collective personality. During the British Raj, the local populace was kept out of decision-making, and Indian interests were subordinated to the interests of the colonial rulers. The Raj forced Indians to fight distant wars with which they had little to do. While Indians were involved in local government and administration, they had nothing to do with foreign policy, which remained firmly in the hands of colonial officers and administrators. As a result, the key demand of India’s freedom struggle was the right for Indians to make decisions that affect their lives and their future, i.e., self-determination.

Its founding elite was adamant that independent India would make its own decisions, even if it resulted in occasionally treading a somewhat lonely path. Standing alone at times or standing up to the dominant superpowers was perceived as a badge of honour by its leaders. Territorial integrity and economic autarky, championing of anti-colonialism, aversion to military alliances, and seeking a South Asia free from foreign influence, were deemed critical to independent India. These, above everything else, are the defining elements of its national interest.

The pursuit of an independent path was always tied to the moral certitude that India ought to be a beacon not only for Asia but also the entire world. India’s policies were framed to build a world based on ideals of peace and international friendship. To create this idealized world, it championed non-alignment, encouraged multilateral cooperation through the United Nations (UN) and regional organizations, and supported decolonization and disarmament, including universal nuclear disarmament.

India’s championing of non-alignment followed directly from the desire to make decisions without having to take directions from others. Non-alignment meant the country did not need to 
consider someone a friend or enemy because of the friendship or hostility of a superpower. It also enabled India to safeguard its territorial unity by staying out of external disputes it might be drawn into through alliances. Above all, non-alignment provided a platform through which India could attempt to lead other developing countries at a time when it lacked resources to be a superpower itself. Nehru argued that other countries would respect India only if it was not ‘a camp follower’.
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Through much of the Cold War, Americans, in particular, criticized India for adopting a moralistic or preachy foreign policy, while ignoring the excesses of the Soviet Union or of newly independent postcolonial countries. But the policy helped India achieve a key goal: being recognized as a world leader without the material resources for such leadership. India wanted to lead Asia and viewed itself as a future great power, but it lacked the wherewithal to achieve these goals through military or economic means. But the preachiness that annoyed Americans worked well with other former colonies and developing nations. India’s decision to identify itself with the goals of decolonization, anti-racialism and global disarmament helped the country punch above its weight in a political and diplomatic sense.

Non-alignment also helped India stay out of the major powers’ entanglements. As American political scientist Werner Levi explained in 1964, ‘For a nation with few effective means and little spare energy to influence international events, the idea of making a virtue of staying out of international troubles is practical and wise.’
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 There was, of course, the downside of not being able to secure critical material support for war and conflict. During the 1962 India–China war, the non-aligned countries remained so, and India had to accept economic and military support from Western countries. Non-alignment clashed with the reality of living in a world where the defence of a country depends on its economic and military prowess.

Moreover, non-alignment set up a subtle confrontation between India and the US, and other Western countries. Non-
alignment was more anti-Western capitalism and imperialism than it was against Soviet communism. Some analysts ascribe that to Nehru’s sympathy towards Soviet socialism, coupled with his own scepticism and cynicism towards American capitalism. Others attribute this to America’s pro-Pakistan policy and Soviet support, especially their veto on the Kashmir issue in the Security Council. The result was a balancing act between the superpowers, trying to secure economic and military aid from both blocs without becoming too dependent on either. Although offers of exclusive security and economic assistance in return for joining a bloc were often lucrative, India’s leaders also feared that Cold War alignment could tear their fragile nation apart.

Ensuring India’s territorial integrity and unity was, and remains, an important element of the framework within which the country formulates its external engagement. As a country that was colonized piecemeal by a distant power, which initially only sought trading privileges, India has been vigilant about safeguarding its territory against foreign encroachment. The legacy of Partition also reinforced the need for unity and cohesion, lest the country is again divided in the name of religion or ethnicity. Independent India has consistently sought an international environment that would guarantee its sovereignty, safeguard its territory, help build its economy, bolster its military resources, and ensure domestic stability and social cohesion.

Indians have always seen a peaceful and stable global environment as the precondition for the nation’s development and evolution in pursuit of its historic place under the sun. Steering clear of blocs confronting each other was India’s way of ensuring that it would not be hurt by distant wars or international conflict. Non-alignment was also fitting for the relative youth of India’s bureaucratic institutions. Nehru was well aware that many postcolonial states did not remain stable, and could devolve into coups or become embroiled in wars for natural resources. This lesson was especially apparent in its neighbourhood, in the case of Pakistan – which quickly became 
known for weak civilian institutions and overbearing military involvement in politics after alignment with the United States.

Pakistan’s strategic doctrine, which centred on militarily balancing against India, empowered the army at the expense of civilian institutions. By contrast, Nehru’s choice of a strategic doctrine which emphasized non-military tactics has long been argued as a deliberate effort to strengthen the relative power of civilian institutions against the military. It helped create democratic norms, avoiding over-reliance on the armed forces, which might have been used to justify military involvement in politics.
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 Thus, in Nehru’s mind, non-alignment was a guarantor of Indian democracy, which has flourished over the years against all predictions of its imminent demise.

Since the 1990s, India’s expanding economic and military capabilities following the end of the Cold War have diminished the need for the country to emphasize on non-alignment. India is now able to go beyond trying to be a global leader through rhetorical moralizing alone, with the material capacity to engage in a more assertive and actionable foreign policy. Still, it remains averse to joining foreign-led alliances and its desire for strategic autonomy – one of the central tenets of non-alignment – remains unchanged. India wants to deal with the world’s major issues without being tied down to a single great power or a set of powers. It does not wish to be in a position where its stance is predetermined by alliance commitments.

INDIA AND GLOBAL ORDER

India has always supported the idea of creating global norms through multilateral institutions. Critics see a dichotomy in its almost zealous insistence on absolute autonomy while simultaneously championing multilateral institutions, where member states have to give up some of their autonomy as a condition of membership. Indian officials would argue that the country fully supports multilateralism, but seeks to keep in check the prospect of global institutions becoming instruments 
of renewed dominance by major powers. International organizations that promote cooperation between sovereign nations are desirable, but dominance of some over others through the grouping of nations is not.

As a champion of cooperation between sovereign nations, India has sought membership of almost every major global and regional organization possible. In doing so, its leaders insisted that they sought to advance not only India’s interests but also to voice the collective interests of developing nations. India has often portrayed itself as an example for other poor and formerly colonized countries, primarily in Asia, but increasingly all over the world. India was one of the founding members of the UN, in 1945, even before Independence and played a critical role throughout the era of decolonization. India’s positions in multilateral institutions, from the UN and its specialized agencies to the IFIs (International Financial Institutions), have been somewhat consistent since Independence.

India supports multilateralism, but it also seeks to reform global agencies, which it feels are influenced heavily by the world’s major powers. Seeing itself as a future major power, India has positioned itself as the voice of equanimity in international bodies, demanding that more powerful nations voluntarily cede some of their influence for the sake of greater fairness in international affairs. This has positioned the country well as a partner for developing nations even though, unlike developed countries, it does not have vast amounts to give to poorer countries as aid. According to Aid Data, a research lab at College of William and Mary, between 2014 and 2017, India has moved from thirty-first to twenty-fourth rank on the ‘most influential development partners list’.
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For decades, Indian activism in the UN has focused on seeking change in the composition of the Security Council to reflect contemporary global power realities. Specifically, by enlarging the UNSC – a group which holds veto power over security-related decisions. At the time of the UN’s creation, Indians argue, it might have made sense to give a veto to only 
five major powers. The United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, France and China were allies during the Second World War and, having defeated the Axis powers, were expected to be the key arbiters of global security. But much has changed since that time and those changes need to be reflected in the UN’s structure. Otherwise the world body runs the risk of falling behind times just as the League of Nations failed to reflect global power realities at the time it collapsed.

India’s case for Security Council reform is backed by the logic of contemporary international relations. Russia no longer wields power like that of the Soviet Union, while Britain and France have also considerably diminished in stature. The powers vanquished during the Second World War – Germany and Japan – have re-emerged as global economic powerhouses, with Germany having the additional advantage of being leader of the European Union. Moreover, at the time of the creation of the UN, economic, political and military power was concentrated in Europe and North America, but now Asia and Latin America have come unto their own. Some would argue that, for the sake of fairness, Africa also deserves a place at the global high table even if no single African country meets the criteria for being considered a world power. Currently, India, along with Brazil, Germany and Japan, is part of the group of four nations (G-4) that see themselves as worthy of permanent membership in an expanded Security Council.

India now possesses demonstrated nuclear weapons capability and has one of the largest standing armies in the world. It is one of the major contributors of troops for UN Peacekeeping Missions around the world – indicating its preference for not stationing its forces outside its territory except as part of a UN Peacekeeping Force. Over the decades, around 1,80,000 Indian troops have served as UN Peacekeepers. The country has participated in forty-four of the sixty-nine UN Peacekeeping Missions mandated by the UN and 156 Indian Peacekeepers have been killed while serving the United Nations.
13
 From an Indian perspective, these facts 
support its claim to greater say in UNSC decision-making.

In addition to playing a key role in peacekeeping, India also remains very active in the UN’s functional organizations, contributing personnel and ideas to virtually all of them, including the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), World Health Organization (WHO), United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United National Development Programme (UNDP), and United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

A similar activism characterizes India’s role in global financial institutions. India has been a member of the World Bank, since its creation in 1945. One of the twenty-five executive directors on the bank’s board is from India. For years, the country was among the World Bank’s leading borrowers, utilizing loans for infrastructure development, such as construction of dams and canals or for poverty alleviation programmes. Since 2006, India has also contributed financing for projects in other parts of the world. Its direct lending through the World Bank stands at US $10.5 billion.
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 Also, India is the largest client of the World Bank’s government lending arm, the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), having borrowed US $10.2 billion between 2015 and 2018 alone. As of mid-September 2018, the total World Bank lending to India stood at US $27.2 billion, representing 104 projects, of which the share of IBRD was US $18.1 billion (fifty-two projects), while the International Finance Corporation (IFC)’s India portfolio at the end of July 2018 contained 281 projects, amounting to a committed exposure of US $6.4 billion.
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 India also received US $9 billion for forty-six projects from the International Development Association (IDA), which focused on poverty alleviation during the same period.

The country’s membership of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) also dates back to its inception. India has drawn on IMF funds on three occasions, once in the 1980s and twice in the 1990s to address balance of payments problems.
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 India 
has drawn more on technical assistance from IMF than seeking financial bailouts. This has included the training of Indian officials in monetary policy and tax administration, assistance in foreign exchange market reform, as well as in tax and customs administration. Mirroring its stand in the United Nations, India has also sought reform of the IMF quota system, so that developing countries – like India – have a greater voice when voting.

Although deeply involved in international financial institutions (IFIs), Indians are wary of the potential for political and strategic factors in these groups to influence their autonomous decision-making. For example, the Asian Development Bank (ADB), under Chinese pressure, in April 2009, had turned down Indian requests for financing of projects in Arunachal Pradesh,
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 the Indian state that China claims as its territory. India has sought a greater voice for itself and other developing nations in the Bretton Woods system, while also helping to lay the foundations of new institutions like BRICS Bank and AIIB (Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank), where the developing world might have greater say.

In the initial decades after Independence, India’s leaders and its successive governments emphasized security and political dimensions of foreign policy, while economic foreign policy took a back seat. India took time in figuring out its place in the global economy. Nehru and Indira Gandhi spoke of changing the global economic order, but they were more concerned with diplomatic means and hoped to accomplish their goals through participation in organizations like the Non-aligned Movement and the UN. Instead of building India’s economic muscle under existing rules of the game, they hoped that it could lead other poorer nations in demanding changes to the underlying structure of the global economy. This, in turn, was supposed to raise India’s weight in world affairs and strengthen its economy. But this approach resulted only in resolutions and speeches that did not alter the way the world economy functioned and did little to improve the country’s standing on the economic ladder.

It is only from the 1990s that Indian leaders acknowledged the dynamics of global economics and decided to increase its share of global GDP. India’s leaders are now acutely aware of the rise of China, which has built its international stature by enhancing its economic prowess. Now, economic foreign policy forms a key part of India’s external relations and the nation is more integrated with the global economy. India increasingly depends on external relations for investment, energy and growth.

According to data compiled by the US Energy Information Administration (EIA), India imports approximately 4.3 million barrels of crude oil per day and by 2040, it will need 10 million barrels of oil per day.
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 India is the third largest importer of oil in the world. Two-thirds of its energy needs are provided by the Middle Eastern Gulf countries – including Iran – for many years. In recent years, India has engaged in oil and energy diplomacy with the Gulf states to ensure that the sanctions on Iran do not result in a supply problem for India.
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Part of seeing India as a future great power has been the gradual recognition that its interests are not limited to its immediate geographic vicinity, but are spread all over the globe. India’s vast diaspora, from Africa and the Americas to Fiji and Australia, is now considered an asset in the exercise of global influence, though, unlike some other countries, it is only in recent years that the Indian government has strengthened ties with and tapped into the potential of these communities spread all over the world.

In 1947, there were 3,410,215 persons of Indian origin in the British dominion and colonies. Indians numbered 7,00,000 in each of the colonies of Burma, Ceylon and Malaya. Additionally, 2,82,400 Indians reportedly lived in South Africa, 1,84,100 in British East Africa, and 2,71,640 in Mauritius, where Indians constituted 64 per cent of the population. The Indian diaspora was also settled in far off places like Fiji (1,25,675 persons, constituting 47 per cent of the population) and the British West Indies, which had an Indian-origin population of 4,06,000. 
Smaller pockets of Indians existed in other countries: 30,000 in Indonesia, 4000 in the Persian Gulf (Oman, Kuwait, Bahrain), 2500 in Iran, 1000 in Egypt, 700 in Iraq and 200 in Afghanistan.
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In its early years, independent India saw the diaspora as members of a cultural and civilizational community, and expected those settled overseas to act only as citizens of their countries of residence. Over time, the diaspora and migrant workers have become important economically as well. As of 2015, the number of people of Indian origin living outside the country numbered 27 million, including temporary migrants, with the vast majority in the Gulf and in Western countries.
21
 India receives US $79 billion a year in remittances, the largest for any expatriate group in the world, and this contributes to 3.5 per cent of India’s GDP.
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INDIA AND ITS NEIGHBOURHOOD

Based on the Rajamandala concept first articulated by ancient India’s statesman–scholar Kautilya, India’s sense of itself and its place in the world is that of concentric circles moving outward from the subcontinent. India’s immediate neighbourhood – South Asia – has remained at the top of the list of priorities for every government, irrespective of political party or ideology. The country seeks the first circle in its immediate neighbourhood to comprise friendly states and remains averse to outside powers aligning with its neighbours, or neighbouring states working in collusion with outside powers at India’s expense. Indian leaders may have given varying names – from Indira Doctrine and Gujral Doctrine to Neighbourhood First – to their outlook on the South Asian region, but all of them demonstrate this criticality of South Asia to India’s foreign policy.

Every presidential address to the joint session of parliament reaffirms the aims of India’s foreign policy as being ‘peace and friendship in the world, non-alignment and the building of a just 
and equitable world order’. Starting with discussion of ties with neighbours in South Asia, these speeches progress outward to other parts of the world: Central Asia, China, East and Southeast Asia, Middle East and the Gulf, Russia, Europe, the United States, Africa and Latin America.
23
 Yet, while preaching engagement, the head of state reminds members of parliament that independence in foreign policy decision-making remains the country’s topmost priority in external relations.

While India aspires to eventually achieve global great power status, it has always considered itself a hegemon in its immediate neighbourhood. South Asia is India’s backyard, where it does not take kindly to the interference of other major powers. The greater neighbourhood, extending from the Gulf to Southeast Asia, is also part of India’s sphere of influence, and developments in the region are deemed critical to India’s foreign and security policy.

