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Preface



THE WISDOM OF PARROTS


GOVIND PURI, IN SOUTH DELHI, IS HOME TO THE MODESTLY aspirational. People move through its alleys with a sense of purpose. Young men press by on motorbikes; screechy horns announce their arrival. Acrid fumes linger. Uniformed children bustle past. Houses are neat but ramshackle, their ceilings low. In the tiny, single-roomed home of Bhim Joshi, one’s eyes need a moment to adjust after the bright sunshine outside. It contains one bed, one chair, and one low-energy bulb dangling from a cord. A fan blows hot dust onto blue walls.


Mr. Joshi, in a pressed white shirt and trousers, has been a fortune teller for thirty of his forty-five years. It is the family trade. He gestures to two cages each containing a parrot, explaining that “only one is effective,” then places a green bird on his bed. I pass him a bundle of rupees as Indrani, my assistant and translator, immediately points out I have overpaid, as ever. The bird’s work is disappointing and brief. In a blur it pecks at something among twenty playing cards spread on the bed. “What does he say about India’s future?” I ask. Unhappily, the bird has picked a scrap of paper, not a card. Worse, Mr. Joshi explains, Saturn is stubbornly unhelpful. He foresees “a little trouble, but India will get support. The economy is in difficulties but will revive.” He cheers up: “Then India’s place in the world will be number one.” He switches from Hindi to English, repeating himself with a smile: “Number One!”


Mr. Joshi says the stars ordain that India will become the greatest power on Earth. In national affairs, a drama is looming: the death of an elderly leader, the assassination of another, and the marriage of an important dynastic figure. Then India will emerge stronger, with sporting triumph and great riches. One of the birds begins to sing boldly. I ask about individual political leaders. Will Narendra Modi—at the time an ambitious regional politician—grow more powerful? Mr. Joshi takes out a tatty almanac, with columns of dates, squiggles, and details of planetary comings and goings. He furrows his brow, purses his lips, and pretends to make a series of difficult calculations. Then a smile spreads. “He can become prime minister,” he assures me, spinning a yarn about Modi’s family business and great wealth. An hour later, wondering how different a reading by the defective bird might have been, we zigzag back through alleys, passing a stall with a griddle of sizzling meat.


Could Mr. Joshi and his feathered assistant foresee the future by drawing on ancient wisdom, Vedic history, a spiritual understanding, and knowledge of the stars? Were their premonitions of fate divined from something rich and powerful, an astrological force that can be tapped in the sub-continent but lies beyond the reach of closed Western minds? Not at all. They were jovial entertainers who scratched a living by spinning plausible stories. Mr. Joshi was a benign con-artist and charlatan, as likely to be right as anyone else, or as the flip of a coin.


Those who claim to intuit the future from reading the stars nonetheless get a respectful hearing in South Asia (and far beyond), including from the most powerful leaders. I once spent an entertaining morning in Galle, Sri Lanka, in a mansion with white marble floors whose owner was chief astrologer to Sri Lanka’s president. We munched on a breakfast of treacle pudding, the astrologer’s plate balanced on a bulging potbelly, and he foretold for me the president’s lucky numbers. He also guaranteed the president a smashing victory in an election a few weeks away. It was a virtuoso performance in every respect but one: the president lost.


Looking back at Mr. Joshi’s predictions, I find that most of them proved comically wrong. Perhaps he’d used the defective parrot. His promise that India, whose national football team was ranked 162nd in the world (behind tiny Barbados), would win the soccer World Cup turned out to be somewhat ambitious. India has never yet even attended the World Cup finals. He was wrong, too, to say that Mitt Romney would become America’s president. But the art of reading the future is to make many specific predictions, hope one turns out to be correct, and then celebrate it. Mr. Joshi was spot on, for example, to say Modi would become prime minister. And his prediction that India would be big and powerful, “Number One,” was not entirely fanciful. By the 2020s it will indeed be the most populous country on Earth. It has long been the largest democracy, and it is also gaining as an economic and military power. What would it take for India to prove Mr. Joshi right? What is keeping his prophesy from coming true?


I want India to succeed—not least because of the fun I have had, and the genuine welcome from Indians, during my several years as The Economist’s bureau chief in the country. Once I wrote a column for the Times of India, admitting that as a foreign writer in India I had the “best job in journalism,” with freedom to explore a stimulating, thrilling, warm—if sometimes exasperating—country, to throw myself into conversation with bright, friendly, and demanding people, and to witness a giant beginning to shake off at least some of its worst problems. I even relished joining television debate programs, usually with Karan Thapar, a master of current affairs discussion, or hosting and speaking at conferences, and admired how most Indians tolerate a foreigner who shares in discussions about their future. It felt—and it feels—as if India is moving through a period historians will judge as a time of substantial progress, on most scores, however frustrating it is that many problems linger. The thrill I have had from traveling, reporting, reading about, and discussing India is immense. The challenge of progressing faster and improving millions of lives is just as big.













