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In 1991, after four decades of painfully slow, inward-looking
growth, India’s economy was in a crisis: India’s balance of payments
was heavily in the red, and it was on the verge of defaulting on its
foreign debt. Two national elections in quick succession—in 1989
and then in 1991—had ended the dominance of the Congress Party,
which had ruled during most of the first forty years following India’s
independence, and seemingly dealt a crippling blow to the party’s
capacity to make the hard decisions needed to avoid collapse. As if
the nation’s cup of woes were not sufficiently full, India had lost its
protector in international politics with the disintegration of the Soviet
Union at the end of the Cold War. India’s brave attempt to combine
economic growth with political democracy seemed on the verge of
failure. Indeed, many wondered whether the Indian state itself would
survive. 

So how has India confounded the skeptics? One answer may lie
in the unique nature of the Indian state. India is not, and has not even
tried to become, a unitary nation-state. Most scholars have had to
grapple with this seeming anomaly because their concepts of state-
hood and state-society relations have been shaped by five hundred
years of political evolution in Europe, which transformed loosely
bound territorial political formations into absolutist, monarchic states
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and then into the strongly centralized nation-states of the industrial
epoch. Prevailing concepts of the strength and weakness, coherence
and incoherence, stability and instability of nation-states, as well as
the yardsticks by which these are measured, have arisen from this
evolution. The typical paradigm of an ideal state, therefore, defines it
as a single coherent entity with all its parts working together to main-
tain internal stability and project power abroad. The post–World War
II literature on state formation repeats this bias for an internally well-
integrated, coherent, and strong entity as a precondition for rapid
development. The East Asian developmental states are put forward in
support of this argument.1 Yet India does not fit into this paradigm
easily. As a result, it defies attempts to explain its achievements and
predisposes analysts to magnify the importance of its failures. 

These debates about the nature of the state and its relationship to
society have been complicated by new international developments
since 1991. The end of the twentieth century saw the breakup of the
Soviet Union and a rebirth of identity politics across the entire Euro-
pean landmass. It also saw new forms of warfare deployed in which
states were waging wars not against other states but against peoples
or nonstate groups with access to international bazaars in arms. The
effort to cope with these challenges led to the erosion of the funda-
mental pillars of the Westphalian order, which gave birth to the sys-
tem of sovereign nation-states some 375 years ago. While all this was
happening, the victors of the Cold War, the United States and West-
ern Europe, found themselves having to also cope with a new phase
of globalization that seemed to threaten the industrial and financial
bases of their power. 

Most projections into the future have concluded that the next
decades will see the birth of a multipolar world in which the United
States will retain its preponderance but economic and military power
will shift to Asia Pacific, particularly to China and to a lesser but sig-
nificant measure to India. Commenting on the emerging world sys-
tem, David Scott observes, “The international system is now clearly
in a state of impending significant structural change, a ‘long cycle’
perspective. In that sense the ‘Asian Century’ . . . is the most accu-
rate of the paradigms to have emerged for the 21st century.”2

Commentary on this “rise of the rest” and its implications for
America’s global power has become a veritable industry.3 Almost all
these commentaries have focused on China and India not only
because of their size, large populations, and rapidly growing
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economies but also because of the rapid expansion in their military
strength and growing strategic ambitions sparked by the acquisition
of large amounts of sophisticated weapons. 

The emergence of such revisionist new states, whose rise revised
the anticipated distribution of international power in the twenty-first
century, has frequently threatened international peace. The rise of
Nazi Germany and fascist Japan, for instance, plunged the world into
war. And even when newly powerful states have not caused war, they
have altered the balance of global power decisively. Arrival of the
United States on the world stage demonstrated this shift. In the cur-
rent world situation, India’s rise is far less threatening than the emer-
gence of a powerful and rapidly growing China, but observers
nonetheless worry that competition between rising China and India
might destabilize the region with unpredictable consequences for the
rest of the world. In any event, they point out that how these two
achieve their rise will force students of international politics to
reconsider how culture, power, and economy converge to create a
powerful new actor on the world stage.4

Until recently, international media commentary characterized
India as a poor, underdeveloped country divided from within by eth-
nic, caste, and religious conflicts and possessing little international
power and hardly any capacity to shape the world order. Since the
early 1990s, this perception has undergone dramatic change but has
also given rise to a fierce controversy about its implications and
whether India can and should aspire to be a great power. Opinions
have varied depending on the observer’s point of view, but there is a
fair degree of consensus that the huge market provided by a stable,
democratic India will be one of the main drivers of future global
growth; that India will act as a stabilizer in the crucial quadrant of
the world that lies between Iran and Thailand; and that it will provide
an ideological and economic counterweight to China.5 The key pre-
condition for India’s ascent is, however, an active government will-
ing and able to further growth with equity and wield power with
restraint. 

Popular Perceptions About India’s Rise 

When India’s growth rate began to rise in 2003, many observers
questioned whether it could be sustained. Opinions were divided:



some observers were highly optimistic, others felt far less sanguine,
and still others conceded that sustained growth was possible only if
India bit the bullet, mobilized sufficient political will, and made the
required but hard decisions to restructure its economy. Among the
commentators, an influential segment of critics on the left believed
that India’s market-friendly growth strategy was morally bankrupt
and virtually unattainable because of deep-rooted structural flaws the
current state of India was incapable of correcting. Another segment
countered this argument by pointing to East Asia to contend that
prosperity, even if it bred inequality initially, was the fastest and
surest way to reduce poverty.6