The standard Indian description of itself is that of an ancient land unified by geography and tradition. Five thousand years of continuous civilization nurtured in the vast space between the Himalayas to the north, the Indian Ocean to the south and the Hindu Kush and Arakan mountains to the west and east has bred a sense of exceptionalism. For Indians, the subcontinent represents one civilization and one indivisible historic entity, whose past achievements are a source of immense pride and cause for a sense of superiority. International relations theories originating in the West, based primarily on Europe’s experience, may serve as a point of reference in Indian discourse, but for most scholars and politicians from the country, India remains a unique member of the international community. Like China, India is both a civilization and a state, but unlike China, it comes together through tolerance of diversity and consensus rather than by eliminating differences by force.

Geography has played a significant role in emphasizing and defining the importance of India’s land and sea borders for its leaders throughout history. Indian empires often incorporated neighbouring territories in order to create buffer states to 
ensure security. For the makers of India’s foreign policy, the subcontinent is one entity, the states neighbouring the country are important for its security, and India’s immediate area of interest extends from the Middle East to Southeast Asia. This civilizational sphere of influence protects it from invasion, irredentism, and disintegration.

For every Indian government, security has meant ensuring that the subcontinent remains stable and peaceful. The country’s outlook on its immediate neighbours is heavily influenced by the view that they are an integral part of Indian civilization. While the concept of a geographic ‘sphere of influence’ for a major power is widely understood, Indian philosophers and empires have, over time, also delineated a ‘civilizational sphere of influence’
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 for the nation.

Located at the crossroads of South Asia, Central Asia and the Middle East, ancient Indian kingdoms and empires maintained cultural and economic relations with Mesopotamia, Greece, China and Rome. Except for the Chola dynasty (300 BC–1300 AD), which built an overseas empire, Indian armies did not seek conquest of lands outside the subcontinent. Ancient Hindu treatises on statecraft and religion recommended isolation from other civilizations. Kings could conquer territory from neighbouring kings within the subcontinent, but annexing other cultures or peoples was deemed unethical.

Modern India’s statecraft draws from that historical experience and it hopes to assure neighbours of its goodwill by invoking ancient history. It does not always work, as has been the case with Pakistan, which considers civilizational subsuming more dangerous than military annexation, and accuses India of harbouring hegemonistic ambitions.

India is sometimes described as the region’s ‘big brother’ with whom several neighbours have border disagreements. Some of India’s neighbouring states were once part of an Indian empire, while others emerged as separate kingdoms within a vast Indian civilization. India is the geographical, socio-cultural and economic centre of South Asia. In the words of former diplomat 
S.D. Muni, India’s centricity in the region is because ‘there is a bit of India in every other country of South Asia’.
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 As is often the case with smaller neighbours of a large country, it is easy to fuel resentment or fear of domination among the country’s neighbours. Yet, concerns of neighbours notwithstanding, India has not pursued a hegemonic or expansionist policy under any government or leader.

After Independence, Nehru focused on Asia, where he sought to act as leader of a vast continent that was just emerging from Western colonial rule. He did not think in security terms, at least until the war with China in 1962. In Nehru’s view, bilateral treaties of friendship and peace with the three northern Himalayan kingdoms – Bhutan, Nepal and Sikkim – and an offer of a no-war pact to Pakistan
26
 was enough to deal with South Asia, freeing him to seek prominence on the Asian and global stage.

The notion of the subcontinent as India’s backyard attained centrality under Indira Gandhi. Under her, India’s goal in its immediate vicinity was no longer simply to protect its security and strategic interests; the country would henceforth also be interested in any incidents in the neighbourhood that had or could have an impact on it. The ‘Indira Doctrine’ was a South Asian version of America’s well-known ‘Monroe Doctrine’. As writer Ashok Kapur states, Indian leaders beginning with Indira Gandhi wanted the nation to be ‘the only security manager in South Asia’ and sought to reduce the role of external actors – primarily the United States and the Soviet Union – and their ability to influence regional politics ‘to a level of economic and technological assistance that would not encourage Pakistan to pursue its irredentist claims’.
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 India was not always able to achieve this policy as Pakistan continually sought parity with its larger neighbour, drawing the United States into the region as its ally.
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Under Indira Gandhi, India also sought acknowledgement as South Asia’s pre-eminent power; the nation, was willing to flex 
its muscles to assert its pre-eminence and did not want outside powers to involve themselves in the region’s affairs without India’s approval. The ‘Indira Doctrine’ manifested itself most prominently when, in 1971, India protested against the suppression of democracy in East Pakistan and went to war to prevent the genocide of Bengalis by the West Pakistan army. After assisting in the birth of Bangladesh, Indira withdrew Indian troops from erstwhile East Pakistan relatively quickly to demonstrate that India’s assertion of power did not amount to coveting other nations’ territory.

More recently, India has tried to use economic diplomacy to strengthen ties with its neighbours. It has offered trade concessions, such as zero tariff or removing non-tariff barriers, and concessional loans and credit to Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Nepal, primarily with geopolitical motives. Such initiatives have become possible because of India’s economic growth. Any loss that India incurs in trade, lending or investment, is deemed bearable as long as it leads India’s neighbours to uphold the country’s security interests.

In December 2018, India announced it would give Rs 4500 crore to Bhutan in aid.
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 Similarly, Maldives was offered US $1.4 billion in financial assistance and credit.
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 After the disastrous floods and landslides in Sri Lanka, India stepped in and provided emergency relief.
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 These aid packages serve the dual purpose of fostering goodwill and fulfilling India’s civilizational aspirations as the steward of South Asia. Its willingness to expend money in assistance for neighbouring states is also connected to the fear of encirclement by China, which has been investing heavily and lending extensively to these countries. India also spends heavily on aiding Afghanistan, where it is competing for influence with its difficult neighbour, Pakistan – a subject discussed in greater detail below.

As a postcolonial state, territorial integrity and unity are critical for India. Over seven decades after Partition, the Indian state still fears an insurgency that could lead to separation or 
another partition. Thus, India’s neighbours are its first layer of security and, at the same time, they are also potential causes of tensions as the nation shares ethnic-linguistic similarities with all of them. Neighbours are important as they can either support New Delhi or provide safe havens to the insurgents. India’s security and interests depend on neighbours that are stable, economically and politically, and do not allow their territories to be used either as hiding places or by powers that are antagonistic to India (e.g., China).

One neighbour with whom India continues to have great difficulty is Pakistan. Since it was carved out of India in 1947, Pakistan’s identity and foreign policy have been framed around not being India. A religion-based national identity was constructed based on the view of ‘Hindu’ India as the ‘other’ for an ‘Islamic’ Pakistan. This feeling of mistrust towards India and the insecurity about India’s larger size led Pakistan’s leaders and strategists to argue that India never accepted the creation of the country and seeks to undo Partition. Pakistan’s foreign and security policy is, thus, driven by a fervent desire to check ‘hegemonic’ India from achieving its nefarious aims in South Asia and beyond.

Although there is no evidence that India seeks to reincorporate Pakistan, the fear of India undoing Partition has informed Pakistani decision-making for over seven decades. For example, in 1971, during the civil war in East Pakistan that resulted in the creation of Bangladesh, India supported the Bengalis, but withdrew its forces as soon as the war ended. That only led to the Pakistani view that India seeks to divide their nation along ethnic lines and wants to dominate through proxies. Still, every Indian prime minister, from Jawaharlal Nehru to Narendra Modi, has sought to improve relations with Pakistan based on the belief that it will lead to a peaceful neighbourhood.

Traditionally, there was a broad consensus within India’s policy community that a politically stable and economically integrated South Asia – including Pakistan – is in India’s national interest. In the last two decades, three successive 
Indian prime ministers – Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Manmohan Singh and Narendra Modi – attempted to restart and rebuild relations with its neighbour, which have been especially fragile since Pakistan started sponsoring jihadi terrorists in an effort to unfreeze the conflict in Jammu and Kashmir.

Although Pakistani civilian leaders have sometimes reciprocated Indian initiatives or even initiated peace moves themselves, a hard core of Pakistan’s national security apparatus remains wedded to the idea of India being Pakistan’s permanent enemy. Civilian leaders who initiated friendship towards India – Benazir Bhutto, Nawaz Sharif and Asif Zardari – have been targeted by their domestic opponents as ‘security risks’ or ‘Indian agents’. They have also lost influence and power soon after the initiation of a peace process with India, losing power in military coups or military-backed political and judicial manoeuvres.

Throughout the various ups and downs, India’s traditional argument was that the two countries must build people-to-people ties and economic relations before resolving outstanding issues like Kashmir. However, in recent years, the rise in terrorism – including the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks – has made it increasingly difficult for Indian governments to consider dialogue with Pakistan without any discussion of terrorism. If terrorism is front and centre for India in any dialogue, it is still Kashmir which dominates Pakistan’s agenda.

The Kashmir conflict, a legacy of Partition, has been viewed by Pakistan as the ‘unfinished business of Partition’ and every Pakistani leader and government has tried to solve the problem; whether through war or negotiations. India has always maintained that Kashmir is an Indian territory and the instrument of accession signed by the Maharaja of Kashmir in October 1947, and successive elections within the province, demonstrate that the people of Indian Kashmir wish to remain with India. Pakistan’s argument has always been that as a Muslim-majority area, Kashmir should have gone to Pakistan at Partition.

The two countries have adopted differing policies when it 
comes to dealing with Kashmir. Pakistan has always sought to internationalize the Kashmir dispute. Its leaders have consistently demanded that a plebiscite should be held in Kashmir in accordance with the United Nations resolutions to ascertain the will of the people about joining India or Pakistan. However, the last of the UN resolutions was voted on in 1957, over six decades ago. India views Kashmir as a bilateral issue, not an international dispute.

For New Delhi, the Simla Agreement of 1972 remains the framework within which the two countries should discuss any problem areas, especially the Kashmir issue. The 1972 Simla Agreement states that both countries ‘resolved to settle their differences by peaceful means through bilateral negotiations’. The Lahore Declaration of 1999 reiterated the Simla Agreement ‘in letter and spirit’. But Pakistan’s military argues that the Simla Agreement was a treaty that was imposed on it after the devastating loss the country suffered in the 1971 war that resulted in the separation of East Pakistan and the creation of Bangladesh. They would prefer to ignore the agreement signed under duress and find a new basis for bilateral relations that denies India an upper hand.

However, Kashmir forms a subset of the broader issue of India–Pakistan relations, and Pakistan’s desire for parity with a much larger neighbour. Unable to maintain parity with India on the conventional military front, asymmetrical warfare in the form of terrorism was viewed by the Pakistani deep state as the cost-friendly and yet potent alternative against the larger country, India. Pakistan has nurtured a hardline ‘Kashmir bazor shamsheer’ (Kashmir by the sword) lobby that portrays India as an existential threat to Pakistan – a view also supported by the country’s politically dominant military.

Until a few years ago, India pursued a policy of sporadic engagement with Pakistan even amidst intermittent terrorist attacks. The hope was that these comprehensive dialogues – covering everything from Kashmir to Siachen, and the economy to the visa regime – would help build a mechanism that would resolve both the larger and smaller issues between the two 
countries. But since 2015, New Delhi has made dialogue contingent on Pakistan ending all support for Kashmiri terrorist groups and giving up the option of using force to gain control of Kashmir.

There has been no bilateral meeting between the Indian and Pakistani prime ministers since the December 2015 visit by Prime Minister Modi to Lahore to meet the then prime minister Nawaz Sharif. Relations have only worsened since. The Pathankot terrorist attack in January 2016 was followed by the Uri terror attack later that year, which resulted in India’s surgical strike against Pakistan-based jihadi camps.

In February 2019, after one of the deadliest terror attacks against Indian security forces by a Kashmiri terrorist belonging to the Pakistan-based terror group Jaish-e-Mohammed in Pulwama, India ended its traditional strategic restraint and struck at terror camps deep inside Pakistan in Balakot, in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

The two countries are at an impasse now. India, as of now, does not believe it needs to restart a dialogue with Pakistan unless and until it takes actions against terrorist groups that target India. Pakistan believes it only needs to convince the global community to exert enough pressure that will bring India to the negotiating table.

On 5 August 2019, the Indian government amended the country’s Constitution, removing Article 370 that conferred special status on Jammu and Kashmir, and divided the erstwhile state into two Union Territories. The erstwhile state of Kashmir – the one Maharaja Hari Singh acceded to India in October 1947 – now no longer exists. Part of its territory is with Pakistan, which has already ceded a portion to China, and the part that was with India is split, with autonomy less than that of a state under the Indian Constitution.

The decision might face a potential legal hurdle before the Supreme Court of India over whether a state can be downgraded to a Union Territory without the consent of its elected legislature. But the government believes it has changed the reality on the ground, in the hope of resolving the long-standing 
dual issues of national integration and international legitimacy with respect to the former state of Jammu and Kashmir.

India’s leaders believe that since the disputed state itself now no longer exists, the only matters that now require resolution relate to territory of the erstwhile state controlled by China and Pakistan. They think they have resolved the Kashmir issue and presented the world with a fait accompli. The expectation is that at some future time, China and Pakistan will accept a settlement that lets them legally keep the territory they already control, and India can move on by fully integrating the area it controls. As of now, India has benefited from its friends around the world, notably the United States and most Western countries, being willing to give it time to restore the situation in Kashmir to normalcy.

Pakistan has received little support in its attempts to raise the matter of Jammu and Kashmir at the UNSC. There is an international consensus that terrorism is not acceptable as a means of focusing attention on any grievance. But if the internal situation in Jammu and Kashmir, where suspension of civil liberties and severe militarization have accompanied the change in constitutional status, does not change for the better, the problem could come back to affect India’s global standing. Like all defining decisions, this solution to a seventy-year-old problem must stand the test of time before being described a permanent triumph.

In addition to Kashmir, India also has a stake in the end of conflict in Afghanistan. India has always seen Afghanistan as its neighbour, and has a deep historical and strategic interest in that country. India’s policy towards Afghanistan has been impacted by its relations with Pakistan and how Pakistan has perceived the India–Afghanistan relationship.

Since Independence, Pakistan’s leaders, especially its military–intelligence establishment, have always feared that close ties between India and Afghanistan would result in a pincer movement that would dismember Pakistan, given the fact that its ethnic Pashtuns have close ties with their kinsmen in Afghanistan. Much of Pakistan’s Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province 
and some of Balochistan were ruled from or associated with Kabul and Kandahar before the British took control of the territory and the Durand Line came into existence in 1893.

Pakistan’s policy towards Afghanistan has its origins in the policies of the British Raj, which saw Afghanistan as a buffer between Russia’s Central Asian empire and their own empire in the subcontinent. Until 1947, Afghanistan’s foreign policy was, for all practical purposes, subject to a British veto. In an earlier era, civil servants and generals in British India had even determined who would sit on the throne in Kabul.

Since Independence, Pakistan’s leaders have sought influence over Afghanistan like that enjoyed by the erstwhile colonial power. Officials in Islamabad wish to arrogate to themselves the right to decide who wields power in Afghanistan and want their smaller neighbour to the west to subordinate its decision-making to Pakistan’s preferences.

Pakistan’s leaders cite fears of strategic encirclement by Afghanistan to the Northwest and India to the Southeast. Their support of jihadi groups, like the Mujahideen during the 1970s and 1980s, the Afghan Taliban and the Haqqani network have been based on the desire to install a government in Afghanistan that would be controlled by Pakistan. By installing a pro-Pakistan government in Afghanistan, the country hopes to thwart an Indian-backed effort for a Pashtunistan (Land of the Pashtuns) at its own expense.

Pakistani leaders have sometimes even voiced the belief that they should have the right to decide who wields power in Kabul. Immediately after the end of the anti-Soviet Afghan jihad of the 1980s, then-military dictator General Zia-ul-Haq stated, ‘We have earned the right to have [in Kabul] a power which is very friendly toward us.’
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 This belief, rather than any action on India’s part, is at the heart of Pakistan’s Afghan policy.