Introduction



SUPERFAST PRIMETIME ULTIMATE NATION


UNDERSTATEMENT GETS YOU NOWHERE IN CROWDED, NOISY, easily distracted India. Even overstatement often falls short. In India, a land of bombastic claims, you must be bold. It is not enough, for example, to promise to build a shiny new electricity plant. Instead you should brag about your forthcoming “Ultra Mega Power Project.” Want to advertise a hospital? Then call it a “Max clinic” or “Max Super Speciality” and slap up the name in neon lights. If your daughter is to marry, then spend a fortune on a lavish week-long party for thousands, including strangers, so you can brag about your grand status. And if you ride a long-distance train, take a Shatabdi Superfast Express—or, better still, wait for India’s super-duper bullet train, which is due to run on a Diamond Quadrilateral route.


On television, even on the dullest day, channels—“India’s Best! India’s Favourite! The Super Primetime Show!”—offer a guaranteed stream of Breaking News in flashing red-and-white block letters. More Latest Breaking News is scheduled for after the commercial break. It might concern “India’s First 24x7 Primetime Prime Minister,” or a Supercop, a Superduper Hit Hindi song, perhaps gossip about a Bollywood Megastar and her SuperHit film. News will break in a MegaCity about a Mega Factory or a politician’s Mega Rally. A journalist who has chatted to someone interesting will naturally brag of her World Exclusive. And as private universities blossom, outfits vie for attention with superlative names. My favorite: “The Lovely Professional University” in Punjab, India’s “Largest Best Private University,” offers those who enroll a “mammoth ultra-modern high-tech campus sprawling over high-tech gigantic campus on the National Highway No. 1.” No self-respecting student would settle for less.


India similarly sells itself as an “Incredible” tourist destination. Individual states brag, too. Bihar calls itself “Blissful,” Gujarat is “Vibrant,” and Kerala lays claim to being “God’s own country.” A hard sell is not always worse than a soft one: a mineral-rich but mostly poor state in central India for a time tried luring outsiders with the underwhelming slogan of “Credible Chhattisgarh.” Others failed to follow its modest example, though I yearned to find more states playing safe, dreaming up “Average Assam,” “OK Odisha,” or “Less-Backward-than-Before Bengal.” But such caution is rare: bold and boastful are more often India’s style.


The problem, inevitably, is when reality fails to match the boasts. Those superfast trains plod at fifty miles an hour, not bullet speed. The news turns out to have broken long before. Super primetime television debate really means a gaggle of angry, middle-aged men with bushy mustaches shouting past each other—just as they did the night before. And along with politicians the world over, India’s rulers struggle to live up to their showman promises. Talk of “good times” for all, a hundred new “smart cities,” a manufacturing renaissance, and this becoming “India’s century” can seem painfully misjudged amid desperate poverty or joblessness. Hot air rises. Sometimes the grandest swaggering belies a lack of confidence. Talk about politics, economics, and business and you’ll hear a lot of belligerent claims, posturing, or bristling commentators. During social media or television debates, the open-minded are often crowded out by prickly nationalists who offer lectures on the greatness of their civilization and history, implying that a splendid future is India’s by right. Many of the grandest claims, therefore, are best taken with a pinch of masala. But because India is growing, outsiders and Indians alike have to try to discern how bright its improving prospects really will be.


India can flourish. Its story, in the next few decades, should be the most cheerful period in its modern history. Demography—its size and youthfulness—gives it whopping potential advantages. The Indian economy can grow much faster than before and can grow more quickly than any other big economy in the next couple of decades. Villagers are moving into town and getting healthier, better educated, and less poor. Incomes are slowly rising, and consumer habits are changing. Bright people can find it easier than ever to inform themselves about the world. More are forming new companies, using new technology. More will—I hope—demand to live in a humane, liberal, and open society. These threads, woven together, can produce better lives and a stronger country—a rising, Asian, democratic giant. But first India has a lot of simple catching up to do: it must travel far simply to match basic standards already found elsewhere in Asia. The choices and policies the country’s leaders should take are not too difficult to imagine. The uncertainty lies in whether they get around to taking and implementing them.


The crop of leaders who came to power in 2014 represented a decisive break from previous decades. Narendra Modi and those under him vowed to reshape the material prospects of roughly one-fifth of the planet’s population. Potential gains were tremendous, an immense opportunity to be grabbed. Yet India’s golden chance could also be lost, as previous chances had been. In the late twentieth century, economies in East Asia raced to be global manufacturing hubs, drawing hundreds of millions of people off fields and away from peasant work, creating a massive, new, Asian middle class. Those other countries invested early in schools and hospitals, improved conditions for women, lowered economic barriers, put their businesses and labor force into global supply chains, and so raised incomes fast. India, inward-looking and proud, kept aloof in not-so-splendid isolation, shunning trade and foreigners. As a result it remained mostly poor and rural. That began to change only when the country was forced, by an economic crisis, to begin opening to foreign trade, investment, and competition in the early 1990s.