Weighing in on the side of optimism, a 2010 article in Foreign
Affairs characterized India as “dynamic and transforming” and hailed
it as “an important economic power on track . . . to become a top-five
global economy by 2030. It is a player in global economic decisions
as part of both the G20 and the G8+5 (the G8 plus the five leading
emerging economies) and may ultimately attain a permanent seat on
the United Nations Security Council. India’s trajectory has diverged
sharply from that of Pakistan.”7

In 2012, Goldman Sachs, a global firm with worldwide invest-
ment and financial interests arrived at a fairly confident assessment
of India’s growth potential despite dire warnings in the rest of the
press of derailed growth.8 The report cited two favorable conditions
for optimism: India had sustained close to 8 percent growth in the
previous decade (2002–2011), and it would add almost 110 million
young workers to the population in the next two decades, which
would increase the nation’s gross domestic product (GDP) by 4 per-
cent annually as demand for products and services expanded and sav-
ings and investments grew to new levels.9

Two reports by leading international institutions further affirmed
India’s rapid evolution as a world economic power. The first report,
by the World Bank in 2006, ranked India as the twelfth-largest econ-
omy in terms of GDP. The second report, issued in 2011 by the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, placed India at number nine.10

In four studies since 1997 mapping the future of the world econ-
omy and politics, the US National Intelligence Council (NIC) has
envisioned India becoming a dominant military power in the region.
These studies take particular note of the growing reach of India’s
navy in the Indian Ocean and surrounding bodies of water.11 “Over
the next 15–20 years,” one report observes, 
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the Indian leaders will strive for a multi-polar international system,
with New Delhi as one of the poles and serving as a political and cul-
tural bridge between a rising China and the United States. India’s grow-
ing international confidence, derived primarily from its economic
growth and its successful democratic record, now drives New Delhi
toward partnerships with many countries. However, these partnerships
are aimed at maximizing India’s autonomy, not at aligning India with
any country or international coalition.12

Not everyone agrees with this optimistic assessment of India’s
rise, however. Another view put forward with passion in some schol-
arly tracts and the popular press—often by India-born, US-based
authors—asserts that the Indian state is basically repressive and
exploitative despite the trappings of democracy. India’s seeming
strength is an illusion, these authors claim, and India is a state des-
tined to be crushed under the weight of its own contradictions. A
study conducted by the London School of Economics entitled “India:
The Next Superpower?” argues that deep and pervasive fault lines
within Indian society “call into doubt India’s superpower aspiration.”
The authors of the study advise that instead of seeking to “expand its
influence abroad, India would do well to focus on the fissures
within.”13 They go on to say, “As for India’s place in the global econ-
omy, given the vast developmental challenges that remain domesti-
cally, it would be difficult to imagine India asserting its economic
dominance in international markets any time soon.”14

In the popular press, Pankaj Mishra, a leading commentator on
India, has most clearly and repeatedly articulated this point of view.
In an op-ed piece in the New York Times in 2006, Mishra writes that
perceptions of India’s rising power are based on a narrow business-
centric perspective that ignores salient facts.15 A May 27, 2012, arti-
cle, which he posted on Bloomberg View, reiterates the negative
assessments of the earlier piece.16 India’s market-oriented reforms, he
comments, have created “private wealth” but little public access to
the basic services essential for the well-being of India’s people. The
growing gap between rich and poor is leading to dangerous social
upheavals, such as tribal uprisings in large swaths of North and Cen-
tral India under the banner of Maoism.17 Unable to bridge the income
and opportunity gap or stem the violence, the state has simply abdi-
cated responsibility and ceded control, in his view, to entrenched
cabals of landlords and police in the violence-prone areas. In short,
India is fast-forwarding toward an implosion.18

The Puzzle of India Rising 5



Where Mishra and similarly inclined commentators see a bleak
future in India’s embrace of market-based growth strategies, others
see insurmountable political and institutional obstacles to growth.19

These observers argue that India’s coalition governments are just too
weak to make the kind of tough decisions needed to complete the
changes that sustained growth would require.20 These arguments
gained added force in 2012 as India’s economy slowed and industrial
production plummeted while the government was paralyzed. These
pessimists point to the abysmal state of India’s infrastructure, insuf-
ficient investment in research and technology, corruption, and pop-
ulist pandering to vested interests. These weaknesses, they argue,
will prevent India from enacting the kind of reforms necessary to
transform the economy at a pace sufficient to reap early benefits and
sustain momentum.21 A failure to grasp this moment of change would
prove catastrophic, according to this view; it would consign India to
the margins of the global economy and global politics. 

The first doubt is grounded in ethics, for it is based on a belief
that growth is good only insofar as it benefits the weaker and poorer
sections of a society. The second is grounded in comparisons
between actual and possible outcomes: between what India has actu-
ally achieved and what it could have achieved with more efficient
decisionmaking and better timing. Pessimism about India’s future
arises out of deep misgivings about the social and political conse-
quences of rapid growth and growing concern about India’s capacity
to address them. The latter critiques have become more pronounced
because of a growing opacity in Indian state decisionmaking—an
increasing difficulty in identifying chains of command and therefore
in ascribing accountability. 

These two views of India’s future—domestic economic growth
and an increasingly assertive role in international affairs or economic
failures and dysfunctional democracy—are mutually exclusive. So
one of them has to be wrong. Or does it? In this book I show that the
conflict between them is more apparent than real. The way that
outsiders view India is necessarily different from the way insiders do.
The coexistence of growing state power with unresolved internal
problems is not peculiar to India, but rather, it is characteristic of
almost all societies in the midst of rapid change. The same
juxtaposition of wealth and poverty, self-confidence and uncertainty,
order and disorder, and the same hodgepodge of impulses toward
democratization and authoritarianism, can be found in England in the
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eighteenth century or in China today. It is in the very nature of
transitional societies that they are riddled with contradictions as the
old order dies out and the new order struggles to be born. It would be
strange indeed if India had proved an exception to this rule.