The real fear motivating Pakistani leaders is that overlapping ethnicities might lead some of their countrymen to feel greater affinity with Indians or Afghans across the border, rather than with co-religionists of other ethnicities within Pakistan. This is 
more a psychological fear than a serious likelihood, which is why no substantive policy concession or internationally backed negotiation has ever been able to address it.

Pakistani officials often claim that they cannot forget Afghanistan’s vote at the United Nations in 1947 against Pakistan’s membership. Few of them acknowledge that Afghanistan later withdrew its objection, recognized Pakistan and established full diplomatic relations with the new country. Similarly, there is no admission that Afghanistan supported Pakistan, not India, during several India–Pakistan wars, and never took advantage of Pakistan’s vulnerabilities.

The Pakistani fears about Afghanistan reflect the desire to suppress Pashtun nationalism through Islamic fundamentalism. They have been a major factor in Pakistan’s support of the Afghan Taliban and its role in undermining efforts to build a democratic, stable and peaceful Afghanistan. On the other hand, India continues to cultivate goodwill and support among Afghans by deepening economic, cultural and educational ties, based on their treaty of friendship signed in 1950.

Unlike Pakistan, India has avoided taking sides in intra-Afghan disputes. Even during the anti-Soviet Afghan jihad of the 1980s, India did not support any of the Mujahideen groups. It was only during the civil war that broke out in 1992 that India built ties with leaders in the Northern Alliance, including Ahmad Shah Massoud and Burhanuddin Rabbani as a response to Pakistan’s backing first of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and later of the Taliban.

Immediately after 9/11, New Delhi aided the US-led international efforts in Afghanistan. Pakistan’s then military dictator General Pervez Musharraf and his advisors had demanded that Indian presence and influence be limited if the US government wanted Pakistan’s help in Afghanistan.

India is today the largest regional donor and fifth largest global donor to Afghanistan, with over US $3 billion in assistance. India offers 1000 annual scholarships to Afghan students and has trained over 4000 Afghan military officers. New Delhi has helped construct key infrastructure inside 
Afghanistan, from roads and highways (Zaranj–Delaram) to dams (Salma dam) and the Afghan parliament building. India has also built hospitals at Farkhor and Kabul, and donated wheat to feed schoolchildren in Afghanistan.

India’s influence in Afghanistan comes from soft power. Indian engineers build highways, roads and government buildings, Indian doctors and nurses run clinics across the country, and India provides scholarships for Afghan students to study in India’s first-grade schools. For decades, Afghans have studied in India, including former president Hamid Karzai. India has invested in building its neighbour, not on coercing its friendship through military force.

Indian policymakers believe that an economically prosperous Afghanistan would serve the interests of all of its neighbours. A stable Afghanistan could be a bridge between South and Central Asia, linking together to two economic zones. India has worked with neighbouring countries, such as Iran, to plan strategic trade corridors and railroads, which would link the region together and draw in investment from the outside world. One such example is the Chabahar Port project, which seeks to establish a trade route between India and Iran, and create links into Central Asia through Afghanistan.
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 What India wants in Afghanistan, more than anything, is a prosperous partner.

RISE OF CHINA AND INDIA’S SLOW EMBRACE OF THE US

The economic and military rise of China over the past two decades poses a challenge to the liberal international order and American pre-eminence, which has characterized global affairs since the end of the Second World War. The American grand strategy for Asia and the Pacific, since 1945, centred on creating an international diplomatic and security architecture that ensured stability.

China is gradually creating a new Asian order with Chinese 
primacy at its heart. The US Indo-Pacific strategy thus has been one of renewed engagement with its partners and allies across the region – India, Japan and Southeast Asia – to construct a configuration that will be able to counter the Chinese march.

Among Asian countries, India has consistently viewed China’s expanding influence with suspicion. This is partly a function of historical experience. India had engaged communist China as an Asian brother from 1949 to 1962, only to become victim of its military aggression over a border dispute. Since 1962, India has noted China’s efforts to build close ties with countries on its periphery, thereby trying to possibly encircle India, as well as its efforts to lay the groundwork for military and naval bases throughout the Indian Ocean. With a population of more than 1 billion, China is also the country with sufficient manpower to match that of India.

The country’s competitive relationship with China – its northern neighbour and rival for leadership in Asia – dates back decades, but it is the not-so-peaceful rise of China that lies at the core of what is happening today. After building its economic and military potential, China has over the decades encroached in a region that India has always considered its sphere of influence: South Asia and the Indian Ocean region. India and China consider each other as rivals for the status of the dominant ancient civilization in Asia. They have rarely had good relations in the modern era, barring a few years in the early 1950s. But neither country wants to openly declare the other a sworn enemy.

Both China and India believe their civilizational heritage confers on them a certain right to a position at the global high table. Both are easily provoked by attacks on their national self-respect, both are sensitive to ‘loss of face’, and both have contended with Western colonial influences that have shaped their foreign policies.

They are neighbours whose colonial-era boundary serves as an ‘imperial fault line’ – creating a long-standing border dispute, which has led to frequent border frictions and one all-out war in 1962.
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 China has never favourably viewed India providing refuge to the Dalai Lama, the Tibetan leader, and thousands of Tibetan refugees.

China’s close ties to Pakistan, which have an economic and military, especially nuclear, dimension, are not viewed approvingly by India. Deepening Chinese influence within other countries in South Asia – like Nepal, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh – are seen by India as part of China’s ‘string of pearls policy’: encircling India by having a presence among its neighbours.
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 China views India’s growing ties with the US and its allies, like Japan and South Korea, as a strategic encirclement of its boundaries.

China has used the last four decades of peace with India to create its economic miracle and modernize its military. India’s economy, by contrast, has not grown consistently at double digits, and its military modernization is decades behind what it should be. Roughly speaking, China’s GDP is four times India’s (the latter is US $2.4 trillion, and the former is US $11.2 trillion); their population is approximately the same and China’s military budget is three times India’s – India spent US $66 billion in 2019, China over US $200 billion.
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From the start, the ‘peaceful rise’ of communist China has been a function of Beijing’s savvy ability to convince other countries to give up their own areas of influence. China has achieved this by building economic and strategic relationships with the immediate neighbours of its competitors – in India’s case, all its South Asian neighbours – and then egging on the neighbours to push back against perceived hegemony by the country in question. Indian leaders have always resented the presence of any external power in the region unless that power accepted Indian predominance. Beijing’s refusal to do so has repeatedly irked New Delhi.

China’s rise has forced New Delhi to take a more active stance in containing its rival. Indian analysts have always viewed China’s policy as one of strategic encirclement, often called the ‘string of pearls’ theory, one designed to give the Peoples 
Liberation Army (PLA) an advantage in a potential conflict, and more leverage in negotiations over disputes. New Delhi views the One Belt One Road (OBOR), or the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), as a continuation of China’s planned encirclement of India.

China’s project in South and Southeast Asia has been to build a network of friendly states which rely on it for patronage. Ever since the 1990s, 60 per cent of China’s arms exports have gone to three of India’s immediate neighbours: Pakistan, Myanmar and Bangladesh.

Starting from the 1950s, China built a close relationship with Pakistan, an alliance which today has a strong military, nuclear and economic component. From assistance in the nuclear arena to protection at the UNSC, China has openly supported Pakistan. In return, Pakistan has become, in the words of scholar and diplomat Husain Haqqani, China’s secondary deterrent against India.

The US $62 billion China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), the showcase initiative of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), is a prime example. Massive infrastructure projects being built inside Pakistan will provide China with access to the Persian Gulf, via the port of Gwadar. Unless Pakistan’s economy grows substantially, the country will only end up further in China’s debt under the project’s massive high-interest loans.

Sri Lanka is another case in point. Its relationship with China dates back to the 1950s, during the era of Asian bonhomie and non-alignment. The long civil war in Sri Lanka, and India’s sporadic support of the Tamil rebels, hurt India’s relations with the country, creating an environment of mistrust which Beijing has subsequently exploited. Chinese investment in Sri Lanka under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) included building the port of Hambantota. Colombo’s inability to pay back the high-interest Chinese loans resulted in Sri Lanka having to lease the port to China for a period of ninety-nine years.

China also has its sights trained on Nepal, which has long been seen as India’s buffer with Tibet and China. Nepal is also 
the only Indian neighbour with whom India has an open border policy, which has helped trade and tourism, but has also created security challenges. In recent years, Beijing has offered to deepen any rifts between New Delhi and the communist–Maoist government in Kathmandu by offering better terms on trade and infrastructure development.

After Pakistan, the South Asian country with the largest Chinese investment under BRI is Bangladesh. New Delhi’s level of trust with Dhaka is high and Bangladesh is critical to India’s security, especially its northeastern states. Resolving the land border dispute with Dhaka, providing lines of credit for infrastructure and encouraging inter-regional trade between India’s northeastern states and Bangladesh has helped New Delhi.

New Delhi is also wary of Chinese bases and ports, especially in the Indian Ocean, from Hambantota in Sri Lanka to Gwadar and Jiwani in Pakistan on the Persian Gulf, as well as potential bases in the Maldives and in Djibouti in the Horn of Africa. India’s response in South Asia has been to offer more economic assistance and aid to its immediate neighbours. Its response in Southeast Asia and the Pacific has been to rebuild relationships with countries of those regions.

India’s historical and civilizational ties with Southeast Asia go back to centuries of trade ties, the spread of Hinduism and Buddhism from the subcontinent and an ancient Indian empire that extended its presence to Southeast Asia (the Chola Empire). However, it is only from the 1990s when India adopted its ‘Look East’ policy, aimed at building closer economic ties with the region, that economic cooperation has seriously begun. It is only in the last decade that a security dimension has been added to this relationship.

Reflective of this ‘Look East’ policy, India’s trade with the region stands at US $76 billion. Although it has refused to become a member of the proposed Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) free trade agreement, India remains actively engaged in the region. It has also deepened partnerships with Southeast Asian countries aimed at bolstering 
their defence capabilities and making them strategically useful partners.

In 2015, India and Singapore signed defence cooperation and strategic partnership agreements. Indian armed forces helped build the capacity of their Vietnamese counterparts and in February 2017, the two sides held discussions on the sale of the surface-to-air Akash and the supersonic Brahmos missiles. New Delhi has provided over US $500 million in credit to Vietnam to modernize their armed forces and since 2016, India has trained Vietnamese navy submariners at its naval training school.

The Straits of Malacca are as critical for India as they are for China with almost 40 per cent of India’s trade passing through this narrow waterway. In mid-May 2018, Indonesia and India signed an agreement as part of which the former has given the latter access to the strategically located island of Sabang, at the northern tip of Sumatra and less than 300 miles from the Malacca Straits. India will invest in the dual-use port and economic zone of Sabang, and also build a hospital. Indian naval ships will also visit the port, which is deep enough to serve as a potential base for submarines.

New Delhi has also boosted relations with the Pacific Islands, again a region with which India shares civilizational ties and is home to a large Indian diaspora. Since 2014, there have been annual conferences of the Forum for India Pacific Islands Cooperation either in India or in the region itself, and New Delhi has offered massive assistance, including annual grant-in-aid to each of the fourteen Pacific Island countries, ranging from US $125,000 to $200,000. India has also set up a fund for adapting to climate change, capacity building of coastal surveillance systems, and technical training and educational fellowships.

In the Indian Ocean region, it has deepened relations with island nations like Seychelles, Maldives and Mauritius, as well as with strategically located countries like Oman and the UAE. In January 2018, India and Seychelles signed a twenty-year pact whereby India would build an airstrip and a jetty for the Indian navy on Assumption Island. In February 2018, New Delhi and 
Muscat finalized an agreement through which India gained access to the strategically located port of Duqm, on Oman’s southern coast.

Many Indians believe their country is China’s match in view of their civilizational heritage and potential, but China does not see India as an equal, particularly because of the vast difference in the size of the two economies. India needs to boost its economic growth and modernize its military if it wants Beijing to treat it as a serious rival. In the last two decades, the United States and its major allies have taken an interest in the rise of India as part of their strategic plans for dealing with China’s global pre-eminence. Although India and the United States are closer today than they ever were before, the world’s oldest and largest democracies have never really been allies and are still trying to determine the future contours of their partnership.

The United States and India have core values in common – democracy, multi-ethnic and multireligious populations and pluralism. They both consider terrorism and the rise of China as threats, and have an identical vision of an open and rule-based global system. But Indians remain wary of depending on the Americans, while US decision makers privately express their exasperation over India’s slow and deliberate decision making. From the Indian perspective, an alliance with the US might result in the country losing its strategic autonomy without necessarily securing the guarantee of US support against China. Indians see a strong isolationist streak manifesting under President Donald Trump, exemplified in American policy towards Afghanistan, as well as the rest of West Asia.

The US does not see India’s immediate neighbourhood as India itself sees it. For example, the country is concerned that a US military withdrawal from Afghanistan after a deal with the Taliban would lead to Pakistan trying to fill the vacuum. Not only would that amount to rewarding Pakistan for supporting terrorism, it would also deny India access to Central Asia while bolstering China’s role in the region. The Americans, who are more concerned about China’s naval prowess and the threat that might pose in the South China Sea and the Pacific region, 
want India to actively check China’s growing influence in Southeast and East Asia, without recognizing its priorities in South and Central Asia.

Thus, the India–US relationship remains stuck in a grey area where desire for partnership far exceeds operational and functional instruments of collaboration. Educational and economic exchanges remain the mainstay of the relationship, while political and military ties have advanced very slowly. In some ways, that has been the history of the ties between the two countries. Both have seen opportunities in befriending each other, but fallen short of each other’s expectations – going back to 1792, when President George Washington appointed a consul to the British Indian Empire based in Calcutta. Until 1941, the only ties between India and the United States involved minimal economic activity and education through American missionaries in India.

In 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had appointed an envoy to what was still British India, with a view of building relations with a future independent India. President Roosevelt and the United States government were keen for the British government to grant India independence; yet, they were reluctant to hurt the war effort. In 1946, the United States established full diplomatic relations with India, even though the British had not yet granted the country independence. With China facing a civil war between the nationalists and the communists, an independent India looked like a potential ally to the US administration in the decades ahead.

But despite American support for Indian independence, and a common appreciation for democracy between the two nations, Jawaharlal Nehru opted for non-alignment during the Cold War. There were other complicating circumstances that constrained the US–India relationship in the years immediately following Independence. Although the United States provided economic and developmental aid to India, the nation found American military support to Pakistan detrimental to its interests. India’s close relations with the Soviet Union was another factor that kept New Delhi and Washington estranged throughout the Cold 
War.

India welcomed aid from both the US and the Soviet-led blocs, arguing that its priority was its own development and that it could not afford to ally with only one superpower. US development assistance in the form of PL-480 local currency loans and support in the modernizing of Indian agriculture, as well as in the setting up some of India’s higher educational institutions was deeply appreciated. But India’s unwillingness to commit to the American bloc came in the way of deeper relations.

From the 1990s onwards, succeeding American and Indian administrations have attempted to forge a multifaceted partnership. The success of President Clinton’s landmark trip in March 2000, in which he spoke of the need to ‘start a new chapter’ in Indo-US relations, was continued under President George W. Bush. The United States ostensibly ‘de-hyphenated’ its ties with India and Pakistan, meaning that relations with one would not come in the way of a partnership with the other. President Bush’s offer to India of a civilian nuclear deal in 2006 created the prospect of a more extensive connection. Under President Barack Obama, the United States described the US–India relationship as the defining partnership of the twenty-first century. But at every stage the promise of the relationship that was loudly proclaimed did not always result in specific manifestations of a substantive alliance.