To flourish in the twenty-first century, India needs its leaders to get four broad things right—the four broad themes and the sections of this book: Superfast, Primetime, Ultimate, and Nation. First, and the basis of almost everything, India needs to get conditions right for the economy to grow fast and for a long time. This means, especially, fostering better-functioning markets and generating tens of millions of jobs. If you traveled around India in the mid-2010s, ranging from its most backward, pre-industrial corners in the northeast to its booming megacities, you found a lopsided giant. The country was changing but remained divided, with big barriers between states, typified by long lines of parked lorries waiting at every state border so officials could shake down drivers for bribes or paperwork. Enormous patches of territory looked almost medieval, yet they were only a short distance from cities where life was modern and relatively comfortable.


In some states, such as Gujarat, Maharashtra, or Tamil Nadu, India flexed growing industrial muscle and demonstrated modernity—like reliable power and smooth roads—that cheered corporate leaders. Some Indian companies, operating at home and abroad, were bulking up. Especially in the south, where schools and hospitals were better, and increasingly along its coastal states, India developed human capital—healthy and bright workers, entrepreneurs, teachers—essential for widespread prosperity. In some states, the services industry boomed. But India in all had a desperately long way to go to turn its economy—over $2 trillion strong in 2016 but still with a modest share of the world economy—into a big global actor. Becoming Superfast, meaning a growing country with a powerful economy, will underpin almost everything else as India tries to improve its prospects. Getting less poor, as quickly as possible, is the basis for other progress such as building a welfare system, funding a greater military force, and strengthening foreign policy.


The world’s biggest democracy also needs political parties, parliament, courts, and other actors to deliver better outcomes for people. By the late 2010s more educated, better-informed voters are impatient in the face of misrule, and fewer tolerate corruption and failure by their politicians. As a result, protests and public anger will be likely to get harder to manage. Those elected will have to do more than promise to help favored caste, religious, or other groups and learn how to deliver jobs and good economic times that will bring wider gains.


In the first seven decades or so of Indian democracy, that barely happened. Instead many politicians were rewarded for other reasons. The near-feudal powers of some big families—dynasties—let them dominate large populations of voters and also areas of business. But dynasts will not remain so powerful forever, even if they will not disappear entirely. By 2014, a more mobile, informed, and demanding electorate had the ability to make Indian democracy work better and politicians more responsive. Voters, especially those in town, were also getting more impatient, nationalist, furious over inequality, and perhaps more prone to bullying minorities. Today, two enormous domestic political issues loom. Indian rulers and voters have to manage and encourage a changing role of women in society. They will also have to respond to growing—potentially catastrophic—threats to India’s environment, exemplified by the choking and poisonous smog that hangs over Delhi for much of the year. Demographic, economic, and other trends will give Indian politicians a rare opportunity to exploit: a young, large population getting wealthier and more urban, but also more demanding. If done right, in the political realm, India will enter its Primetime period, the second theme of the book.


The third broad area concerns India’s growing role abroad. From being a bit player globally, India is sure to grow in the twenty-first century to be a more influential actor, shaping more events beyond its immediate region. A massive diaspora, a growing economy, increasing military and diplomatic might, a big and growing budget as a donor, nuclear weapons, and forms of soft power will all make India count in ways it has not before. (And as a democracy, unlike China, it is better placed to build supportive networks internationally and win sympathy from others.) Few people within India, even as late as the 2010s, took a strong interest in international affairs, beyond obsessing over Pakistan. This will change.


Three big relationships will probably dominate foreign affairs in the coming decades. Most pressing, and nearest to home, India needs to settle (where it can) old animosities with Pakistan. It can try to do that first by developing its economic strength as fast as possible and getting its internal politics to function much better—for example, in Kashmir. It needs, too, to tame the excessively nationalist posturing of its television broadcasters. But it will also have to engage Pakistan’s civilian leaders and encourage moderates within its neighbors’ armed forces. Perhaps even more importantly, India will have to find ways to better manage its relationship with China. Again, India first needs greater capacity at home—economic, infrastructure, diplomatic, military—and stronger relationships with more friends in the world. Finally, India’s already improving relations with America will be a key to help with other relationships and could help to unlock faster economic growth. Cultural ties, especially given the 3 million or so people of Indian descent in America, could be especially significant. This third theme of foreign affairs, the “Ultimate” section of the book, has typically been neglected by most Indian politicians and voters. India’s ultimate ambition, abroad, should be to gain much more influence and present itself as a rising great power. For that, an appetite inside India, to understand the outside world, will also grow.