Foreign governments know that India is beset by internal prob-
lems but believe that it has the capacity to meet them.22 Decision-
makers abroad regard India as a rising power precisely because of its
achievements, not because of how they have been generated.23 For
proof, foreign decisionmakers need to look no further than the accel-
eration of the growth rate after 1991. For thirty years, from 1956 to
about 1985, with the exception of two years of national emergency
from 1975 to 1977 and non–Congress Party coalition government
from 1978 to 1980, India enjoyed strong, stable rule under the Con-
gress Party. But it achieved a growth rate of only about 3.7 percent,
one of the dozen slowest in the world.24 The strength and stability of
the government did not translate into stellar performance. In the post-
1991 period, this equation reversed. The period following the 1992
elections was characterized by weak and unstable minority govern-
ments in New Delhi, but contrary to expectations, the growth rate
rose steadily until it exceeded 9 percent annually for five years
beginning in 2003. These contrasting outcomes challenge the con-
ventional wisdom that a strong government is necessary for rapid
growth. 

The two views of India—the one focusing on the results and the
other on the way they were achieved—therefore complement each
other. Either is misleading if taken in isolation or pushed too far. That
India is growing rapidly does not mean that it will continue to do so
indefinitely. That rapid growth is creating new inequalities and con-
flicts does not mean that these will not be resolved. 

This book seeks to explain the paradox of steadily improving
outcomes and perceptions of steadily deteriorating governmental
processes. That is where, it argues, the answer to questions about
India’s future lies. It seeks to show that India has performed better
after the end of dominant-party democracy because, not in spite of,
that end. It argues that the stability that the dominant-party system
allegedly gave to the Indian polity was temporary because dominant-
party democracy was itself a transitional form of government. By the
mid-1970s, it was increasingly clear that the excessive concentration
of power in India’s central state, which had created the illusion of
strength and stability, was counterproductive.25 Despite that concen-
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tration built within the ruling party, the Indira and Rajiv Gandhi gov-
ernments (1980–1989) postponed hard decisions and were therefore
less and less able to combine political stability with economic
reform. To get out of the trap of low growth, India needed to carry
out structural reforms, but concentration of political power could not
automatically deliver economic growth. 

The dominant-party model—in which the Congress Party kept
winning every election for the first forty years with one interrup-
tion—nevertheless bridged the gap between a colonial, centralized
form of government and a return to a much older multilayered fed-
eral structure of government in a modern, democratic form. In India
the multilayered state long antedated the arrival of the British. It
evolved out of the search of Indian empire states, from the Mauryas
through the Mughals, for ways of controlling a far-flung and ethni-
cally diverse empire with minimum use of coercion. It did this by
allowing most of the component elements of the state to more or less
govern themselves within guidelines that embodied the unifying ide-
ology of the central authority. In India the outstanding examples were
the Hindu-Buddhist ideational amalgam of the Maurya Empire,
which persisted for almost a thousand years after the empire’s
demise, and the Indo-Islamic syncretism, which reached its fullest
flowering in the Mughal period.26 British colonial administrators also
retained elements of a multilayered order with differential levels of
regional autonomy. 

Each of these empire states created a layered political order
whose very looseness required a constant dialogue between higher
and lower layers of administrative power. In this structure local
authorities enjoyed considerable power to interpret edicts they
received from above.27 Such an arrangement for governance is not
then an alien idea and has constituted an important element of India’s
political ethos. India owes the smoothness of its transformation from
dominant party to coalition rule to the latter’s conformity with a pat-
tern of governance with which people are already comfortable.28

Coalition rule accommodates contending interests and ethnic groups,
and, in fact, the stability of the system has depended largely on how
well it has responded to the demands of diverse communities. The
price that such an automatically “reflexive” system of government
exacts, however, is a loss of valuable time: arriving at a consensus at
so many levels of government in so diverse a country is necessarily
slow. 
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Indeed, policymakers have intuitively grasped that the rhythm of
change would be slow and tortuous and dependent on the electoral
outcomes of state-level elections (held every two years but in a stag-
gered fashion) that may or may not bring proreform parties to power.
They saw no choice but to approach change step-by-step and in a
piecemeal fashion. Its gradual pace allowed reforms to win larger
numbers of converts to its cause as the circle of beneficiaries
widened. Montek Singh Ahluwalia, the principal adviser to Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh, best captures the logic behind the slow
pace of change:

Gradualism implies a clear definition of the goal and a deliberate
choice of extending the time taken to reach it, to ease the pain of tran-
sition. This is not what happened in all areas. The goals were often in-
dicated only as a broad direction, with the precise end point and the
pace of transition left unstated to minimize opposition—and possibly
also to allow room to retreat, if necessary. This reduced politically di-
visive controversy enabled a consensus of sorts to evolve, but it also
meant that the consensus at each point represented a compromise, with
many interested groups joining only because they believed that reforms
would not go “too far.” The result was a process of change that was
not so much gradualist as fitful and opportunistic. Progress was made
as and when politically feasible, but since the end point was not al-
ways clearly indicated, many participants were unclear about how
much change would have to be accepted, and this may have led to less
adjustment than was otherwise feasible.29