The United States views India as a potential counterweight to a rising China, but cannot help noticing India’s unwillingness to exercise hard power or agree to military alliances. As the world’s largest democracy, with a multicultural society and expanding military heft, New Delhi has the potential to balance China’s expansion westward. As the PLA navy moves into the Indian Ocean and builds a blue water fleet, the United States sees India as a valuable partner in balancing China at sea. India and the United States agree on the need for an open and inclusive Indo-Pacific region and, upholding a rule-based liberal international order. They are just somewhat slow in figuring out how to manage the region’s security and what commitments 
each is able to make towards their shared objectives.

India’s growing economic and security relationships, and interest in the Indo-Pacific region, are aligned with its deepening partnership with the United States. Two years after signing the US–India Joint Strategic Vision of 2015, India joined the Quad (a strategic grouping of the United States, India, Japan and Australia) and there is talk about making the grouping something more than an annual talk shop. Three years into the administration of President Donald Trump, India and the United States have a bilateral trade relationship of over US $142 billion and a defence relationship where India is described as a major defence partner by the US.

India lies at the core of the Trump administration’s South Asia strategy, as well as its Indo-Pacific strategy. Unlike his predecessors, President Trump has been openly critical of Pakistan, has cut almost all aid to that country, and asked India to play a bigger role in Afghanistan. His opposition to China has been unambiguous, a fact that Indians tend to appreciate.

From being ‘estranged’ democracies during the Cold War, India and the US today share, in the words of former secretary of state Rex Tillerson a ‘growing strategic convergence’. From having almost no military relations during the Cold War, India has become a significant buyer of US military equipment. The United States increasingly also views India as a potential regional security provider, and seeks to build its security capacity through commercial and defence cooperation between the two militaries.

Though India is a virtual American ally, it remains reluctant to be a formal American ally. The US has historically preferred institutional arrangements for collective security, while India is reluctant to cede power to a collective security mechanism. It has always been reluctant to join any formal military alliance or any grouping that appears like a military alliance.

Despite its slow embrace of the United States, India’s desire for multiple partnerships in the global arena stands out. It speaks of a special relationship with the US but is, at the same time, a member of the BRICS grouping, the Russia, India and 
China grouping and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) where China is the main investor. India is against the One Belt One Road or Belt and Road Initiative, it supports Japan’s Quality Infrastructure Initiative, is a member of the Quad, and says that it views the United States as a natural ally. This reflects the country’s pursuit of maximum options in foreign relations. India has warmed up to America’s influence, but it has certainly not committed to an exclusive alliance with the United States.

INSTITUTIONS OF FOREIGN POLICY

Even though India’s prime minister, his Cabinet and parliament are the major pillars of the country’s government, it is the professionally trained civil service that is described as its ‘steel frame’. That depiction dates back to a 1922 parliamentary speech by the then British prime minister David Lloyd-George. The Indian bureaucratic system, especially the foreign service, is a legacy of British colonial rule with a history dating back to the British East India Company. Some would argue that institutions created under colonial rule, and sustained in the first few decades of independence, might inhibit rather than facilitate India’s rise as a major global power.

India was the engine that sustained the British Raj and a huge bureaucratic establishment was set up to serve it. Schools were set up to train civil and military officials to maintain the empire’s interests, locally as well as internationally. Under the East India Company, military officers and civilian administrators were company employees and their roles were interchangeable. The Company used the same personnel for domestic, diplomatic and military work, and British policies in relation to India were framed on the basis of reports by these employees. Even after the Crown took over from the Company, the Foreign and Political Department’s function was not purely restricted to the foreign affairs of British India, but also included internal and imperial matters.

At Independence, there were differing views in the Congress party about whether or not independent India should retain the 
British civil services. Nehru supported abolition of the permanent civil service inherited from the Raj and wanted to replace it with a cadre of political appointees. In his view, this would be a more democratic system and, in addition to removing the vestiges of colonialism, would create a more patriotic governing class. Ironically, it was Patel who argued in favour of retaining the permanent bureaucracy created so carefully over almost two centuries by the British.

In a letter to Nehru dated 27 April 1948, Patel asserted that ‘an efficient and disciplined and contended service, assured of its prospects as a result of diligent and honest work, is a sine qua non of sound administration under a democratic regime even more than under an authoritarian rule’.
37
 According to Patel, the bureaucracy ‘must be above party’ and a system should be laid out that minimizes ‘political considerations either in its recruitment or in its discipline and control’.
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Patel’s view prevailed and India’s founding fathers were able to rise above the resentment resulting from mistreatment by the bureaucracy during colonial rule. India retained the broad British civil service system though, over time, numerous changes were introduced. Today, the Indian civil services are divided into three broad categories: the Central Services (which comprises forty-three services, including the Indian Foreign Service), All India Services (consisting of three services, including the Indian Administrative Service) and the various state services.

Notwithstanding the changes in the foreign office’s organization at various times, the training of civil servants remains as stringent as it was in colonial days. In case of the Indian Foreign Service, J. Bandyopadhyaya, the author of The Making of India’s Foreign Policy
, points out, well-trained professional diplomats are crucial for the country’s international relations. ‘However rational the broad goals and principles of foreign policy determined by the political executive may be,’ he writes, ‘there will be a wide gap between theory and practice if the personnel responsible for the various 
major aspects of policy are not properly selected, trained and utilized.’
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Since 1926, recruitment of India’s civil servants has taken place through the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC) – formerly Federal Public Service Commission – an independent body that conducts annual examinations for the recruitment for various Indian administrative services, including the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) and the Indian Administrative Service (IAS).

Once selected, new recruits (or probationers as they are called) train first along with colleagues from other services at the Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration in Mussourie, before heading to the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) in New Delhi for specialized training. The training period lasts three years, after which each officer is assigned a compulsory foreign language. After a brief attachment to the Ministry of External Affairs in New Delhi, the young IFS officer is posted to an Indian mission based on their language skills. At the end of the three-year training period, officers must pass an examination before being allowed to continue further in the service.

There are approximately 770 IFS officers manning 162 Indian missions and posts abroad, as well as at the headquarters in New Delhi. For a country of its size and the demands of global engagement, India has a relatively small foreign service. The external affairs ministry also has 400 support staff, including interpreters and lawyers who are not foreign service officers. These numbers do not compare favourably with other major developing countries. China has 6000 diplomats, while Brazil’s foreign service comprises 3000.
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 ‘For every Indian diplomat there are four Brazilian diplomats,’ the then foreign secretary Shivshankar Menon told a parliamentary committee in 2007. ‘For every Indian diplomat there are seven Chinese diplomats,’ he said, adding, ‘Now we might be wonderful and very efficient, but we are not that efficient or that good. The strain is telling on us.’
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Starting off as a small elite service, the IFS only recruited five to ten people each year for several years after Independence. The exclusivity and small number of Indian diplomats led to the view that they were somehow better than others. Quality was believed to be a substitute for numbers. Over time, the foreign service realized its personnel crunch. Had the Ministry of External Affairs been strategic consistently and added to their numbers on a regular basis, India could have doubled the number of its diplomats in fifty years, keeping pace with demand.

Bad personnel management for decades has led to the difficulties Shivshankar Menon identified before the parliamentary committee sixty years after Independence. The Indian government has now decided to double the number of people working for the foreign ministry to 1500 and recruitment rates have gone up. Thirty-two ‘officer trainee diplomats’ were inducted in 2014, as against the eight to fifteen some two decades ago.
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In an effort to bring fresh blood into the Indian foreign ministry, the Modi-led administration is encouraging lateral entry. In a deposition before a parliamentary committee in 2015, the then foreign secretary S. Jaishankar stated that the Ministry of External Affairs would fill positions in its Policy Planning Division by recruiting from outside the government.
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 In the last year, there have been structural level changes within the Ministry of External Affairs with a move away from the current pyramid-style structure into a more decentralized one. The aim is to create a series of verticals with each one being headed by a policy director of the rank of additional secretary. This is in addition to the rise in lateral entry and creation of new divisions like the Indo-Pacific division, the emerging technologies division and others.
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The reluctance of an entrenched bureaucracy to yield space is the reason why India took so long after 1947 to create additional structures for policymaking. For example, the idea of an advisor to the prime minister on foreign and security policy 
issues is not new and has been around since Independence. Nehru’s appointment of a secretary-general at the Ministry of External Affairs was meant to put in position someone having trust of the prime minister and knowledge of the Indian system.

Nehru rarely sought advice and the secretary-general ended up becoming just another tier in the Ministry of External Affairs bureaucracy created by the British. Indira Gandhi created the position of chairman of the Policy Planning Committee to help her formulate foreign policy, while other prime ministers relied on advisors within the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO). However, it took several decades before a national security adviser (NSA) could be appointed and the edifice left in place by the British was subjected to any serious revision.

The appointment of an NSA since 1999 is designed as an institutional bridge between the foreign service, intelligence services and the PMO. Now, the Indian national security apparatus approximates the American model. It comprises the NSA, the National Security Council Secretariat (NSCS), led by the deputy NSA and the National Security Advisory Board (NSAB) that enables unofficial voices on foreign policy to be heard by the government.

India’s National Security Council comprises the prime minister, the NSA, the external affairs minister, the defence minister, the finance minister and the vice-chairman of the NITI Aayog. The composition of the National Security Council and the Cabinet Committee on Security is the same, except for the addition of the national security advisor and vice-chairman of the NITI Aayog. It is argued that the Cabinet Committee on Security always has three or four issues to deal with and has to make quick decisions. It does not have time for elaborate presentations or brainstorming on any issue. The National Security Council, on the other hand, is designed to discuss one issue at a time in greater detail. In practice, however, the National Security Council meets infrequently, often only once or twice a year, and spends most of its time dealing with strategic issues tied to nuclear command and control.

Organizationally, the National Security Council comprises the 
Strategic Policy Group (SPG), the National Security Advisory Board (NSAB) and a secretariat represented by the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC). The national security apparatus too has undergone change. Not only does the NSA now hold Cabinet ministerial rank but there are three deputy NSAs and one military adviser.
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 The JIC, originally set up in 1948, analyses intelligence data from all intelligence agencies – domestic and foreign, civilian as well as military. It was originally headed by an officer of the Ministry of External Affairs and rarely fulfilled its role of collecting, coordinating, processing and evaluating intelligence inputs reports from all ministries. It was reconstituted in 1965, and comprised both civilian officials and uniformed military. When the National Security Council system was set up, along with the appointment of an NSA, the Joint Intelligence Committee was included within it.

Direct and constant access to the prime minister enables the NSA to be better informed about current events than even the minister of external affairs. The creation of the office of the NSA has resulted in the erosion of authority for both the foreign secretary and the external affairs minister, which is what the permanent civil service feared all along. It has, however, paved the way for better coordination between different branches of government and made decision-making as well as implementation easier. Critics argue, however, that the concept of NSA is better suited for a presidential system of government than a parliamentary one.
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India and Indians know that the country is a great civilization, one of the oldest ones, and that it deserves to be on the global stage and amongst the great powers. They also want the world to recognize this fact. However, civilizational heritage and greatness do not by themselves make a country a great power. India is unique, India is different and India needs special 
treatment is also part of this belief. The nation’s foreign policy institutions and practices reflect its desire to be a great power and conflicting urges to remain alone. This internal conflict means that the country’s foreign policy is malformed and misshapen – it is fully committed in neither direction.

The challenge for Indian foreign policy is reconciling its realism with its idealism. India has serious challenges to its national interests – in the form of a rising China and questions over the reliability of America – and claims to a historical lineage which demand recognition. To marry the two, India must find a way to meaningfully engage with challengers such as China in a manner which is acceptable to the sensibilities and historical character of its people. India must find ways to work with the United States, marshal international institutions, and grow its foreign service corps in a strategy which complements and draws from its specific and unique geography and history.
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Military and Grand Strategy


INDIA IS ALREADY a global power in the minds of its public and officials, who would like the country to be seated at the global high table by virtue of its special status. The rise of China in recent years has led several major powers, including the United States, to support India’s rise as a global player. But as Australian scholar and leading exponent of the English school of international relations, Hedley Bull, pointed out, great powers are identified by ‘comparability of status’, ‘rank in military strength’, and the ability and recognition to ‘play a part in determining issues that affect the peace and security of the international system as whole’.
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India is, by that criteria, still not a great power. Not only is its global status and military rank nowhere comparable with that of the US or China, its reluctance to exercise power globally is also all too apparent. While its soft power enables India to win admiration, it remains unable to coerce others into compliance with its wishes.

Admiration can give way to criticism relatively easily when India is seen as not living up to its ideals – something witnessed after a spate of domestic decisions in the second half of 2019 were seen worldwide as negatively affecting the country’s minorities.

India’s dilemma is best explained through the following quote from Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland
. The Cheshire Cat asks Alice, ‘Where are you going?’ Alice replies, ‘Which way should I go?’ To which the Cat says, ‘That depends on where you are going.’ Alice’s reply is, ‘I don’t know.’ The Cat then remarks, ‘Then it doesn’t matter which way you go.’
2
 Like Alice, India wants to get somewhere, but does not know which road to take because it has not decided where it wishes to arrive. It can be a 
pacifist nation, but the global environment does not render that possible. As for being a global power, it requires hard power commitments more than generic statements about ‘friendship with all and malice towards none’.

This need to choose a direction is made all the more important by India’s size and economic strength. Faced with a geopolitical landscape that is radically different from its early post-Independence years and a rapidly changing global economy, India is confronted with both new foreign policy problems and new tools at its disposal. While any state undergoing such transformation would be faced with important choices, as a country that encompasses 17 per cent of the world’s population, Indian choices carry unusual gravity. New Delhi needs to undertake a clear-eyed assessment of its intentions, whether it has the capabilities to achieve them, and if not, what it needs to do to build these capacities.

India’s sense of self – its status quo orientation, adoption of non-alignment, and later strategic autonomy and preference for strategic restraint – all emanate from its civilizational heritage. But that heritage turns into historical baggage if it leads to paralytic indecision. Those who argue that India is docile and non-aggressive often fail to recognize that there is a fine line between docility and contentment. India is and will always be defined by its sense of being a 5000-years-old civilization. But it should not be content with what went before, if it sees for itself a major role in the times that lay ahead.

India needs to settle on a grand strategy. Grand strategy refers to how a state marshals its resources to pursue its global interests. For leaders, this means choosing a foreign policy that matches the capacity of the country. This may sound simple enough, but finding the right mix has often been difficult for countries. As American historian John Lewis Gaddis notes, ‘If you seek ends beyond your means, then sooner or later you’ll have to scale back your ends to fit your means.’
3


Most countries that seek to become great powers build their military strength and seek to project their defence capabilities 
aggressively. India is an enigma in that for the majority of Indians, its claim for the global high table comes from its unique civilization, its democracy and pluralism, its soft power, its economic strength, its geostrategic location and, only reluctantly, its military capabilities.

India is a status quo power that has no revisionist ambitions in its neighbourhood or beyond. It seeks to be an Asian and a global player but, unlike China, it lacks ideological or territorial ambitions. India seeks recognition as the regional hegemon, but a pre-eminence that is benevolent and status quo oriented. The chakravartin
 (supreme ruler dispensing justice and maintaining peace) legacy means that for India’s power projection, both in its immediate neighbourhood and beyond, is for recognition of status, not for aggrandizement of territory or rewriting of any global norms.

In an earlier book, I had laid out the four major strands in India’s contemporary foreign policy: Imperialist Legacy, Messianic Idealism, Realism and Isolationism.
4
 All of these must be considered in formulating a grand strategy for India.

The ‘Imperialist Legacy’ school of thought draws primarily from the most recent pre-Independence experience of decision-making known to India, the period of the British Raj. For this outlook, India is the centre and New Delhi knows best. India’s post-Independence policy towards its immediate South Asian neighbours exemplifies this policy best. New Delhi, whether under the British or after, has always believed that India’s Central government is best suited to make security decisions.