The fourth and final broad area to get right—in this book summed up as “Nation”—concerns internal stability and the domestic, social aspects of the country. India’s immense achievement in the seventy years after independence has been to remain stable and mostly peaceful. Much of Asia, the Middle East, and Africa escaped colonial rule at roughly the same time, only to fall into prolonged bouts of dictatorship, civil war, religious or ethnic massacres, proxy conflict as a part of the Cold War, and repression conducted by the state. Although South Asia suffered enormously at Partition in 1947, India afterward escaped the worst instability suffered elsewhere. India’s democratic constitution, the religious moderation of its people, its political restraint, and the constant promotion of secular values are treasures to defend. But past success has been no guarantee of future performance. Indonesia aside, no other country has a larger Muslim population than India (Pakistan’s Muslim population is roughly equal). Add in millions of Sikhs, Christians, Buddhists, and others inside India’s borders, and the peaceful mixing of different religions with the majority Hindu population will always be a difficult process to get right.


How can India preserve this harmony in the face of rising Hindu nationalism, a form of Hindutva extremism asserting that India should be defined not by its secular tradition but explicitly by its majority Hindu culture and religion? Various politicians including Narendra Modi (as chief minister in Gujarat in 2002) have presided over, and later exploited for political gain, religious violence. Many liberals worry that intolerance is rising, especially after Modi’s arrival to national office, warning that the space for secular, liberal debate and free speech is under threat. These fears could be overstated, but they also matter. Reasons to worry also exist when looking at hardening religious stances from others, especially the spread of Gulf-style, more fundamentalist, strains of Islam. A shift in behavior inside India threatens to produce more division between (and within) religious groups, less freedom for frank debate and discussion, and greater chances of violent confrontation. Again, such fears should not be exaggerated, but they are real.


The central figure to shape India’s prospects, at least in the late 2010s and possibly for longer, is Narendra Modi, a prime example of a muscular, self-promoting figure with a nationalist-populist character. His profile fits a pattern of nationalist politicians who have risen to power in many countries at roughly the same time, in the years following a global financial crisis that began in 2008. Unbothered by any suggestion of being politically incorrect, a figure who champions himself as opposed to the elite or the establishment, Modi was happy to be counted as a voice of those with lower-to-middle incomes.


Modi is typical of a generation of leaders in several countries ready to whip up national grievances to strengthen their domestic control and popularity. In Japan Shinzo Abe promised voters economic revival and greater nationalist clout (after years of national pacifism and economic stagnation), just as in China Xi Jinping, its president, emerged as the most authoritarian leader of that country since Mao Zedong. Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin, came to epitomize the idea of a strongman in international affairs. In Europe the rise of populist-nationalists was obvious in the mid-2010s, from Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey to the far-right governments in Hungary and Poland, as well as movements that flared up within western European democracies—for example, as far-right parties reacted to inflows of migrants, or as British voters decided to withdraw from the European Union. In America, the president-elect, Donald Trump—cheered on from afar, by Hindu nationalists from India—also invoked nationalist slogans, lashed out against Muslims and other minorities, and promised to act tough against foreigners while offering vapid promises of future greatness.


The rise of muscular and majoritarian Modi in India can be seen as part of a global trend, as politicians of similar mold, such as Trump, Erdogan, Abe, Xi, and others, have come up. Yet India is exceptional. With a democracy and a fragile society where violence between members of different religious groups simmers, where old efforts have to be sustained to preserve calm between members of different religions, leaders must show that they can reduce tensions, not make them stronger.


Given these four themes, what are the chances that India will become a Superfast, Primetime, Ultimate Nation in the coming decades? Other countries, like China, are far more developed economically, but India has a political advantage as a democracy and is beginning to get its economic house, if slowly, into better order. Immense problems remain, and new ones erupt. Previous failures in India give skeptics plenty of reasons to doubt that it can really project itself successfully abroad. Yet even the most doubtful observers of India, those who worry that “neoliberal” policies are somehow the cause of more poverty, make no suggestion of taking India back to its most isolated and poverty-stricken days of earlier generations. India will improve in many ways in the coming decades, and anyone who has relished the chance to visit or live there will wish it well. How far and fast it now moves is the basic question of the book that follows.
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PART 1



SUPERFAST—ECONOMY
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VIEW FROM A STOPPING TRAIN



THE AIR WAS CRISP IN DIBRUGARH, A TEA-PLANTATION TOWN high on the Brahmaputra River. The town offered modest sights: a colonial-era courthouse with elegant arches and a colonnade, streets lined with two-story concrete-and-glass boxes, shops stacked with imported Chinese plastic goods. “We are celebrating,” said Ajit, a resident, though there were no fireworks, drums, religious processions, gaggles of families, or public boozing—the usual signs of merry-making. “Today is a festival for farmers, for cutting rice,” he said. Locals would revel by feasting on sweet potatoes.