The Indo-US civil nuclear deal, commonly known as the 123
Agreement, was initiated in 2005; it provides an example of how
“reflexive” change worked in the realm of foreign policy. This agree-
ment was three years in the making and constituted a watershed in
US-India relations. It was finalized and signed in October 2008.
Before coming to fruition however, the proposal had to go through
several complex stages, including amendment to US domestic law,
especially the Atomic Energy Act of 1954; an articulation of a civil-
military nuclear Separation Plan in India; a safeguards (inspections)
agreement between India and the International Atomic Energy
Agency; and a grant of an exemption for India by the Nuclear Sup-
pliers Group, an export-control cartel formed mainly in response to
India’s first nuclear test in 1974. The Manmohan Singh government
signed the agreement in July 2005, assuming that it would face little
significant opposition within the country. Normally, the Left Front
parties would have bitterly opposed any proposal that tied India’s
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security to the United States, but in 2005 they were a part of the rul-
ing coalition and were therefore expected to support the nuclear deal.
The Left Front, however, refused to even consider the agreement, and
it remained bogged down in Parliament. The ensuing identification of
positions, the sorting of potential allies from opponents, and the
overcoming of resistance by appeal to an ever-widening circle of
actors that finally included virtually the entire country took so long
that the deal almost fell through. It was saved only by the George W.
Bush administration’s firm commitment to it and by the Singh gov-
ernment’s willingness to put its own survival on the line. 

The Indo-US nuclear agreement demonstrated the growing
importance of political consensus-building within India all the more
vividly because domestic policy and foreign policy were becoming
intertwined. Before then, state governments and local communities,
except those hosting transborder ethnic minorities, were little
affected by foreign policy decisions made in New Delhi. Now the
future of India, particularly the role it can play in international
affairs, will depend upon the extent to which its time-consuming pat-
terns of consensus-building can respond to the challenges thrown up
by an ever more rapidly changing world. The pessimistic view is
grounded in the belief that India lacks the capacity to do so.30

Scholarly Debate on India’s Rise

One reason the debate on India’s future remains inconclusive is that
to settle it, an objective measure, or set of measures, of state power is
needed.31 But there is no consensus among international relations
theorists on what these should be. Students of India are deeply
divided on the issue. The realist school of thought seeks to measure
India’s power by quantifying its impact upon global politics. The sec-
ond school seeks to measure power by the development of capacities
to attain desired outcomes and not by outcome alone. 

Baldev Raj Nayar and T. V. Paul’s volume India in the World
Order: Searching for Major-Power Status belongs to the first cate-
gory.32 They explain how the changing distribution of international
power—from the end of the Cold War that left only one great
power to shape international politics, namely, the United States,
and subsequent emergence of several regional powers to challenge
US dominance—has created new space for India, China, Brazil,
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South Africa, Turkey, and Indonesia to exert greater influence over
international events. “The passing of the bipolar system,” they write,
“has created new opportunities for India by liberating it from being
too closely tied to the apron strings of the Soviet Union.”33 These
opportunities have grown further with the passing of “the unipolar
moment” (clearly signaled, in their view, by India and Iran’s suc-
cessful defiance of the US-imposed nuclear nonproliferation
regime). They argue that a weakening of US hegemony and a result-
ing search for new alignments have brought India to the attention of
the major international players. This shift in the international bal-
ance of power, rather than any growth in India’s economic or mili-
tary capabilities, has enabled India to play a more active role in
shaping international events. 

How has India used these new opportunities? Nayar and Paul
identify the specific arenas where India’s influence has grown or has
the potential to grow: India’s relations with its neighbors in South
Asia, India’s changing role in the world economy as evidenced by its
trade investment and financial links, and India’s relations with the
other major powers. Beyond these immediate geopolitical concerns,
they measure India’s growing importance through its contribution to
the “global commons.”34 On balance, they conclude that India is
growing in importance and will become a highly influential actor on
the world stage. 

To arrive at their conclusions, Nayar and Paul devise a typology
of middle powers that delineates hard and soft aspects of power and
can be very useful for ranking countries using conventional measures
of power. Based on their framework, we can identify the elements of
current power, compare an existing with another rising state, or com-
pare a rising state at different points in its history. It enables us, for
instance, to compare India’s capabilities in 1947 with those of 2000.
Here, 1947 becomes the baseline for comparing expansions in the
economy, military, demography, and technology. We can also com-
pare India and China in 1978 and then again in 2000. These snap-
shots taken at different points of time do not, however, tell us how a
country got from one point to the next or how we might assess its
future potential. 

Baldev Raj Nayar and T. V. Paul focus largely on India’s power
beyond its borders. In contrast, Stephen Cohen represents those who
concentrate on internal elements of power to suggest that India’s
potential is best appreciated on its own terms.35 In his view, India’s
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role “is primarily to ‘be India,’ and to address the human security
issues that stem from its own imbalances and injustices. By doing
that India will make one quarter of the world more secure, not a triv-
ial accomplishment. . . . As India moves ahead into the future,” he
observes, “its central identity is likely to remain pretty much the
same” although the “rate of change both within India and in that
larger world . . . is accelerating, as are notions of what constitutes a
‘great’ power.”36

Cohen makes two important points about India’s future. His first
point is that these changes in the concept of power have made the
Indian experiment far more important than it was during the Cold
War. Today, economy and democracy have risen in importance over
military hardware and the number of ships a country might possess.
In this context, India’s rise is a function of changes in the way the
world measures power. But his second point is that India is a differ-
ent kind of power. Unlike many other nation-states past and present,
India carries within it the imprint of a whole civilization acting as a
nation-state in the international arena.37 The only other contempo-
rary nation to possess that characteristic is China. Cohen argues that
India’s history, social structure, patterns of culture, and tradition of
strategic thought (or lack thereof) are reflected in its responses to
both domestic and international challenges. These have produced and
reproduced, in his view, a particular conception among the country’s
elites of India and its role in the world. Whether India will become a
great power will depend on how that conception engages the present.
India is doing far better than before, he observes, in enlisting its his-
tory to solve the challenges presented by shifts in domestic and inter-
national environments. For example, he shows how modern India’s
self-image is derived from a construction of Indian history as that of
a single civilization with a core theme of unity and how an identity
defined in this way shaped India’s choice of nonalignment following
independence. 