Just like British officers during the Raj, the advocates of an imperial foreign policy for independent India insist that its South Asian neighbours should agree and accept that India’s security needs are theirs as well. Even the idealist Nehru reflected this mindset when it came to the subcontinent and India’s adjacent states.
5
 His daughter, Indira Gandhi, proclaimed what came to be called the ‘Indira Doctrine’, reserving primacy for India in making security decisions for its neighbourhood.

‘Messianic Idealism’, reflecting the mantra of global peace, justice and prosperity, has served as the strong moral component of India’s foreign policy, inspired by the moral legacy of ancient Indian thought reiterated during the national struggle under Mahatma Gandhi. Proponents of this perspective believe that India is an example for the world and that the country has the duty to proclaim that example for other nations. This element of Indian exceptionalism often forms part of its view of itself and of the world. Every Indian leader, whether Gandhi or Vivekananda, whether Nehru or Modi, has demanded that the rest of the world accord India stature commensurate to its civilizational contribution.

It is a function of India’s Messianic Idealism that the populace, whether the general public or their leaders, have always believed in India’s heritage as a great civilization and have anticipated the future as a great power. It is almost as if all India has to do is to wait for the world to accept its greatness. The nation has often claimed the moral high ground in international relations and believed that it has the right to preach to other nations about what policies to adopt. During the Cold War, India used multilateral venues, like the annual United Nations gatherings and the Non-aligned and G-77 groupings for philosophical elocutions on right and wrong that others saw as sermonizing.

At the same time, Indians have had no qualms in anchoring external relations in realism. From ancient times, realist and idealist philosophies have coexisted in India and the post-Independence era is no exception. Indians reflect a cultural ability to entertain seemingly contradictory thoughts parallel to each other. Belief in moral principles did not turn its leaders into pacifists.

Notwithstanding Messianic Idealism, New Delhi has always recognized the importance of hard power. Indian foreign policy has woven into its thread the ideas of ancient Indian thinker Kautilya (also known as Chanakya), who is sometimes referred to as India’s Machiavelli. Kautilya argued that a state should be willing to use any of the following four means to achieve its 
goals: Saam, Daam, Dand and Bhed (persuade, buy, punish and divide).

For all its Messianic Idealism, the Indian state has a Hobbesian view of the world where it can depend only on itself. This explains the strong desire for strategic autonomy, the push for economic autarky and the pursuit of military self-sufficiency. Indian leaders, from Nehru onwards, have recognized the importance of all elements of national power, including military power. The emphasis on economic growth in recent years is also tied to the realization that India’s great power ambitions would not be realized without having the means to pay for a strong military, among other things.

While desirous of playing a global role, the country has also been reluctant to be drawn into global issues or ideologies. There is a strong streak of isolationism in India’s global outlook. It is one of its many paradoxes – that it wants to be seen as a great power and is still often reluctant to do what is required of most great powers. Ironically, the British were the first power/empire in India that had an outward worldview. Until the advent of the Raj, with the exception of the ancient South Indian Chola dynasty, no other Indian empire had sought to extend itself beyond the subcontinent. Indian philosophers too asserted that would-be emperors or sovereigns must build an empire within the subcontinent and not outside. Thus, to many Indians, external entanglements hark back to the imperial outlook of the Raj, instead of representing a genuinely swadeshi (home-made) worldview.

Modern India has consistently been reluctant to involve itself in international conflicts and blocs, though Nehru’s non-alignment ideology was a way of being involved in the world without external commitments that would bind it to specific choices. India was trying to get the best of both worlds. Even now, the country wants to be a permanent member of the UN Security Council without building the power potential possessed by other permanent members. For Indians influenced by isolationism, keeping the nation territorially intact, building a strong economy, eradicating poverty and creating a just society 
have often been more important than playing an active role in global conflicts or choosing between ideologies and blocs. While India wants to be considered a global power, not just a regional one, there are limits to which it will exercise power.

Understanding India’s grand strategy requires first evaluating the foreign policy tools which the country has at its disposal. One of these tools is the military. At first glance, India fields a large and formidable military. It has 1.3 million active duty military personnel, in addition to 2.8 million personnel in reserves. The Indian army has 2100 aircraft and 4400 battle tanks. The Indian air force has 2082 aircraft and the navy possesses 295 vessels.
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 India ranks fourth in the Global Firepower Index of 2019. The country ranks as one of the top five high-spenders on military purchases.
7
 But under close inspection, its numerically massive military faces an uncertain future as an effective tool of foreign policy.

According to the 2018 Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Report, India’s defence spending had surpassed that of United Kingdom and France, and stood at US $63.9 billion in 2017.
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 But India only allocated 1.5 per cent of its GDP in 2020 towards the military, the lowest allocation in decades.
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 According to SIPRI, there has been a fall in India’s defence spending as a share of government revenue and GDP. Twenty years ago, 14.8 per cent of Indian government revenue was dedicated towards defence, representing 3.5 per cent of GDP. In 2017 only, 9.1 per cent of government revenue was dedicated towards defence, which comprised 2.5 per cent of GDP.
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Moreover, 63 per cent of India’s increased defence spending goes towards salaries and pensions for its over 1 million personnel on active duty and more than 2 million veterans. Only 14 per cent is allocated for the purchase of state-of-the-art equipment. In March 2018, then vice-chief of army staff, Lt. Gen. Sarath Chand, informed a parliamentary committee that the latest budget ‘had dashed our hopes’, as the ‘marginal 
increase in budget barely accounts for inflation and does not even cater for the taxes’. This meant that there were ‘hardly any funds for new schemes in 2018–19’. Considering that 68 per cent of the army equipment is categorized as ‘vintage’, and only 8 per cent as ‘state-of-the-art’, India’s military capability is not what it looks like at first glance.
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 It might have a large military, but it is far from being a great power military.

COLONIAL LEGACY AND MILITARY STRATEGY

India’s armed forces owe their strength as well as their weakness to the colonial legacy. The Indian army of today originated under the British Raj and its institutional framework was first created under foreign rule. The structure of the British Indian army has continued, with some adjustments, for over seven decades in independent India. But it must not be forgotten that the colonial army was built for the sole purpose of maintaining the British empire, whereas the army of an independent India has to fulfil a national purpose. The British Indian army was key to the empire; it served as cannon fodder across the globe and its core strength during both World Wars.

For leaders like Winston Churchill, India represented a vital British interest that needed defending because of its value in protecting other interests.
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 Echoing Churchill’s views, General Claude Auchinleck, then commander of British forces in the Western desert, who later became commander-in-chief of the Indian army and supreme commander of all British forces in India and Pakistan, stated: ‘India is vital to our existence. We could still hold India without the Middle East, but we cannot hold the Middle East without India.’
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This view of the Indian army as being critical to British global policy led to frequent disagreements between the government in London and the Raj’s administration in Delhi. The former sought an army which could be deployed globally, while the latter preferred to use the force to curb domestic unrest and maintain its borders. Both the 1938 and 1939 Committees of 
Imperial Defence argued that India was ‘the most suitable area east of the Mediterranean in which to station reserves for the Middle and Far East’.
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 But the Second World War transformed the British Indian army, which became ‘the largest volunteer force’ during that war.
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 The British were able to recruit 2.5 million men from the subcontinent ‘without resorting to conscription’
16
 and to deploy them far from home.

The British Indian army fought the three major Axis powers (Japan, Italy and Germany) from Hong Kong in the east to Italy in the west. It ‘displayed tactical virtuosity and organizational flexibility while fighting in varying terrains, from the swamps and jungles of Malaya and Burma to the rocky terrain of Eritrea, the sandy desert of North Africa, and the mountains of central Italy’.
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 The Second World War transformed the British Indian army ‘from an Imperial Policing force in 1939 to a modern professional army in 1945’.
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 The British had, since their advent in the subcontinent, managed to create an army comprising primarily of Indians that became powerful enough to defeat all local rulers and serve as the backbone of Britain’s worldwide empire.

According to Stephen Rosen, the British ‘accomplished this by separating their armies from Indian society, not by changing Indian social structures. Having conquered portions of India, the British were then able to institute changes that did have a substantial impact on the indigenous social structures’.
19
 The British separated the army from society, and introduced to the subcontinent’s soldiers stability of pay, uniforms, promotions based on length of service and a pension system.
20
 The army was downsized after the end of the Second World War, but on the eve of Independence, it still consisted of 3,91,000 men, and a relatively smaller navy (8700 personnel) and air force (13,000 personnel).
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India’s national struggle had a dramatic bearing on independent India’s relationship with its military. The early 
leaders of the national movement shaped not only the struggle for independence but also defined the contours of independent India’s policies. The modern nation’s view of the role of the military, and its defence policies since Independence, can best be understood by examining the views of the Indian liberals in the early twentieth century. They were especially against the high military expenditures of the army that led to the imposition of taxes on the public and demanded that more money be spent on social upliftment.

Although Indians had little say in policymaking at the time, the formation of the Indian National Congress in 1885 had created a permanent organizational structure for Indians to discuss and debate political issues, including views on international developments. Soon after its formation, the Congress started making pronouncements on all aspects of social, economic, foreign and defence policy through resolutions, notwithstanding the fact that control of all these fields remained firmly in British hands. The Congress demanded that Indians be able to decide the country’s policies, whether domestic or foreign, and this included defence policy.

From the Congress’s perspective, the British Indian army sustained the empire, whether by suppressing riots or fighting wars. Leaders argued not only for the right to decide where the army should be deployed, but whether it should be sent overseas at all. These leaders resented the use of Indian soldiers to perpetuate British imperialism. In 1903, liberal leader Gopal Krishna Gokhale stated during a speech on the Budget, ‘Indian finance is virtually at the mercy of military considerations and no well-sustained or vigorous effort by the state on an adequate scale for the material advancement or the moral progress of the people is possible while our revenues are liable to be appropriated in an ever-increasing proportion for military services.’
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The Congress was, in principle, against involvement of Indian troops in any imperialist war or adventure. Still, during the First World War, the Congress supported the allied war effort with 
medical units and military volunteers. Indian leaders had hoped that the Britain would grant India Dominion status after the war in return for the support provided. They were, however, disappointed as the Raj showed little gratitude for India’s support and sacrifices during the Great War. In the subsequent years, the use of the Indian army for imperial objectives became a source of persistent disagreement between India’s liberals and the British.

At the end of the First World War, an ‘Army in India Committee’, led by Lord Esher, spoke of the importance of imperial duties in Indian defence. In response, a fifteen-member committee of the legislative assembly, led by Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru, tabled a report that argued that the ‘purpose of army in India must be held to be defence of India against external aggression and the maintenance of internal peace … Military resources of India should not be developed in a manner suited to imperial necessities.’
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Successive resolutions passed by the Congress over the years repudiated the aggressive policies of the Raj and reassured foreign countries, especially India’s neighbours, that upon attainment of self-government, the country’s foreign policy would be one of friendship towards all. A resolution passed at the Madras session of the Congress in 1927 declared: ‘The people of India have no quarrels with their neighbours and desire to live in peace with them and assert their right to determine whether or not they will take part in any war.’
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As the Second World War approached, Congress resolutions opposed Fascism and Nazism: criticizing Japan’s aggression against Manchuria, Italy’s annexation of Abyssinia and Germany’s dismemberment of Czechoslovakia. Not only did the Congress pass resolutions but it also raised funds and sent aid for the Abyssinian and Spanish loyalist causes. As foreign secretary of the Congress party, Nehru visited Spain, Czechoslovakia, Russia and even Chongqing in China.
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The Congress’s own struggle for self-determination drove many of their foreign policy aspirations. At the 1938 Haripura 
session of the Congress, a resolution was passed that the ‘people of India desire to live in peace and friendship with their neighbours and with all other countries and for this purpose wish to remove all causes of conflict between them. Striving for their own freedom and independence as a nation, they wish to respect the freedom of others and to build up their strength on the basis of international cooperation and goodwill.’ This desire for peace and mutual self-determination created a clash with the British Indian army’s stated purpose as an appendage of colonial rule.
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A few months later, in September 1939, the Congress Working Committee issued a statement declaring: ‘If the war is to defend the status quo, imperialist possessions, colonies, vested interests and privilege then India can have nothing to do with it. If, however, the issue is democracy and a world order based on democracy then India is intensely interested in it.’
27
 The Congress steadfastly opposed the British war effort and most Congress leaders spent the war years in prison or in exile.

The war strengthened and accelerated the Indian independence movement. The 1942 Quit India Resolution passed by the Congress party in Bombay championed the cause of a world federation pointing out that ‘the future peace, security and ordered progress of the world demand a world federation of free nations, as on no other basis can the problems of the modern world be solved. Such a world federation will ensure the freedom of its constituent nations, the prevention of exploitation by one nation over another, the protection of national minorities, the advancement of all backward areas and peoples and the pooling of the world’s resources for the common good of all.’
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Non-cooperation of the Congress with the British during the war years created space for the Muslim League’s demand for the partition of India and had the effect of forcing the British to reconsider their belief in holding on to India indefinitely. By the time the war ended, Indian independence became inevitable. In 1945, though not yet an independent country, India was 
represented at the San Francisco Conference and signed the United Nations Charter. Two years later, the last British Viceroy partitioned the country into the two dominions of India and Pakistan, transferred power to native governments, and left the subcontinent. The new India inherited a strong commitment to civilian supremacy and anti-imperialism, which had been at the heart of the national struggle for freedom.

After Independence, Indian nationalist leaders sought to reform the army in order to ensure civilian control and restructured civil–military relations. As a result, independent India is one of the few postcolonial countries that was not subject to coups or dominance by powerful military factions. Srinath Raghavan notes that instead of giving the British ‘credit for a system of military subordination to civilian authority’ it is India’s liberal nationalist leaders ‘who identified the fundamental flaw in the British system and proposed an alternative – one that was eventually adopted by the Republic’.
29
 Indian leaders adopted symbolic and real measures to signal a shift from prevalent attitudes under the Raj, when British men in uniform dominated decision-making.

Soon after the transfer of power in 1947, the commander-in-chief of the Indian armed forces no longer remained part of the Cabinet and instead would have to report to the civilian defence minister. In 1955, the office of commander-in-chief was downgraded to the chief of the army staff and was made equal to the other two service chiefs. The official residence of the British commander-in-chief – Teen Murti Bhavan – became the residence of the first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. It was turned into a museum after Nehru’s death. The warrant of precedence for official protocol was also changed to highlight civilian ascendancy.

Indian nationalist leaders also sought changes to the recruitment and training policies inherited from the British Raj. They viewed the ‘martial races’ policy as well as caste and religion-based recruitment to the army as ‘incompatible with their hopes for a new secular nation’.
30
 For these leaders, 
democracy could not ‘function in this country satisfactorily unless the basis of recruitment for the army is radically changed’.
31
 These priorities had been worked out by Indian nationalist leaders in their minds well before Independence.

On 12 September 1946, soon after he took over as minister for external affairs in the pre-Independence Cabinet (Executive Council) of Viceroy Lord Wavell, Nehru sent a long letter to the commander-in-chief and defence secretary demanding large-scale reforms to the Indian army. He sought a change in the recruitment policies, wanted more Indian officers at higher ranks, and more representation from all communities and provinces across India. At that time ‘not one of the four Lieutenant Generals or twenty Major Generals was Indian’.
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 This process of de-racialization was important for creating an army, which truly reflected the character of India and could act with legitimacy.

American political scientist Steven Wilkinson points out in his 2015 book Army and Nation: The Military and Indian Democracy since Independence
 that European colonial empires adopted a policy of building local armies ‘populated disproportionately by minorities: a largely Punjabi and Pashtun army in India, a northerner-dominated army in colonial Togo, Ghana and Nigeria, a Sunni-dominated army in Iraq, an army of Karens, Chins and Kachins rather than the Burmese majority in colonial Burma’ and ‘recruitment of Ambonese and Minahassans rather than the majority Javanese in Dutch-controlled Indonesia’.
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 The British had used minorities in order to enforce a system of divided rule over their colonies, which allowed the British to exert increased influence over local people by exploiting sectarian tensions.