This land, at the end of a plain and below Himalayan foothills, was worth seeing as a vestige of an India that is fading away. The northeast, a region of paddy fields, terraced hills, beautifully crafted wooden homes—where lemongrass grew by the roadside and pigs plodded through villages—was far less heavily populated than much of the country. It was remote, more rural, notably poorer, and still heavily reliant on farming. Here nature could be wild: Cherrapunji, a small town in the tiny state of Meghalaya, bragged that it was the wettest place on Earth, where the monsoon might dump more than a thousand inches of rain in a year. Otherwise, the region could feel like a slow sort of place. No law in independent India prevented northeasterners from moving to more prosperous Delhi, or to southern India. (Citizens of China, by contrast, are restricted by its residency rule.) But years of poverty had much the same effect. Broken roads, a lack of phones, language differences, and cultural barriers long kept many Assamese, Nagas, Manipuris, Mizos, and others in their largely forgotten places. Only as generations of Indians grew more literate, and gathered a little wealth, did greater mobility begin.


This gradual historical development is a good jumping-off place for asking how India could get itself moving faster. Accordingly, the present chapter—and the rest of the section on Superfast India—is concerned with India’s economy. If the country can get that rattling along more quickly, then much else will become easier to achieve. The idea of Superfast India means more than getting high rates of GDP growth, however. It means: getting structures, like good roads and a working state, set up for long-term, sustained growth; making sure that people get healthier and better educated as early as possible, in part so they can make India work better; spreading the gains of a bigger economy to far more people, especially by generating productive jobs; and using technology to give India a shortcut to meaningful economic development.


The isolation of some 50 million northeasterners, landlocked on the wrong side of Bangladesh, was an indication of the country’s past failure to grow. But that isolation has been coming to an end: by the mid-2010s, for a little over $100, you could board one of many dozen flights each week from the region and leave for Kolkata or Delhi. Dibrugarh’s fortune has been its shiny new airport served by a private airline, Indigo—India’s largest airline and a model of corporate progress. Steadily profitable, Indigo has grown fast, is reliably on time, and has a young fleet. Its name and livery evoke something modern and mildly patriotic: historians say that the earliest trace of indigo dye is over five thousand years old, found at a site in western India. And like a dye staining a cloth, Indigo spread across the map of India. Along with other airlines, it has helped to change the country’s sense of itself. Air routes have created a web of connections linking regions and towns, binding a continental-sized country. Each year some 85 million passengers flit through India’s skies—fewer than the 394 million in China (or the 708 million in America), but enough to suggest a waking giant of a market. More crowded skies are a small sign of India becoming a new sort of place, of emerging prosperity, a country growing into its potential.


Another way from the northeast exists, if you can endure days on the road, or clattering on a train. In Dibrugarh after a weak winter sun has dropped, the Vivekananda Express, a continental stopping train, prepares to follow a route through the “chicken’s neck,” a twisting strip of land south of Bhutan and north of Bangladesh, then southward to India’s distant southern tip. The service was launched to mark the 150th anniversary of the birth, in 1863, of Swami Vivekananda. A Bengali aristocrat revered by Hindu nationalists, Vivekananda did more than anyone to promote Hinduism globally in the nineteenth century. He famously addressed a gathering of “world religions” in Chicago, in 1893, speaking of India’s main faith as the “mother of religions” and as “the most ancient order of monks in the world, the Vedic order of sannyasins.” Hindus, he said, had taught the world tolerance. The crowd offered an ovation, and “the Hindu monk” went on to complete successful speaking tours of Britain and America. India remembers him with a memorial on a small island just off Kanyakumari, the southernmost point of the mainland. This weekly train trundles south to that spot.


The railways, however, are a relic of a run-down Indian past: overstaffed, under-funded, often dirty, rusting, with a design aesthetic unchanged since the 1940s. The national lifeline shifts at least 23 million passengers and 3 million metric tons of freight daily, which sounds like a lot. But it is too little and too slow for a massive, industrializing country. Goods and people move fitfully, at the wrong prices, often on tracks with no electricity. The railways ministry has for decades been a symbol of bureaucratic dysfunction. Having created paid posts—though not productive work—for some 1.3 million people, it is one of the largest employers in the world. But the railways themselves are a semi-modernized version of nineteenth-century infrastructure, a half-working institution that has helped limit India to mere wobbly, partial development. In fact, India’s infrastructure more generally—bridges, roads, ports, powerlines—needs improving. Rail is a symbol of wider problems.