Cohen’s analysis has the great advantage of drawing us deeper
into the social and historical sources of India’s power and in that way
compensates for Nayar and Paul’s lack of a historically rooted analy-
sis of how and why India might make particular responses to domes-
tic and international challenges in the present century. Neither per-
spective, however, tells us how India’s future will be shaped by how
it has met challenges since the end of the Cold War. Cohen’s conclu-
sions push us to think about India as a different kind of power, one
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that will rise in influence because it will have responded to the chal-
lenges of the new century in a quintessentially Indian way. What
that might be is not, however, very clear; nor do we know how we
might apply this idea of a different kind of power to understand the
transformation of India’s politics and economy in the wake of the
dominant-party collapse and the rise of coalition politics in India.
For Nayar and Paul, the post–Cold War coalition governments are
weak instruments of transformation. They predict India’s rise, but
we are not told how the contradiction between domestic weakness
and international influence will be resolved. 

Neither of these explanations of India’s growing importance in
international affairs helps us to understand why new directions in for-
eign policy and a measurable acceleration of economic growth have
accompanied a decline in the authority of the central government.
The fiscal crisis of 1990 ushered in economic reforms that rapidly
accelerated growth, while the collapse of the Soviet Union required a
redefinition of India’s international posture. India’s coalition govern-
ments responded by forging a strategic partnership with the United
States and by vigorously pursuing a “look east” policy to create a
whole network of economic and security ties with countries in the
Far East and Southeast Asia. These are just two examples of the new
directions in policy. We therefore need a conceptual frame that pro-
vides a single causal explanation for these seemingly contradictory
trends and that therefore helps us identify the key elements of the
process by which these responses are institutionalized and conflicts
resolved. 

Eric Ringman’s theoretical writings provide a useful starting
point for developing a relevant conceptual framework for India.38

Ringman is less interested in measuring existing power than in
assessing a nation’s potential for acquiring power in the future. He
identifies three key determinants: a state’s ability to reflect or pro-
duce a vision of change, a state’s ability to create institutions that
translate this vision into reality, and a state’s ability to resolve con-
flicts arising from change. In Ringman’s view, these three abilities
are better clues to assessing potential for power as long as they are
not applied mechanically.39 In simple terms, his approach is akin to
that of a bank manager assessing the ability of a client to repay a
loan: not only does he examine the applicant’s existing bank balance
and income, but he also assesses the applicant’s capacity to earn,
inherit, or otherwise increase assets.
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Ringman’s model provides a better template for understanding
state power in the post–Cold War world than the conventional mod-
els discussed above. This is because the old order characterized by
competition between capitalism and socialism has passed, but the
new order is still struggling to be born. The power to imagine alter-
native futures is therefore increasingly important in the twenty-first
century. The Westphalian state, with its defined boundaries and hard
notions of sovereignty backed by military power, has weakened.
Attempts are therefore being made to build an alternative interna-
tional order that can incorporate interdependent economies, porous
boundaries, and collective defense.40 One NIC report warns that “by
2025, nation-states will no longer be the only—and often not the
most important—actors on the world stage and the ‘international sys-
tem’ will have morphed to accommodate the new reality. But the
transformation will be incomplete and uneven. Although states will
not disappear from the international scene, the relative power of var-
ious non-state actors—including businesses, tribes, religious organi-
zations, and even criminal networks—will grow.”41 The cascading
impact of the Arab Spring, a veritable people’s revolution in 2011,
which toppled so many authoritarian regimes in the Middle East,
underscores this argument. So did a nationwide nonviolent anticor-
ruption movement in India led in 2011 by activist Anna Hazare,
which challenged the entire Indian political class and the preeminent
institutions of government. 

The importance of Ringman’s notion of capabilities is obvious if
we consider Mikhail Gorbachev’s attempt to change the Soviet
Union by implementing perestroika and glasnost. Even though this
vision of an alternate future failed in the end, we cannot explain what
happened to the Soviet Union without understanding the hopes and
failures associated with that vision. Gorbachev did not and perhaps
could not muster the requisite entrepreneurial creativity or mecha-
nisms for resolving the contradictions his vision had created. Like-
wise, the rapid rise of China would not have been possible had Deng
Xiaoping not had the courage to “imagine” an alternative future for
China and to muster the entrepreneurial skills and resources of the
country to bring that about.

When Ringman’s model is applied to a specific country, espe-
cially one as diverse and complex as India, several additional caveats
need to be borne in mind. First, leaders may articulate visions more
in response to past challenges than to future aspirations. Second, over
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time even the most carefully crafted institutions evolve in directions
unforeseen by their creators. This is not necessarily a drawback as
the change usually takes place in response to transformations in soci-
ety and politics. Third, leaders may, and indeed very often do,
attempt to postpone the resolution of a conflict instead of addressing
its root causes. India’s postindependence history is replete with such
examples, but despite them, much has been accomplished: laws have
been constantly reinterpreted, and new ones have been enacted; new
institutions have been created to reconcile conflicting interests, and
older ones that existed only on paper have been revived and put to
use.42 Change has therefore been incremental at the best of times, but
its slowness has given India’s myriad political constituencies time to
adjust by striking new bargains with each other.