During decolonization, this pattern made states fragile and politically unstable. Minority-controlled militias took over many of these countries, as most postcolonial states fell under military rule. India was a notable exception. It can be argued that Nehru’s concern and preparation for civilian control of the military paid off. In response to his letter, the then commander-
in-chief, Claude Auchinleck, reassured Nehru that the British Indian army was strictly subordinated to civilian rule.

‘The Armed forces of India,’ Auchinleck wrote to Nehru, the Vice-President of the Viceroy’s Executive Council (in effect the prime minister), ‘understand very well that they exist solely to carry out the policy of the government which is in power, and that officers, whether British or Indian, and men must not allow their political views, if they have any, to influence them in any way in the execution of their duty.’
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 When the first Indian commander-in-chief, General K.M. Cariappa, took over in January 1949 ‘he immediately sent out orders and made several public statements warning against entanglement in politics – “Politics in the army is a poison. Keep off it”, he told his officers’ while stressing the importance of civilian supremacy.
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India’s early leaders saw making the Indian army genuinely representative as one of the foremost military priorities of their day. Over time, India implemented changes within the army and reduced the proportion of ethnic Punjabis in the military’s ranks. In 1939, Punjabis were 54 per cent of all troops and 60 per cent of Indian troops. After Independence, Punjabis comprised only 32 per cent of infantry.
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 Only one army chief was a Punjabi between 1947 and 1977 (Gen. Pran Nath Thapar, 1961–62).
37
 Still, India has laboured to align its pluralistic philosophical character with the realities of its armed forces. In his memoirs, former army chief J.N. Chaudhuri wrote that ‘despite this diversity of background and culture, each one of us was very conscious that we were Indians first and anything else a long way second’.
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POST-INDEPENDENCE MILITARY STRATEGY

Although India succeeded in diluting the influence of the colonial era in civil–military relations, it did not manage to evolve a military strategy strikingly different from its past. The Indian army’s deployment for imperial objectives overseas 
bred resistance to sending troops outside the subcontinent. That, coupled with ancient India’s reluctance to use force beyond its borders, helped determine independent India’s military outlook. Reticence and restraint, which are seen as Indian civilizational traits, came to be reflected in its foreign and defence policies.

According to Stephen P. Cohen, doyen of South Asian studies in the United States and author of multiple books on India, and Sunil Dasgupta, director of University of Maryland’s Political Science Program, ‘One of the most remarkable attributes of India as an independent nation has been its longstanding restraint in military strategy. Reticence in the use of force as an instrument of state policy has been the dominant political condition for Indian thinking on the military, including military modernization. From the initial delay in sending troops to defend Kashmir in 1948 to the twenty-four-year hiatus in testing nuclear weapons, India has used force mainly in response to grave provocation and as an unwelcome last resort.’
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There is an ancient legacy of anti-aggression against states or cultures outside of the subcontinent. According to philosopher K. Satchidananda Murty no ancient Indian writer, whether realist or idealist, advocated or contemplated the extension of Indian culture outside of India by force. In a sense, the country’s ancient philosophers were isolationists and ‘there was a kind of Monroe doctrine towards states outside India, forbidding aggressive wars on states or cultures outside of the subcontinent. Even though ancient Indian monarchs sought to become chakravartin, the boundaries of his rule were limited to the geographically and culturally defined region of the subcontinent.

Ancient Indians did not like exercising power beyond their shores and could not philosophically accept others occupying their land or ruling over them. When Nehru said, ‘India’s foreign policy is grounded in the ancient tradition and culture of this country’,
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 he also suggested that India’s opposition to Western imperialism could be traced back to the ancient Indian world 
view.

For the British, India was at the heart of their global empire, the jewel in the British monarch’s crown. It provided both economic and military wherewithal, as well as manpower for sustaining the empire in Africa, East Asia, the Pacific islands and the Caribbean. As historian Lawrence James points out, for over a century, the Indian Empire had ‘underpinned’ Britain’s global power status by providing it with ‘markets, prestige and muscle’.
41
 India’s founding fathers, however, had a different vision for the country’s engagement with the rest of the world.

For Nehru, India, as one of two main Asian civilizations, would symbolize the rise of the continent. A few months before Independence, in March 1947, he championed the Asian Relations Conference that was held in Delhi and was attended by delegates from many parts of Asia, even from countries that were still under colonial rule. Nehru believed that India had been forced to participate in imperial adventures against its will and that independent India would not send its troops out of the country. This reluctance to send its troops, except under UN mandate, is a legacy of a colonial past in addition to being influenced by its ancient isolationist history.

India’s classical world view was challenged and changed by its colonial past. The Raj left an entire infrastructure of institutions and personnel, which were inherited by the Indian state. In addition, the country’s leaders and strategists were also bequeathed the world view of the Raj that went beyond looking only at the immediate periphery of South Asia, and instead sought India’s influence from the Gulf to Southeast Asia and even beyond. The role for the Indian empire envisaged by London left an indelible mark on New Delhi’s post-Independence strategic thinking. At the end of the colonial era, there were thus some Indians like K.M. Panikkar, Indian statesman, editor and historian, who championed a larger role for India.

It is under British colonial influence that India’s neighbourhood began to be seen as stretching from the Gulf and 
east coast of Africa to Southeast Asia. Indian strategists often seem to agree with former ICS officer Sir Olaf Caroe’s assertion that it is ‘impossible’ to visualize the Gulf unless that prism includes India, which ‘stands at the center of the Ocean that bears its name’.
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 Modern India has always seen itself as a key player in the Middle East. Even before Independence, Nehru built close ties with his peers in Egypt and Turkey, and reached out to Arab and Persian politicians and intellectuals.

However, the relationship that modern India sought with its neighbours and the Middle East was different from how the Raj perceived them. For example, in 1950, when India and Afghanistan signed a treaty, the tribes on both sides of the Durand Line asked if India would continue British Raj policy of subsidy and arms but India declined the offer, allowing Pakistan to sort out relations with the tribes.

Further, while India maintained diplomatic and economic relations with the Gulf states, for many decades, it did not seek to maintain any military relationship. This has changed today with close defence relations and military exercises with countries like Oman and UAE.
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India’s current role as a regional heavyweight was not always the case. During the two centuries of British rule, Indians had no control over economic, foreign or military policies. Even during the two World Wars, when thousands of Indian soldiers fought as part of the British army around the world, they served as cannon fodder rather than as decision-makers. That experience has led to an Indian reluctance to send its troops abroad under multinational command.

United Nations Peacekeeping Missions have been an exception to this rule. Peacekeeping under the aegis of the United Nations has a moral dimension and it fulfils India’s desire to play a global role in addition to demonstrating the country’s credentials in helping less fortunate countries. India still insists that its presence in global conflicts remain separate from imperial struggles. It refused to send troops for the wars in Korea (1950 to 1953) or Vietnam (1955 to 1975), or for the first 
Gulf War in 1991.

Many people were surprised when during the US-led war in Iraq in 2003, the Indian parliament and Cabinet debated an American request for the participation of Indian troops. India did not join the war in the end, but that it even debated such an issue was for many a first and showed the changes in how Indians, and others, view the nation’s global role.
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 But India’s reluctance to send troops outside its borders does not extend to its immediate neighbourhood.

To demonstrate that India sees its backyard differently from how it sees the rest of the world, the country sent troops to Sri Lanka in 1987–90, to enforce a ceasefire between the government and the Tamil rebel guerillas, and to Maldives in 1988, against a coup attempt. India has also fought four wars against Pakistan, including the 1971 war that resulted in the creation of Bangladesh. In the Indian view, the immediate neighbourhood is still part of the subcontinent and therefore is India’s arena for maintaining security. But if the country is to be a global power, it would have to start thinking in terms of preparing military strategy that covers much more than its immediate neighbourhood.

In most countries, especially those that seek to play a bigger role in their region or the globe, there is a sustained focus on long-term defence planning. The focal institute is normally the defence ministry with both civilian and military officials, as well as outside experts being part of this effort. India’s Ministry of Defence is often referred to as the ministry of defence acquisitions and purchases, as the main action that it undertakes is purchase (or the lack of it) of equipment.

Comparing the Ministry of Defence and Ministry of External Affairs, we see a clear difference in priorities by successive prime ministers. For seventeen years, Nehru was the minister of external affairs and since then, his successors have taken direct interest in international affairs even when they have had senior colleagues as external affairs ministers. While Indian prime ministers have temporarily held the defence portfolio, it has 
never been for long, as it has never been one that they have relished holding.

Defence has traditionally been viewed as one part of foreign policy, and the only aspect of defence that the government has paid attention to is salaries and pensions of soldiers and officers. Upgradation of military infrastructure, modernizing military equipment, constant training and retraining of defence personnel, factoring in newer technologies, and peer competition have not been the priority and not much attention has been paid to them until quite recently.

Under Nehru, the military and intelligence apparatus were treated as tactical executors of policy and kept away from decision-making. This ensured civilian supremacy, but did not create vertical and horizontal integration in planning for national security. The Ministry of Defence, manned by civilians, kept the three uniformed services – the army, navy and air force – out of policymaking. Most of the proposals considered by the highest defence body – the Defence Committee of the Cabinet – dealt with procurement proposals for necessary supplies or issues relating to soldiers’ emoluments, not with real strategy.

At the time of Independence in 1947, the Indian military’s officer corps was unacquainted with national security management. The British started giving commissions to Indians as officers in the military only in 1920, having reserved officers’ ranks exclusively for persons of Caucasian descent until then. This meant that the Indian officers’ corps was only twenty-seven years old at the time of Independence. India had inherited an army from the Raj, but with inexperienced junior generals – some of whom were excellent field commanders, but lacked proficiency in leading a larger force. Only three Indian generals had experience of commanding a brigade during the Second World War. Nehru refused to retain British generals, pushing Indians into senior command positions without adequate preparation.

The situation was exacerbated when generalist civil servants, with little knowledge of security issues and international 
relations, came to dominate the Ministry of Defence. Diplomats at the Ministry of External Affairs soon insinuated themselves into all aspects of national security. In an interview, a former head of the defence department noted that for decades even the introductory chapter of the annual report of the defence ministry was traditionally written by the foreign secretary, not the defence secretary.
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 Thinking on defence and national security were the prerogatives of civil servants and diplomats, not of the uniformed military. Moreover, while Nehru was interested in economic planning, defence planning really started only after 1964, under American insistence against the backdrop of India’s military defeat in 1962 at the hands of China.
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Long-term planning is critical for defence and that is something that has been missing in India. Most countries that seek to become great powers have, over the years, created expertise in long-range planning. The United States has the national security council and empowers the heads of executive agencies, such as the Secretary of State, to engage in full-spectrum planning for long-term strategy. Similarly, China’s ascendancy is backed by its planning infrastructure; its ‘Made in China 2025’ initiative,
47
 and Belt and Road Initiative provide two examples of policies guided by long-term strategic plans. India has traditionally not invested in this. The Policy, Planning and Research division (PPR) of the external affairs ministry traditionally served as a resting place for bureaucrats, not the place for planning. That has changed in recent years, but still has a long way to go. The Ministry of Defence, which in most countries is where grand strategy is undertaken, has been slow to understand this.

Despite nominally understanding the need for strategic planning, India has failed to put words into action. Reforms recommended by committees on Indian strategic planning are routinely ignored.
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 If India wishes to chart a course for the country, it needs to actively dedicate itself towards strategic 
planning and be willing to pursue reforms which may sting in the short term.

Over the years, India has tried to modernize its strategic planning with internal audits, to varied success. In 1998, the K.C. Pant Committee was appointed to figure out a national security management system. The committee’s recommendations eventually led to the creation of the National Security Council (NSC), Strategic Policy Group (SPG) and the National Security Advisory Board (NSAB). These groups began the process of formalizing India’s long-term military and strategic planning.
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Further efforts at planning were made in 1999 with the Kargil Reform Committee, which set out to modernize India’s planning structure after the Kargil War with Pakistan. It concluded that India needed a more formal planning infrastructure and to put an end to ‘ad hoc’ strategic vision. Yet, much of the Kargil Committee’s findings are still classified and thus cannot inform the continued public discussion over defence reform. And despite these efforts, the country’s strategic planning is still generally understood as reactionary and plagued with a short-term mentality.

The Indian parliament has long understood some part of the need for reform and successive committees of parliament have spoken out for the need for reorganization, modernization and upgradation. As early as 1958, the Estimates Committee of Parliament, headed by Balwantrai Mehta, issued a report on the ‘Organization of the Ministry of Defence and Services Headquarters’, stating, ‘The existing system was inefficient, not [made] for economy or speedy decision-making, ridden by considerable duplication with various segments functioning in a compartmentalized manner instead of moving jointly towards achieving common objectives.’
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The Mehta committee noted the ‘drastic imbalance in the distribution of responsibility and authority’ between the Ministry of Defence, and the various services, and recommended more delegation of power to the latter. It is 
ironic that five decades after this report, one could still make the same observation. The 1958 Committee’s recommendation was to propose the establishment of the British council system that would result in the ‘amalgamation of the finance and accounts systems to bring about economy and efficiency.’
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The 1962 India–China war provides insights into the world of Indian strategic planning and little seems to have changed significantly since then. After the military defeat, where Indian soldiers were largely routed by the Chinese, the government commissioned the Henderson Brooks–Bhagat report to study why it had lost to its neighbour. Though classified for years, large sections of the report were recently leaked and made available to the public. The report was scathing, indicting Indian intelligence as ‘haphazardly collected, badly processed, unimaginatively put across and inefficiently disseminated.’
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 Overarchingly, it highlights a military posture which was woefully underinformed by a serious strategic architecture. Instead, individual personalities and visions dominated, without institutional checks or guidance.

In 1999, after the Kargil conflict, a review of India’s national security was undertaken under the Kargil Review Committee, headed by one of India’s leading strategists, K. Subrahmanyam. The Kargil Review Committee issued a stinging indictment of the system when it stated, ‘An objective assessment of the last 52 years will show that the country is lucky to have scraped through various national security threats without too much damage, except in 1962. The country can no longer afford such ad hoc functioning. The Committee therefore recommends that the entire gamut of national security management and apex decision-making and the structure and interface between the Ministry of Defence and the Armed Forces headquarters be comprehensively studied and reorganized.’
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The committee recommended reforms in all areas, from the country’s nuclear deterrence to management of national security, intelligence reforms and border management. The committee also spoke of the need for a higher defence budget, 
the need for an integrated manpower policy, more funding for defence research and development, better understanding and use of air power, more investment in counter-insurgency operations and much better media relations.
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GRAND STRATEGY AND STRATEGIC CULTURE

India’s sense of self and threat perception are tied into how its populace has traditionally viewed power, what is the country’s role, what should it do, and more importantly, what should India not do in the world. As a subcontinent, protected by the Himalayas to the north and the Indian Ocean to the south, India’s perception of strategic culture and sense of security has always been different and somewhat inward looking.

The question, ‘Does India have a tradition of grand strategy or not?’ has always led to diverging views. There are those who argue that it has lacked strategic culture and others who trace the country’s grand strategy back to the ancient era. Thus, India’s vision of its place in the world, its historic civilization, the writings of its ancient philosophers and actions of its medieval kings, as well as the policies of its Western colonizers has bequeathed a uniquely Indian strategic culture.