Traditions die hard on the rails. Well into the current century, railways ministers dished out grace and favor, but made no serious effort to get trains moving. The aged network is almost a perverse source of democratic pride. Mussolini had made Italy’s trains run on time, but he was a fascist. China has high-speed trains and 55,000 more miles of track than India, but China is authoritarian. India is chaotic and amiably slow—like its trains. Plus, it is a democracy. Ministers might bleed the railways, care only for the political short term, offer sops to voters in their home states, and oversee little investment, but for a long time crooked leaders have been tolerated as charismatic rogues, or as leaders who cared for the aam aadmi, the little guy. Failure on the rails has become emblematic of wider dysfunction—of a slow-trudging economy that fails to invest enough to develop. Since the British days, little new track has been laid. The Indian state has moved only slowly. The contrast with the cheery private efficiency of Indigo is striking.


If you brave the stench of stations—where rails double as latrines—and ride the Vivek Express over 2,600 miles, you get an eighty-three-hour look at India, a glimpse of what needs fixing, and also, more brightly, some of what has begun to improve. The journey provides beginner facts: India is crowded, its people are young, much of its land is rich, well watered, and fertile. Along the way all your senses buzz at full tilt; absorbing strong colors and noise, you are jostled by crowds and confronted by heat and heady odors. Fellow passengers are drawn from a modestly rising middle class, those who have begun to prosper through travel. Northeasterners who moved away have won a chance to improve their lives materially. In Assam, the poorest of the Seven Sister states, incomes were just $860 in 2015, less than half the national average, little above subsistence level. For a day of back-bending toil, a tea-picker there might earn 50 rupees (less than a dollar), plus lodging in a shack and some food. That was near slave labor—conditions that tea companies preferred customers not to ponder over a cuppa. But if a worker got south to better-run Kerala, he could multiply his daily wage five-fold. The gap between northeast and south shows the distance that all of India hopes to travel to become a modestly well-off place.


“You are right to take the train, it is best way to see all India’s beauties,” Ajit said that evening in Dibrugarh, with the glib assurance of one who had never gone. The Express left on time without whistle or warning, and moved through one of the more neglected patches of territory on Earth. Whole books, often excellent ones, have been written on India with barely a passing mention of the northeast. Correspondents pass years in India without troubling to visit this region. Many Indians, even those familiar with London, New York, or Beijing, never set foot in Kohima or Guwahati. “Mainlanders,” from the recognizably triangular Indian mass, talk of their eastern appendage with distant curiosity, as they might discuss Mongolia or Botswana. Some suggest it is somehow akin to China or East Asia, hardly proper India. Others speak of it as they do of the past—barely related to the booming upheaval in much of the rest of India. Northeasterners, they say, are eastern, “mongoloid.” The thoughtless, or racist, call them “chinky eyes.”


The northeast is poorer in part because of instability. Separatists had sought self-rule when Britain ruled India. They continued to seek it after 1947 and Indian independence. Naga separatist fighters and other rebels led guerrilla campaigns from the forests, winning foreign weapons and funding—early on, from China. Nagas, a broad term referring to at least seventeen tribal groups with many dozens of different languages and dialects, had declared themselves free from British rule a day before the rest of the country. Their leaders said they deserved recognition as a separate nation. Though the fighters did not come close to winning, they scrapped on for decades. Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister, professed his love for the wider region, but he also oversaw what amounted to a small civil war there, mostly ignored by the outside world. By the 1950s, the Naga National Council claimed that it would unite 800,000 Nagas across India and Burma, boycotted India’s first general election, and fomented rebellion. India deployed its national army. Other rebellions flared. By the 1960s, with Indira Gandhi in charge, the national air force flew punitive raids against civilians, strafing and bombing villages in the Mizo hills. Years of sporadic violence, perpetrated both by the state and by the insurgents, helped to explain the northeast’s lingering backwardness.


Northeasterners, even well into the current century, have had reasons to feel differently from the rest of India and not only for reasons of geography. An official from Kohima, the capital of Nagaland state, once grumbled to me that “we have had fifty years of insurgency basically because people here don’t feel Indian.” Food habits are a telling example. Christian and tribal northeasterners, influenced by Southeast Asian culture and Baptist missionaries, notably Americans, happily guzzle beef or pork—a diet alien to many Hindus and Muslims, nearly 95 percent of India’s population. An obsession among Hindu nationalists to get the cow designated as a symbol of “mother India,” and to ban the eating of beef, has left minorities, including those in the northeast, feeling excluded.