Indian leaders may have fallen short in envisioning change or
articulating it clearly but this was at least partly because coalition
governments could not come to power without striking a new bargain
between likely parties to the coalition. Vision statements and election
manifestos were therefore vague and more often than not quickly set
aside. They give no clue to the direction in which policies will
evolve. In post-2000 India, change is not driven from above but
evolves out of an unceasing, reflexive dialogue between the central
and state governments and between the state at all levels and civil
society. It is the vector of all social and economic impulses in soci-
ety. India’s supposed weaknesses are therefore its strengths, for they
give it the elasticity to absorb internal and external shocks and turn
them into opportunities for change.43 There is of course danger if the
central and state governments’ negotiations become paralyzed, which
explains the stop-and-go pace of almost all policy changes in India.
Change, however, accumulates and slowly builds national capabili-
ties. An understanding of this process provides an insight into the
reasons that India is becoming increasingly more capable of influ-
encing the course of international events.44 Cohen’s poetic formula-
tion—“India being itself”—captures this process without being able
to describe how it works. 

In this type of reflexive policymaking, manifestos and policy
declarations are not the end point of decisionmaking they are its
starting point. The government of the day lays out what it believes
the people want it to do and waits for responses from the many lev-
els of state and society. The final action often bears only a faint
resemblance to the original policy statement.

The Puzzle of India Rising 15



For instance, the Congress Party has always stood for a strong
center. For two decades it dominated not only the national Parliament
but also each and every state legislature in the country. But it was the
Congress Party that went against its own innate preference for cen-
tralization and created India’s ethnolinguistic federation in 1956.
Thirty-six years later in 1992, the same party created a third tier of
democracy, the autonomous district councils, and empowered village
councils (Panchayats), by making elections mandatory and devolving
financial powers to them.45

Similarly, the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
India’s other national party, was committed to economic self-reliance
when it came to power in 1998, but it took only two years in office
for the BJP to change its tune and become an ardent promoter of an
open economy. The same party preached Hindu monolithism in the-
ory but then pushed it onto a far back burner in order to form a coali-
tion government at the center. The interactive process that has led to
these dramatic U-turns by both the main parties is the very essence of
Indian democracy as well as of all healthy democracies. 

Ringman’s second determinant—the capacity to create change-
supporting and -sustaining institutions—encompasses entrepreneurial
aptitude.46 Focusing on a country’s capacity for political innovation
helps us assess the efficacy of new organizations, processes, legal
frameworks, and social institutions that are created to guide the desired
change. In India, the state has responded to the near-simultaneous end
of dominant-party rule and the opening up of the command economy
by creating a large number of new regulatory and coordinating institu-
tions and reviving older institutions that had been enshrined in the
Constitution but remained moribund. Thus, V. P. Singh’s coalition gov-
ernment of 1989 revived the national Development Council as the
main instrument for co-coordinating central and state political and
economic policies. The central government coordinated economic
policy by setting up regulatory commissions for public utilities and
passing model acts on subjects ranging from power generation and
distribution to land acquisition, value-added taxation, and right to
information.47

What is true in the sphere of economic reforms is also true in
defense and foreign policy. Post–Cold War coalition governments in
India abandoned the principle of nonalignment that had guided them
since 1947 and signed a defense framework agreement with the
United States in 2005. Although a quest for autonomy in policy and
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for strategic restraint still remained watchwords of India’s external
posture, coalition governments gradually introduced new dimensions
in India’s defense doctrine that were more suitable to the post–Cold
War world they faced. Indian military leaders sought the arms and
weapons to extend India’s influence well beyond its borders into
what came to be defined as the “extended neighborhood.” 

New directions and new institutions inevitably change the distri-
bution of power and benefits in society. Since this often engenders
conflict, the capacity of a country to contain and resolve this conflict—
Ringman’s third determinant—is an important index of its power.
India will face a whole set of new conflicts arising from growing
inequality in rural areas, environmental depredation, declining water
resources, and an unregulated grab for land. The violence triggered
by the acquisition of land for Special Economic Zones (SEZs) in
West Bengal and Maharashtra and generally from tribal populations
in Central India underscores the nature of future conflicts. To these
new confrontations will be added older conflicts of ethnic separatism
and religious tensions that periodically challenge India’s central and
state governments. Facing these challenges, India’s coalition govern-
ments have done in the political sphere what they have done in the
economic sphere: they have responded in a slow and piecemeal fash-
ion, which allows for a whole set of interested parties to adjust to the
new dynamics produced by change. 

This go-slow approach to political tensions was evident in the
government’s response to a demand for a new set of guidelines for
acquiring land and setting up SEZs. It was also evident in relatively
slow responses to demands for a separate state of Telangana, which
was eventually carved out of the existing state of Andhra in 2011.
The outbreak of violence over Telangana in 2011 was a failure of the
United Progressive Alliance (UPA), led by the Congress Party, to
resolve the conflict, but it was also the beginning of adjustment all
around in preparation for the next round of negotiations for a new
bargain.48 The inclusion of a large number of political leaders in an
October 2012 reshuffle of the UPA cabinet underlines the way in
which the Indian political system seeks to accommodate dissent.49

However, that ploy did not work and on July 30, 2013, the Congress
Party Working Committee approved the motion to create the twenty-
ninth state of Telangana. 

If we apply Ringman’s measures to the broader history of mod-
ern India, then the nationalist period, particularly from 1930 onward,
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could be considered a period of great innovation and entrepreneur-
ship. It succeeded in producing a viable, alternative vision; mobilized
required resources; and changed the rules of the game based on
notions of nonviolence, civil disobedience, and the mass movement.
Institutional developments and organizational innovation provided
this vision. The evolution of the Indian National Congress Party
(INC) and its pan-Indian grassroots organization was a testimony to
the vision. The INC evolved mechanisms to resolve conflicts
between the British colonial authorities and the nationalist movement
and within the nationalist movement itself. It was predominantly a
pluralist mechanism of conflict resolution; its one spectacular and
tragic failure was the inability to contain the Muslim League (the
political party representing Muslims in British India led by M. A. Jin-
nah), which successfully produced an alternative vision of a Muslim
Pakistan carved out from pluralist India. 