According to critics, for several years after Independence, India’s leaders saw external relations as being mainly about diplomatic stature, not about competing interests and strategies. Nehru waxed eloquent about India’s special position in the world, but as Subrahmanyam points out, ‘the much-needed synergy for effective national security management’, involving interaction of different components of the security establishment, was totally absent.
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Most of the institutions currently engaged in shaping India’s foreign policy are built on the edifice of the British Raj. They function with varying degrees of efficacy in different situations, but cannot be said to represent an Indian strategic ethos. K. Subrahmanyam argued that the key reason for this was the absence of a strategic culture from the pre-British era. Prior to 
British rule, various princely states focused on their own security in an ad hoc manner and there was little emphasis on global strategy. Since the princes saw a threat only from one another, they did not care to think about a strategy for the defence of the subcontinent. During British rule, the Raj framed its interests in terms of what benefited the empire and no Indian took part, or was allowed to be involved, in formulation of strategy.
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According to Subrahmanyam, while Nehruvian non-alignment was a grand strategy, Indians did not ‘think through the strategic consequences of non-alignment’. He goes on to argue that after 1947, India saw itself as a status quo–oriented, non-expansionist power. It, therefore, did not have the ‘paranoid sense of insecurity’ that leads to serious strategic planning.
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The country’s early leaders assumed that if India does not threaten others, others will leave it alone and refrain from threatening its security. In addition, civilian control of the military under domestic policy–oriented politicians prevented the development of a large military–industrial complex. India was thus denied the post-Independence institutional structure that could encourage strategic thought, which, in its essence, is about national security. More than strategic security, it is national pride that defined India’s external affairs policy in the immediate aftermath of Independence.

High-sounding oratory has been a strong feature of India’s approach to international relations. The 2003–04 annual presidential addresses to parliament talked about India forging ahead in the world by ‘drawing on the strength of our civilizational and historical ties with countries across the globe’. Ignoring the large number of the poor in the country, the huge gap in GDP and other indicators with China, and the serious lag in maintaining a modern military force, India’s president declared the twenty-first century as ‘India’s century’, and insisted that strategic autonomy and independent decision-making were the hallmark of Indian foreign policy.
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Using poetic language, the then President K.R. Narayanan described India’s foreign policy as ‘alchemy’ of ‘the thirst for Independence, the desire to safeguard our national interest, the desire to pursue peace and cooperation in our environment and in the world as a whole’.
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 In reality, however, India’s approach was one of maintaining the status quo, while, in the words of a retired Indian official, ‘preaching to others what we don’t practice ourselves’.
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 Over the years, critics point out, the country has generally only reacted to whatever the rest of the world does, instead of taking many initiatives. Leaders and diplomats take pride in India being ‘one of the few countries that is able to talk on reasonably friendly terms with everybody in the world’,
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 a reflection of policies designed to muddle through, instead of charting a new course.

Certainly, India’s civilizational heritage must bring with it some sort of common understanding of strategic culture. Arvind Gupta, former deputy national security adviser, argues that the high degree of consistency in India’s ‘policies, views and behaviour’, irrespective of change in governments over the last seventy years, ‘indicates the presence of a shared strategic culture’.
62
 According to academic and analyst Kanti Bajpai, while Indians may not refer to it as ‘grand strategy’ when they talk about ‘national security’, that is what they mean – in effect, India has a unique way of practising grand strategy. ‘Indians do indeed think about grand strategy even if they don’t use the term “grand strategy” to describe what they are doing and that at any time India does have a set of policies that in aggregate amounts to a grand strategy.’
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For Bajpai, Indian grand strategy comprised six schools that he divides into three major and three minor schools, with some overlapping amongst them. The three major schools are Nehruvianism, Neoliberalism and Hyperrealism. The three minor schools are Marxism, Hindutva and Gandhianism. Noting that no one in the Indian strategic community or foreign policy and security apparatus would describe Indian foreign policy 
along these lines, he argues that they in fact define India’s grand strategy. Yet, it would be equally difficult to say that Indians hold no differences about strategic culture. If strategy is the convergence of capabilities and ideals, then the diverging ideas of India must be associated with diverging strategic visions. And indeed, we can see that Hindutva and Indian liberalism offer different nuances to the discussion of strategy.

For Hindutva, rivals are seen in civilizational terms – Christian West, the Muslim World and China.
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 Further, ‘civilization states are seen as both external adversaries and internal “fifth” column enemies’.
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 For Hindutva proponents ‘the more powerful civilizations and states will always use whatever means at their disposal including violence to maintain their position in the world’. ‘Violence has to be used to achieve complete victory over an opponent.’
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 In earlier years, Hindutva proponents viewed Pakistan and China as the main threats. Contemporary Hindutva proponents ‘argue that India should be internally resilient particularly in a cultural sense, that it should be militarily strong against Pakistan and China but should also attempt to use its cultural capital with both to improve relations and that it should be wary of the US without becoming anti-American’.
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The philosophical conviction in the power of reason and pre-eminence of the individual inform the preference of Indian liberals towards cooperation and membership in the comity of nations. By contrast, at the heart of the Gandhian worldview ‘is the individual and his conscience’. ‘Truth and nonviolence’ must guide the individual.
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 For Gandhians, the greatest threat is the industrial civilization, and violence is anathema. Finally, for Gandhians while India must defend itself, its attitude towards Pakistan and China ‘must be negotiation and principled compromise’.
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 While both groups share many common values, they also differ in important ways.

Of course, identifying a problem is easier than constructing a solution. Real reforms to create strategic infrastructure are 
difficult and costly. Part of the problem is a lack of starting resources and institutions, which could guide the development of grand strategy. In a 2013 piece titled ‘Know Your Strength’,
 the Economist
 argued that as a wannabe superpower, India showed a lack of major investment in strategic culture. The article noted that ‘strategic defence reviews like those that take place in America, Britain and France, informed by serving officers and civil servants but led by politicians, are unknown in India. The armed forces regard the Ministry of Defence as woefully ignorant on military matters, with few of the skills needed to provide support in areas such as logistics and procurement (they also resent its control over senior promotions).’
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 Instead, Indian strategy consists largely of piecemeal responses to events as they occur, without any overarching strategy.

This ad hoc style of planning has created an attitude towards grand strategy which is insular and not forward thinking. Institutional reform will require the cultivation of a more long-term style of thinking and a more careful assessment of Indian interests. The challenge of strategic planning will be framed by the increasingly competitive geopolitical landscape which India is a part of. From the previous chapter, we know of at least one threat that this ad hoc style of planning will be insufficient to address. The rise of China situates one of the world’s most powerful countries as a rival on India’s doorstep. China’s rise is hardly a single conflict; instead it is a clash between two civilizations which intersects on political, social, security and economic levels. As such, rather than individual policies or quick fixes, the contest with China is fundamentally a question of grand strategy.

More than any other single factor, China’s ascendancy presents problems which cannot be remedied with merely tactical fixes – new weapons or augmented troop deployments. China demonstrates a full spectrum of threats to India: troops on the border, access to international finance and regional instability. As such, India’s response must include a full suite of 
responses on all levels. These are issues which require a clear and concerted effort at strategic planning. The country needs to develop infrastructure and institutions which can choose between the many avenues for action in containing China, and harmonize the efforts of economic, political and military actions.

The same factors which contributed to the success of the non-alignment doctrine make its continued future applications infeasible. As the world changes around India, the pillars which uphold New Delhi’s grand strategy rest on shakier and shakier foundations. Non-alignment highlighted the importance of legitimacy, clear national aspirations, and proportional tactics to achieve those goals. But shifts in the geopolitical landscape threaten to alter all three of those principles. Like Alice speaking to the Cheshire Cat, India needs to pick a direction in which to move.






Conclusion


‘Oh! would some power the gift give us,



To see ourselves as others see us.
’
1


Robert Burns

IN JULY 2019, while presenting the annual Budget for the Central government, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, chose to carry the Budget documents in a 'bahikhata
' (traditional Indian accounting ledger) instead of carrying them in a ‘red box,’ as previous ministers had done. The finance minister arriving in parliament with Budget documents in a red briefcase is one of the many British traditions maintained by India after Independence.

Sitharaman’s bahikhata was a fourfold red cloth, with the Indian national emblem on it. It was wrapped with a ribbon. Minister of State for Finance Anurag Thakur explained that the abandoning of the briefcase would somehow demonstrate that India was ‘moving in the direction to becoming a superpower’. According to him, ‘Angrez chaley gaye, angrezon ki paramparyein bhi chali jani chahiye
 (The British have left; their traditions should also come to an end).’
2


The notion that replacing the British briefcase, known as the ministerial ‘red box,’ with a traditional Indian ledger is somehow a step in the direction of becoming a superpower is more than just naive. It demonstrates confusion about India’s desire to be a great global power and the means to get there. Instead of focusing on building economic and military strength, the country’s leaders seem to believe that symbols and slogans (like bahikhata and an international day of yoga) demonstrate India’s great power, or soon to be superpower status.

Indians, both laypeople and leaders, believe that the nation deserves to be on the global stage as an important and powerful 
actor. The US, Japan, Europe and Australia, along with many other countries, are also rooting for India’s rise. This is an advantage. At no other time in history have so many countries wanted another country to rise to big power status and play more of a role on the global stage. But there is insufficient reflection in India on what holds it back. There is an assumption that a 5000-year-old history of unbroken ancient tradition is somehow enough to make a nation a great power. But if that had been the case, other ancient civilizations would have an equal claim to great power status.

There is a strong belief among Indians, irrespective of where they might stand on the ideological spectrum, that there is a unique way of doing things in the country, and that their way will somehow and in some way overcome any challenges that may arise. While belief in a sense of exceptionalism is important, and predictable, for a five-millennia-old civilization, it can also impede self-awareness. To be a great power in this day and age requires not a harking back to past glory but acquiring and developing contemporary instruments of national power.

The experience of others in expanding their economies and reducing poverty should guide Indians in their path ahead. Great Britain ‘took 58 years to double per capita output (after 1780), the US took 47 years (after 1840), Japan took 30 years (after 1965), South Korea took thirteen years (after 1970) and China ten years (after 1978).’
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 In Indonesia, the percentage of people below the poverty line fell from 58 in 1972 to 17 in 1982. In Malaysia, it fell from 37 per cent in 1973 to 14 in 1987. In Thailand, it fell from 49 per cent in 1962 to 26 per cent in 1986. In Singapore, it dropped from 34 per cent in 1972 to 10 per cent in 1982.
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 India, on the other hand, has been slow in implementing economic reform and reaping the benefits that come from it.

There are many examples of economic transformation for India to emulate. Japanese political leaders worked with the business sector to develop their economy. In twenty-three 
years, from 1950 to 1973, Japan’s gross national product (GNP – the total value of goods and services produced in a year) ‘expanded by an average annual rate of more than 10 per cent with only a few minor downturns’. Japan also invested in technology and became an export-oriented economy.
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 From the 1980s, China shifted from self-sufficiency to an export orientation.
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According to American historian Doris Goodwin, in the United States during the Second World War, ‘17 million new civilian jobs were created, industrial productivity increased by 96 per cent, and corporate profits after taxes doubled’. This expanded productivity ‘ensured a remarkable supply of consumer goods to the people as well’. Thus by 1944, ‘as a result of wage increases and overtime pay, real weekly wages before taxes in manufacturing were 50 per cent higher than in 1939. The war also created entire new technologies, industries and associated human skills. The war brought full employment and a fairer distribution of income.’
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India’s slow and halting progress is the cumulative result of several factors. At Independence, its founding leaders understood the need for social, economic and political transformation, but sought to retain a link with the past. Over the decades, India built a vibrant democracy, an open pluralist society and a mixed economy with insufficient investment in its military and defence. While there were many who thought India would play a role in global security during the 1950s, that ambition was all but abandoned in later decades.

From the 1990s onward, India’s economic reforms once again rekindled the nation’s promise. The end of the Cold War and collapse of the Soviet Union, the growing India–US relationship, and the economic and military rise of China have only increased the number of those around the world – and in India – who believe that this time round the country will rise and achieve its promise. But key policy changes have remained on the drawing board. India has indeed moved forward, but its accomplishments have fallen short of its greater potential. India 
takes several steps forward, only to stop and argue with itself every few years about whether to advance into the next century or turn back towards its magical past.

Over the past half century, over a billion people have been lifted out of extreme poverty due to sustained economic growth.
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 In India, extreme poverty has declined gradually and is set to reach an all-time low of 15 million by 2022.
9
 Much of the rise in living standards in India can be attributed to economic reforms and an increase in labour productivity brought by the globalized diffusion of technology.
10
 For India, the history of economic liberalization has been associated with cheaper goods and services, higher quality products and economic growth.

A stronger middle class and a more robust economy create new avenues to pursue New Delhi’s strategic interests. Such changes alter the profile of options available to the government, which can now afford more expensive spending projects and investments. But there is cause for concern over India’s long-term ability to grow to the point where it can help shoulder the burden of global challenges. The country’s short-term macroeconomic situation seems to be moving towards slowing growth. Experts have noted a ‘clear evidence of economic activity losing traction’, and the growth numbers from early 2020 point towards a slow growth rate of 2.5 per cent – far below the 7 per cent required for rapid economic expansion.

Labour force participation, especially among women, remains low, which is a cause for concern in a developing economy such as India’s. Here, traditional patriarchal mores serve as a brake on higher potential productivity. Religious, ethnic and caste conflicts are another distraction from higher growth rates. At the same time, that growth is slowing down; many experts worry that lacklustre political will, parochial incentives and too much bureaucracy will prevent India from mustering the serious policies necessary to catapult the country forward.

There are strong reasons to be hopeful of India’s future, 
provided economic reform and modernization can be speeded up. A strong democratic foundation provides the political stability and ability to adapt to changing circumstances, which many other developing nations lack. A burgeoning youth population promises a demographic dividend, so long as India can muster the educational resources to raise the human capital levels.

China’s slowing economic growth also provides the opportunity for foreign direct investment and manufacturing, which had traditionally gravitated towards China to migrate to India. If it can muster the political will to reform its industrial and investment policies, it could stand to receive a windfall from the producers moving out of China, where higher wages are increasingly deterring investment. Economic globalization also carries implications for the Indian psyche, and the legitimacy of New Delhi’s strategic doctrine. Countries that experience the vast economic changes that India is currently wading through seldom remain content with their pre-growth ambitions.

The United States, for instance, spent over 100 years practising a grand strategy of virtual isolation – a tactic which worked well while it was underdeveloped and young. But the twentieth century saw a dramatic change of course for American foreign policy. The country grew larger and more economically prosperous than the former great powers. As the domestic situation changed, American attitudes towards what constituted legitimate foreign policy changed as well. This shift in values called into question the doctrine of isolationism and precipitated an overhaul of US foreign policy to better reflect American values.

Eventually, the United States embraced its role as an active part of the international system. Perhaps, a similar fate of economic growth precipitating political change awaits India. The growing Indian middle class has access to more information about the world and is far more reliant on international commerce than previous generations. This middle class has increasingly become the kingmaker in Indian politics due to its 
ever-increasing size – over 250 million voters today, and a projected 500 million voters by 2025.
11
 As economic growth swells the ranks of India’s white-collar electorate, the country’s political process will inevitably grow to mirror middle-class values.

Until the advent of satellite television, generations of Indians made do with a single television network. Now, there are over 300 separate channels dedicated to news alone, showcasing a variety of political leanings and values.
12
 The rise of a large cadre of politically informed, market-oriented voters seems to be on the horizon. Significantly, it is likely that the next generation of voters will hold different principles than the previous generation, and will, therefore, view different foreign policy goals as legitimate. These changes have already begun to manifest themselves in departures from traditional Indian foreign policy doctrine.

From non-alignment, which meant avoiding involvement in global conflicts and maintaining a safe distance from the United States, in the last decade India has sought to play a greater role both in its neighbourhood and beyond. Relations with the US have also grown. India signed a civil nuclear deal with the United States in 2005, leads joint military exercises with other maritime powers, and has massively expanded its foreign aid budget.