Economic activity began to pick up in the northeast over the past couple of decades, especially as the central government started paying almost $5 billion each year to buy off dissent. Rising incomes helped a little to reduce the idea of irredeemable differences. The spread of television brought further change. At the start of this century only 60 million households in India (out of about 192 million total), mostly in towns, and relatively few in the northeast, had a television set. By 2015, 175 million households had access to a TV (out of about 250 million total). Viewers could watch the same shows and ads at the same time. News channels broadcast common calamities and triumphs and stirred national debates. India’s four great national obsessions—cricket, films, soap operas, and politics—offered a steady flow of material to chew over. Programs were often shouty or ridiculously confrontational, in some cases adding vim to the news with an animated ball of flame that exploded, for no obvious reason, every few seconds on-screen. Whatever the style, Indians for the first time reliably shared experiences simultaneously, allowing more to imagine their country as a single, national community.


The spread of cellphones did something similar. Only 25 million landlines existed in India as of this writing, in 2016, compared with more than 1 billion cellphones serving an estimated three-quarters of India’s population. Within a few more years, half a billion Indians will have (mostly cheap) smartphones with Internet connections. On the train, most people send texts, instant messages, or e-mails. The spread of cellphones, more than any other technology, exemplifies dramatic—Superfast—development. These devices, as in other countries, have become ubiquitous. By making the spread of information almost free, they have unlocked profound (if sometimes hard-to-measure) changes in politics, the economy, and the wider society. Farmers and coastal fishermen, now equipped with phones, have better knowledge of weather to come and, crucially, of market prices for their goods. More information means power: the ability to choose where and when to bring goods for sale.


A great example comes from Kerala: after cellphones first appeared there in the late 1990s and early 2000s, fishermen could call ashore and find the best place to land their catches. They saw profits rise steadily, even as the average price of fish fell for customers—the result of less waste and more efficient markets. Similar gains spread throughout the country in the following decades. Equally important, those with cellphones could get a message from, say, a cousin in town, telling them of jobs available on a construction site and helping to smooth the flow of workers into urban jobs. The spread of such phones, largely driven by the increased activity of private firms, shows how infrastructure can improve dramatically: a small part of what should make the economy more successful, and lives better, in the long term.


Families in the northeast were helped by such phones. They kept in touch with migrant children, who increasingly went off to fill corners of Delhi, flourish at universities, and staff hotels and restaurants all over the country. Phones helped to enable migration, and more mobility helped to strengthen India. A graduate from Khonoma, a steep hillside Naga village of grey stone buildings perched above rice paddies, once the heartland of Naga separatism, said that he was leaving to teach at a mainland university after one-third of his fellow villagers had already migrated. Indians were growing readier than before to move about, and northeasterners appeared to believe less in separation and more in grabbing economic opportunity.


The Express did its own modest service, stitching the northeast a little more tightly to the rest of India. At one stop a man from Tripura, a tiny northeastern state, explained that he was traveling for hospital care to Vellore, in Tamil Nadu, over 2,000 miles away. A woman from Assam was taking her aged mother, who had a brain tumor, to a hospital in the same town. They discussed the south with admiration, because it was wealthier and better run than the north—a concrete example of what the rest of India might become. Aromas of spices and oil wafted from the last carriage, where a twenty-four-year-old from Manipur, Pentan Kshetu, presided over the train’s kitchen. As he prepared rice, dal, and curry for passengers, he said earnestly that the railway “100 percent it is connecting India and everybody is proud.” A Punjabi passenger called the service a “metaphor for uniting India” and admitted that “we didn’t always think of the northeast being in India.”


Kshetu’s region was getting more stable. By the 2010s, those dozens of Assamese, Naga, Mizo, and other separatists had mostly fallen dormant, many having been bribed into quitting the forests. China long ago stopped supporting separatists. Governments of neighboring Bangladesh and Myanmar no longer gave rebels sanctuary. India’s central government claimed it had struck a historic peace accord—in fact, one that had been under negotiation for decades—with the largest group of Naga separatists. “Unfortunately, the Naga problem has taken so long to resolve because we did not understand each other,” said Narendra Modi, the prime minister, not long after coming to power. He blamed the British, in colonial days, for spreading “terrible myths” about Nagas as monsters or cannibals.


Even though much of the money the central government poured into the northeast was stolen, it probably helped the region to become more stable nonetheless. An American diplomat in Kolkata said that a “devil’s bargain” let ex-insurgents and politicians take many funds to get themselves big cars, fancy houses, and private education for their children. But by doing so they also grew soft, smothered by the cash until unwilling to resume the hardships of rebel life. By the 2010s, shops in Dimapur, the dusty, low-rise main commercial town in Nagaland, had become crammed with pricey handbags, leather goods, and other accessories. The boss of one luxury-goods company once explained to me how sales there occasionally trumped revenues from much bigger towns, like Kolkata. And Monalisa, a poet-cum-journalist in Dimapur, called Nagaland “a wild world” where locals binged on others’ money. Extra cash flowed when elections loomed: “This is the time to earn money from politics. We condemn this, but when we get the chance we take the money,” she said, laughing. More potential existed for the region, including hydropower by tapping gushing rivers, natural gas deposits, tourism, construction of proper roads to the border with Myanmar, and trade with Southeast Asia or China. But these developments would not happen for years, despite India’s long-standing claims to be “looking east and acting east.”