The early years of postindependence India, popularly known as
the Nehruvian period (1947–1964), also saw enormous expansion in
reflective and entrepreneurial capacity to resolve conflicts. It was a
time of nation- as well as state-building and witnessed the creation of
a spectrum of economic, political, and public welfare institutions.
Indian leaders wrote and adopted a constitution, defining the rules of
the game by which Parliament, the courts, and political parties were
to operate. They created a planning commission to preside over the
economic direction India would take. And, most importantly, they
divided power between the central government and its federal units.
In foreign policy, India settled for a position of nonalignment and
forged an anti-imperial, anticolonial plank to unify the world’s newly
independent states in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. 

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru has been criticized for neglect-
ing national defense, for engaging in excessive moralizing, and for
misinterpreting the intentions of China and Pakistan and the United
States. But these mistakes in policy—and they are the subjects of
fierce controversy—do not diminish his government’s contribution to
nation-building. Nehru created a distinctive, international persona for
India that linked its civilizational past with its potential as a major
international power. This vision was fully articulated on the eve of
independence in 1947 in Nehru’s first speech to the nation. He called
upon his fellow citizens to embark on a new “tryst with destiny,” in
which, by its combined efforts, India would emerge as a great nation
and a powerful voice on behalf of the world’s oppressed. The two
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beliefs then articulated—India’s civilizational greatness and its antic-
ipated and deserved rise to international influence—have become the
cornerstone of India’s foreign policy aspirations and goalposts for
every government in New Delhi. 

Whereas Nehru had laid the institutional foundation for India’s
domestic and international direction, it was left to the subsequent
Congress Party governments of Indira Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi to
nurture the dream and strengthen the institutions created in the first
decade after independence. The Indira and Rajiv Gandhi govern-
ments by and large failed in this regard, however. They held on to the
rules of the game established under the Congress Party under Nehru
even when party hegemony began to erode in the years after his
death. The emerging centers of new dissent demanded decentraliza-
tion of government and progressive democratization of social and
political institutions, but neither Indira nor Rajiv Gandhi met these
challenges with imagination or enlightened self-interest. In fact, they
did the opposite. Each was deficient in evolving strategies to resolve
social and ethnic conflicts and paid for this failure with their lives. 

Insistence on maintaining Congress Party supremacy led Indira
Gandhi to suspend elections (1975–1979) and tarnish the record of
India’s enduring democracy. It also convinced her to create a host of
draconian laws and concentrate power in the hands of the police and
government. Her insistence on imposing highly restrictive measures
on foreign capital and domestic markets, all in the name of social jus-
tice, led to what has been disparagingly referred to as the “license
and permit raj,” a regime that gave the bureaucracy inordinate con-
trol over the economy and all but strangled growth. It also created
opportunities for corruption throughout the chain of bureaucratic
command. Despite these flaws, her conduct in the 1971 war with
Pakistan and the liberation of Bangladesh were textbook examples of
humanitarian intervention (and exit) that upheld international princi-
ples and national interests.

Although Rajiv Gandhi tried to correct this situation and intro-
duce greater probity within the Congress Party rank and file, he, too,
failed before the power of the party machine. Both Indira Gandhi in
her last few years and Rajiv Gandhi tried to liberalize the economy
and introduce more competition; nevertheless, these modifications
did not amount to a bold use of reflective or entrepreneurial power.
In the realm of conflict resolution, both leaders failed to evolve
mechanisms that could have prevented the ethnic violence that
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erupted in the state of Punjab, in the Northeast, and in Kashmir,
although on balance, Rajiv Gandhi was more amenable to negotia-
tions than Indira Gandhi. 

By these yardsticks, the post-1990 coalition governments have
fared at least as well and in some respects better than the preceding
Congress Party–dominated governments.50 Every coalition govern-
ment reasserted the vision of a “great India” and changed the way the
country would go about achieving this goal. Each did this in the face
of intensifying social and economic challenges from the increasingly
vocal and at times violent Dalits and “backward castes” parties and
organizations; from extreme Hindu nationalists who espoused a
radically different vision—monolithic and impatient of cultural
diversity—of India from that developed by Mahatma Gandhi and
Nehru; from those excluded from the gains of the market economy
that replaced the former command economy; and from the funda-
mental shift of power away from the central state to region-based
state governments, parties, and leaders.

These four challenges led to the collapse of several coalition
governments and tested the resilience and strength of India’s democ-
racy. The Janata Dal coalition government of V. P. Singh collapsed
under the twin strains of caste and religious violence. The BJP lost
elections to the Congress Party–led coalition in 2004 for ignoring the
poor and underprivileged. The Congress Party–led governments
between 2004 and 2012 have been hard put to cope with the tribal
insurgency led by Maoist ideologues commonly referred to as Nax-
alites in extremely poor parts of Central India that resulted from an
increased commodification of land. Kashmir has remained an unset-
tled danger zone (although in 2007 India and Pakistan came close to
an agreement to solve the dispute). And parts of the Northeast have
periodically succumbed to violence and terrorist activities perpe-
trated by ethnic extremists. 