Such changes illustrate the growing Indian willingness to play a part on the global stage, the basis for legitimacy for a new type of strategic doctrine. At the same time as India’s aspirations seem to be undergoing an overhaul, the post-Cold War geopolitical landscape threatens to make the stated goals of non-alignment incoherent. Non-alignment rested on the idea that the conflict between Cold War adversaries was not an integral part of the Indian experience; New Delhi could afford to forge its way forward without picking a side. Great power rivalry in the twenty-first century will likely be far more relevant to India’s immediate interests.

India’s front-row status in tomorrow’s great power politics, 
and the growing irrelevance of the goals of non-alignment, is largely a result of one of the most important shifts in the global landscape: the rise of China. A geopolitical rivalry between China and India is inevitable. As professor of politics and international relations John Mearsheimer writes: ‘This is Geopolitics 101: great powers are always sensitive to potential threats near their home territory. After all, the United States does not tolerate distant great powers deploying military forces anywhere in the Western Hemisphere, much less on its borders. Imagine the outrage in Washington if China built an impressive military alliance and tried to include Canada and Mexico in it.’
13


China’s legacy of conflict with India, including the border dispute and the 1962 war, violent expansionism in the Indian Ocean region, regarded by India as its sphere of influence, and overtures to all of India’s neighbours, not only Pakistan, make the prospect of rivalry all the more likely. India prefers the post-Cold War multipolarity to the Cold War bipolarity. If bipolarity returns, with US and China as the two poles, India’s preference would be for American pre-eminence rather than Chinese dominance.

New Delhi wants to be a part of every international and regional organization, but only if exceptions are made for India and its uniqueness. The underlying principle and belief have always been that the global economic and trading arrangements have favoured Western nations and are skewed against developing countries, and thus, it needs to ensure that favourable terms are achieved not just for itself but for all developing countries.

In international trade negotiations, India has always wanted the World Trading Organization (WTO) to keep Indian interests in mind. Similarly, at the United Nations, India has long fought – along with like-minded countries Brazil, Germany and Japan (G–4) – for an increase in the membership of the UN Security Council based on the argument that the current council reflects the end of the Second World War world and not current-day 
reality. India is positively disposed towards the Indo-Pacific concept because the concept is open enough to be acceptable to almost every country in the world. It is also principle-based (upholding the liberal international rules-based order) and aligns with India’s vision of the Asia–Pacific (an open security architecture). It helps build connectivity and capabilities in countries that are part of India’s extended neighbourhood.

It has to end its one step forward, one back approach to partnerships. Working with other democracies in the Indo-Pacific (Japan, US, Australia, and South Korea), India’s limited resources could go a longer way. It could help the country deliver on some of the expectations the world has of India, and it does not directly confront China, even as it counters a Chinese-led global order. Understandably, India is a status quo power. But it must build the institutional wherewithal that would lead to long-term planning. Currently, its responses to long-term threats are to partly build capabilities and partly hope that in the long run issues will be resolved. As any democracy, India is more likely to respond to issues when a crisis occurs, whereas it needs more than a crisis-management approach to act as a great power.

The rise of China poses a tremendous amount of uncertainty for India’s future. While New Delhi’s economic heft has been growing, China’s is still far larger by comparison, giving it substantial room in funding its foreign policy ventures.
14
 China has double the number of modern fighter aircraft as India, and three times the naval capability.
15
 This lack of balance between India and China underscores the need for a re-evaluation of Indian grand strategy – especially when the interests of the two countries clash.

China is routinely aggressive against countries which disagree with it; for instance, enforcing massive boycotts of South Korean goods during diplomatic standoffs regarding North Korea.
16
 The simple reality that a massively powerful state with a penchant for aggression exists on India’s borders should serve to justify another look at the historic strategic 
doctrine, in order to emphasize goals that address this modern threat.

China’s rapid economic growth, and resultant political and military strength, have redefined India’s strategic choices. During the Cold War, India could work with the Soviet Union in balancing US influence because the Soviets did not seek to undermine India’s position in South Asia. Beijing’s engagement in the neighbourhood, however, is far more active, and collided directly with Indian visions for regional order and primacy. One of the assumptions that surrounded the goals of non-alignment was that by standing back from great-power rivalries, India could independently develop without interference. Now, the country has to worry about China entering and dominating its backyard.

China pours billions of dollars in loans into India’s neighbours, attempting to bring them into the Beijing’s sphere of influence.
17
 At the same time, the Chinese military has taken an active stance in the Indian Ocean region, installing a military base in Djibouti and threatening to place another in Gwadar, Pakistan.
18


Whereas distance might have been a worthwhile goal for dealing with Moscow and Washington – because it allowed New Delhi to focus on domestic development without interference from the Cold War parties – China problematizes such a stance by more aggressively spreading influence in India’s own neighbourhood.

Aside from altering national aspirations and strategic objectives, economic globalization has changed the tools available for India to use in the pursuit of its foreign policy. By blossoming into a 2.3 trillion-dollar economy, the country has gained a wide range of new foreign policy options.
19
 The budget of the Ministry of External Affairs alone has grown from just over Rs 5000 crore to Rs 17,884 crore.
20


We already see the implications of rising Indian wealth for achieving foreign policy objectives. Indian development aid is 
heavily concentrated in its South Asian neighbourhood, with Bhutan, Nepal and Afghanistan being primary recipients.
21
 The ability to take a more active stance in foreign affairs illustrates that the material constraints which made non-alignment so particularly appealing during India’s early years have ceased to be serious impediments to international engagement.

Rapid economic and political changes in South Asia have rendered the old non-alignment formula anachronistic. The Indian people have different ideas of legitimate foreign policy aspirations, and the government has different tools at its disposal to fulfil those goals. Simultaneously, the rise of China poses different challenges than the Cold War rivalry of the US and the USSR. The very strengths of non-alignment – its careful proportioning between the objectives it espoused and the means at India’s disposal – may not be as useful today as they were during the Cold War.

One of the chief strengths of non-alignment was that it conveyed India’s foreign policy goals in an easily recognizable, straightforward manner. But modern inadequacies in the operations of the Indian government make this task difficult today; and before committing to any new doctrine, these failings must first be addressed.

New Delhi has also been reluctant to invest in long-term planning that characterizes successful approaches at grand strategy. According to the Economist
, ‘India and its leaders show little interest in military or strategic issues. Strategic defence reviews like those that take place in America, Britain and France, informed by serving officers and civil servants but led by politicians, are unknown.’
22


This sobering assessment is confirmed by think-tanks and pundits alike, who point out that ‘Indian strategic policy appears, at least from the outside, to be largely responding in piecemeal fashion to immediate events rather than following any deliberate plan.’
23
 It seems intuitive that a concerted investment at developing a strategic doctrine is a prerequisite to real progress. Indeed, the success stories of rapid 
modernization and strategic planning all involve disciplined and powerful state institutions.

The Four Asian Tigers (the economies of Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan), Japan and post-war Germany all saw tremendous economic and political expansions over the course of the twentieth century, largely because of concerted planning efforts undertaken by reformed bureaucracies. New Delhi’s dearth in strategic planning infrastructure is evident in the systemic underfunding of foreign policy institutions. India’s Ministry of External Affairs is the same size as tiny Singapore’s, and less than one-eighth the size of China’s.
24
 The communication between the armed services and the civilian bureaucracy is dysfunctional, with a rampant lack of coordination over basic tasks, such as weapons procurement.
25
 In a new book titled The Absent Dialogue
, a former military officer and analyst Anit Mukherjee argues that the existing system, whereby the civilians kept the military out and the military over time became isolated into its own silos, has hurt the military’s effectiveness.
26


These problems are widely known within Indian policy circles. In 2005, an internal government audit suggested a major overhaul and expansion of the diplomatic corps. It noted that the Ministry of External Affairs’s supervision of embassies ‘has been weak in management and needs strengthening’, training in foreign languages was ‘inadequate’, the work undertaken was ‘not very useful’, embassies should work for all ministries ‘with equal interest and dispatch’, career planning and selectivity in promotion was essential’. The report was simply filed away and never acted upon.
27


Mirroring India’s stymied bureaucracy is its haphazardly designed military apparatus. The army, navy and air force are only vaguely connected, making goal-sharing difficult and coordination over new priorities slow. When the Brookings Institution conducted a review of India’s military organization, they found that ‘despite the creation of an Integrated 
Headquarters of the Ministry of Defence, the three Services continue to be merely attached offices with inadequate say in policy formation.’
28


Institutional weakness in the military bureaucracy makes coordination difficult, thereby undermining the clear articulation of uniform goals. On 24 December 2019, India appointed its first Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) who will simultaneously be permanent chairman of the Chiefs of Staff Committee (PC-COSC) as well as secretary of the newly created Department of Military Affairs (DMA).

He is supposed to ensure ‘jointness’ and ‘reduce wasteful expenditure.’ However, unless the CDS is able to set new rules for inter-service matters, he will face pushback from the civilian Ministry of Defence bureaucracy and his own service colleagues.
29
 For example, the CDS, as secretary of the newly created Department of Military Affairs, is supposed to be responsible for procurement of equipment and material for all services. Yet, capital acquisition – large-scale modern equipment like planes and ships – will not fall under his purview and will remain with the secretary, Ministry of Defence.
30
 Unless such anomalies are resolved, jurisdictional conflicts could further slow down India’s military modernization.

Some retired generals referred to the decision as a game changer, with the CDS being able to become the ‘prime mover’ in the Indian military apparatus.
31
 Other generals and analysts argued that since the CDS will be a four-star general, like his service chief peers, he will remain primus inter pares. Further, unlike them, he will not be head of any military command.
32


The underdevelopment of the military compared to civil institutions, such an important facet of non-alignment, has created barriers to pivoting strategic doctrines today. This dysfunction fosters an ad hoc atmosphere towards planning, and one that is reactive, responding to threats as they arise. Such limited cooperative infrastructure is not conducive to the type of large-scale strategic shift that India needs.

The Modi administration seems to recognize the need to modernize India’s planning architecture. In 2018, the administration formed a Defence Planning Committee and increased funding towards the National Security Council Secretariat (NSCS), which helps the Prime Minister’s Office make decisions on strategic doctrine.
33
 As part of these reforms, the NSCS added three deputy national security advisers and one military adviser to advise the NSA.
34
 Such reforms are the product of the current administration’s understanding that India lacks a ‘comprehensive view on national security’.
35


In a crucial step for developing new grand strategy, the NSCS is now able to issue policy recommendations, and oversees planning on intelligence, science and technology, in addition to their historic oversight over internal and external defence.
36
 This comes in tandem with the formation of the external affairs ministry’s Centre for Contemporary China Studies, a research group dedicated for studying the challenges and opportunities posed to India by China. Importantly, this institution reflects the growing understanding that the rise of China will play a crucial role in the development of any future Indian foreign policy doctrine.
37


Bureaucratic reform is a crucial prerequisite for strategic modernization. Institution building is less glamorous than flashy new schemes and projects, but without strong foundations, it is impossible to create a lasting direction for grand strategy. Foreign aid, military logistics, diplomacy and negotiations, not to mention all of the domestic economic programmes which might service a potential new strategic doctrine, all require a massive coordinated effort. When the US began its post-Second World War strategic doctrine of global engagement, it spawned a massive expansion in the Washington bureaucracy. Today, China has poured billions into its state apparatus in order to facilitate its global ambitions. India needs to match these efforts if it intends on generating a clear, actionable strategic doctrine for itself.

India’s rising middle class expects continued economic growth, as well as an expanded role for Indian responsibility in the Indo-Pacific as its civilizational neighbourhood. To be legitimate, a new strategic doctrine must expand the country’s interests to include regional partnerships, leadership and robust economic development. Fortunately, a strategy which emphasizes integration could achieve all of these aims.

Partnerships with Japan have brought millions of dollars of investment into India, and have given New Delhi a partner to augment its influence in the region.
38
 Indo-Japanese joint ventures have been met with success in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka.
39
 India stands to gain considerably from these projects – South Asia’s volume of intra-regional trade, less than US $28 billion, is the lowest of anywhere in the world, one-fifth that of neighbouring Southeast Asia.

India ought to prioritize building regional infrastructure and promoting integration with fellow South Asian nations and nearby heavyweights, such as Japan and Australia. Such a move would satisfy the need for economic growth and leadership which undergirds the legitimacy of Indian grand strategy.

A strategic doctrine that promotes regional engagement would address a number of India’s growing security concerns. The geopolitical climate which made non-alignment workable has been replaced by a rising China and more interconnected world.

Regional engagement will curb Chinese influence and aggression in two ways. First, India-led economic schemes would give an alternative to predatory Chinese investment. Such a programme would prevent Beijing from coercing its clients by leveraging their economic relationships for strategic concession. Second, by establishing a more integrated South Asia and expanding its regional leadership, India will be better positioned to diplomatically oppose China’s rise.

Beijing currently attempts to accentuate differences between India and its neighbours, using economic and political incentives to support anti-Indian interests. By creating a unified 
front of institutions and linking its interests to those of its neighbours through trade and security cooperation, India will be in a better position to interdict Chinese efforts at dividing South Asia. The country would benefit from supporting regional development and initiatives such as the Japanese ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ strategy, which emphasizes maritime security cooperation between Indo-Pacific interests.

Indians must also remember that domestic stability is a prerequisite for a coherent foreign policy. A country whose internal affairs are not in order will be unable to chart a straight course for their strategic doctrine. Domestic policy affects foreign relations, whether one likes it or not, and it is not enough to say that the currently contentious issues are India’s internal matters. Illiberal majoritarianism, vigilante attacks, campus protests and news stories about repression of minorities hardly paint a picture of a rising global power. A social agenda that projects the majority’s religious and cultural identity as the basis of Indian nationalism seems incompatible with its global economic and strategic aspirations.

As historian Ramachandra Guha noted correctly, ‘Because of its size and diversity, because of the continuing poverty of many of its citizens, because it is (in historical terms) still a relatively young nation state, and because it remains the most recklessly ambitious experiment in history, the Republic of India was never going to have anything but a rocky ride. National unity and democratic consolidation were always going to be more difficult to achieve than in smaller, richer, more homogeneous and older countries.’
40


It is important to remember that aspirations must always be matched with capabilities. Wishful thinking about development and influence must be tempered with an understanding of India’s ability to achieve its aims. Unilateralism and deep global commitments are simply not possible while the country has a long list of domestic concerns to deal with, and while GDP remains under one-eighth of China’s.

British scholar Martin Wight defined a dominant power as one 
‘that can confidently contemplate war against any likely combination of other powers, so a great power is a power that can confidently contemplate war against any other existing single power.’
41
 American international relations professor Robert Gilpin noted, ‘Both individually and in interaction with one another, those states that historically have been called the great powers and are known today as the superpowers establish and enforce the basic rules and rights that influence their own behavior and that of the lesser states in the system.’
42
 By those standards, India may have the potential, but has yet to make it to the ranks of greatness as a world power.

On the one hand, India’s pride and its view of self come from its traditions and history. On the other, it being tradition-bound holds it back from achieving global power status in the twenty-first century. Ancient India was isolationist, which modern India cannot afford to be. Ancient India was other-worldly, but modern India needs to succeed and exercise power in this world. Only that would make India great in the eyes of the world.
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India will be the world’s most populous country by 2024 and its third largest economy by 2028. But the size of our population and a sense of historical greatness alone are insufficient to guarantee that we will fulfil our ambition to become a global power. Our approach to realize this vision needs more than just planning for economic growth. It requires a shift in attitudes.

In Making India Great
, Aparna Pande examines the challenges we face in the areas of social, economic, military and foreign policy and strategy. She brings to light the dichotomy that lies at the heart of the nation: our belief in becoming a global power and the reluctance to consistently implement policies and take actions that would help us achieve that goal.

The New India holds all the promise of greatness that many of its citizens dream of. Can it become a reality? The book delves deep into this question.
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