What is more, the relationship between India’s state and its soci-
ety has fundamentally changed if the popularity and nationwide sup-
port for the anticorruption movement of 2010–2011 is any indication.
Even though these challenges have been daunting and cause for
much political instability and even policy paralysis, India’s democ-
racy has remained resilient and capable of functioning in the midst of
turmoil and violence, and its economy has generated increasing sur-
pluses to finance the ambitious military programs and foreign policy
goals of great India.
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To understand how and why India matters we need to measure
the capabilities of India’s coalition governments to balance between
growth and equity and between domestic and international compul-
sions. These include flexibility in the management of caste, class,
and ethnic revolutions; strategies to contain religious polarization;
dismantling of restrictive economic legislation; and creation of new
approaches to governing public and private investment. Capabilities
can be measured also in the crafting of new defense and foreign pol-
icy, in the harnessing of new economic-cum-military assets to shape
events in the neighborhood, in the forging of a new strategic and eco-
nomic partnership with the United States and countries in Southeast
Asia that boost India’s standing in the world and give it greater lever-
age in international forums, and in the enhancing of strategic auton-
omy through the development of nuclear weapons. India’s new out-
ward orientation since 1991 stands in stark contrast to the inward
preoccupations in the 1970s and 1980s.

India’s rise challenges many theoretical propositions that have
been the building blocks of political development theories51: that
democracy cannot be rooted in a poor, underdeveloped, largely illit-
erate society; that primordial identities cannot be subsumed under
larger identities of a nation unless they are erased by force; that a
multination-state is weak in matters of its own defense; that post-
colonial leaders, trapped as they are in a nationalism derived and
constructed under the influence of colonization, are incapable of
independent reflection and lack the ability to build institutions and
resolve conflict arising from change; and that conventional measures
of power provide only a limited understanding of a country’s poten-
tial for power. The list of the ways in which India challenges con-
ventional notions of power and politics is endless. 

This book seeks to explain the paradox of weak central govern-
ments in New Delhi and growing international stature abroad. It
seeks to delineate through India’s example an alternate way to under-
stand national power and outline how culture, power, and the econ-
omy combine to permit a largely poor and deeply divided nation to
rise to international importance. India matters because the odds
remain in favor of its rise to the center of global politics and econ-
omy. But it also matters because India provides an alternative to the
East Asian model of development in which political democracy takes
second place to economic growth. India is a prime example of how
a non-Western state can draw upon a deeply rooted cultural pluralism
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to combine democracy with rapid economic growth in what might
prove a sustainable model of transformation into a modern state. It
is also an example of the opposite, a paralysis in political will lead-
ing to economic setbacks that threaten the progress it has made. As a
great experiment, India’s achievements as well as failures matter;
they provide important insights in how culture, power, and economy
combine to shape a country’s journey to modernity and wealth.

Organization of the Book

The next seven chapters expand on this theme. Ringman’s three cri-
teria for the acquisition of future state power—the capacity to reflect,
the capacity to mobilize resources, and the capacity to resolve con-
flict arising from change—are interwoven in the narratives that fol-
low. I have made no attempt to provide comprehensive accounts of
India’s past or present economic or international histories or policies.
I have also refrained from moral judgment of events or policies, even
if it is pertinent to ask if morally correct responses ought not to be a
part of a nation’s capabilities. I believe that India’s coalition govern-
ments are opportunistic and in many instances behave reprehensibly.
That judgment, however, does not alter my assessment of their capa-
bility to affect the post–Cold War transition, which by any yardstick
has been dramatic but not always smooth. It compares well, though,
with transitions in Indonesia, Yugoslavia, Russia, and the countries
immediately surrounding India. What accounts for differences in
India’s experience and those of less fortunate parts of the post–Cold
War world? I hope that this volume provides at least some insight. 

Chapter 2 addresses India’s history as a source of national iden-
tity. Torn asunder by a violent partition and poorly integrated, India
was more an idea and an act of faith by its nationalist leaders than a
coherent and territorially well-defined state. India’s leaders reached
into history to construct the idea of India, which they saw as a plu-
ralistic, tolerant, and peaceful nation bound together by enduring
bonds of shared culture and values. This self-image served to estab-
lish democratic institutions at home and a nonaligned stance abroad.
By the end of the 1980s, India was struggling to cope with cata-
clysmic changes in its dominant-party democracy and the abrupt end
of the Cold War rivalry between the United States and the Soviet
Union. Chapter 3 outlines the emergence of coalition rule as a coping
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mechanism for change. It examines how the unstable coalition gov-
ernments sought to balance the imperatives of survival with the
demands of newly mobilized middle classes, Hindu nationalists, and
ethnic separatists. Chapter 4 explores the economic transformation
and gradual replacement of a command economy with one based on
markets. Chapter 5 explains how foreign policy thinking underwent a
dramatic change in response to the Soviet collapse and how coalition
governments coped with the new challenges of a unipolar world that
soon enough gave way to a polycentric international order. Through-
out these changes, Indian leaders did not lose sight of their enduring
goals of preserving the nation’s strategic autonomy and establishing
for India an enhanced standing in the world. Each required building
up defense and cultivating an ability to project influence and power
beyond India’s borders, which was made possible by rapid economic
growth. Chapter 6 discusses security imperatives and assesses the
obstacles to power projection in the region. As a civilizational state,
India possesses considerable soft power assets, particularly in the
attractiveness of its arts, culture, and democracy and in the world-
wide spread of the Indian diaspora. Chapter 7 explores the role of
that diaspora. In conclusion, Chapter 8 explains why we need to
think of India as a different kind of state, one that cannot be under-
stood by applying the template of older established nation-states or
the path that contemporary counterparts in Asia have pursued. India
exists in contrast to each and illuminates a different path to interna-
tional power and prosperity. 
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