As the train zigzagged south, pings and effusive greetings from cellphone companies marked India’s progress. Time passed in happy conversation with gaggles of teachers and youngsters, soldiers and traders. Students crowded around laptops to watch films and explained that they were traveling to fill college classes in the south and find jobs in the booming tourism or restaurant trade. Civil servants headed to cities like Chennai and Bangalore for computer training. Petty entrepreneurs ran thriving business on board. Young men with steel urns shouted “chai chai” and poured shots of milky, sweet tea, filling tiny plastic cups for 5 rupees each. Small traders in the carriages exchanged stories of profits turned in far-flung corners of the country.


A middle-aged man in an orange lungi and a tatty white shirt said that he had spent twenty-seven years riding the trains, trading coconuts and goods such as paan—betel leaves chewed as a mild stimulant. He bragged about the natural wealth of his southern home, calling it a “small England” and describing it as a fertile region of international trade over the course of thousands of years. He introduced himself as “Mr. K” and proved to be a jovial companion. He swigged rum for breakfast, belched, and sounded satisfied with his mostly nomadic life: “I journey all over India. Goa, they have sea shore and many temples. Gujarat, for forest and lions. Srinagar, it is just like America! Madhya Pradesh, many palaces you will see. I am birthed in Tamil Nadu, so I like it most. I like, fully, India, for India has many types of man: Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Buddhist, even Britishers, Koreans, and Negroes. I will ask for them to send a photo!”


At times Mr. K and I stood in the open door, as he smoked and we watched the train creep through villages with tarmac roads. He pointed out improvements of the past few years. Here are signs of India beginning to change. Round haystacks encase the bases of new mobile-phone towers. Satellite dishes are balanced on corrugated metal roofs. Mr. K points out that smallholders have dug ponds in their fields to farm fish rather than grow crops, meeting soaring demand for protein as rural incomes have risen. Most houses now have concrete walls, no longer the hard-packed mud walls that were evident earlier in the journey: half of India’s entire stock of concrete houses have been built in the decade after 2000. The train trundles past thousands of brick kilns, their chimneys spewing black smoke above paddy fields and casting shadows over the startlingly red earth.


These are signs that the most extreme poverty is slowly being overcome. Hunger and especially malnutrition persist: as recently as 2015, one in three Indians still got insufficient nutrients to live well. But thanks to the Green Revolution since the 1960s and 1970s, the use of higher-yield crops, fertilizer, and more irrigation, plus some basic welfare and nonfarm incomes, outright starvation is no longer a threat except in the most remote places. Paradoxically, present-day studies show that the daily quantity of calories consumed by Indians, on average, is drifting downward—though apparently for a welcome reason, because the demand for calories, among those who do less physical labor, is falling. How different this is from decades before. Under British rule the country, mostly agricultural, had suffered murderous famines, high taxes, and lack of investment, and later saw only modest industrial growth. British traders and rulers lacked the means or inclination to turn a massive nation of peasant farmers into a modern, industrial economy, even though some giants of Indian industry—such as Tata and Godrej—had come into existence then.


Colonial rule was a heavy burden on India. Although estimates are rough, the country’s share of global income fell from roughly one-fifth to less than 5 percent in the broad span of the colonial era, an indictment of those who extracted much personal wealth along the way. Economic growth under the British was dismally low. Over the four decades between 1880 and 1920, for example, average annual economic expansion was just 1 percent, roughly the pace at which the population grew. Growth in incomes was dire or nonexistent for most, but this period at least saw investments in some hefty projects that brought long-term gains. Massive irrigation canals in Punjab allowed the creation of productive farms, notably of wheat, that today feed hundreds of millions in India and Pakistan. Railway lines—to extract coal, for example—were rolled out and helped to connect some well-planned new cities. But India at independence remained a predominantly peasant economy for most, with only a modest middle class and a tiny, prosperous urban elite.


Historic failures alone, however, cannot explain the economic disappointments and isolation that followed in the decades after independence. Under Nehru the economy largely remained in private hands, and Nehru himself demanded rapid industrialization. But his government believed in state-led development, publishing five-year plans for an economy directed primarily by civil servants who allocated resources and licenses to private actors, which inevitably meant favoring those with political ties. Nehru personally did not like the company of business leaders. Ramachandra Guha, a superb observer of Indian history, suggests that Nehru’s Brahminical background and the influence on him of British socialists and aristocrats left him unable to trust capitalists, and he shunned them throughout his seventeen years as prime minister. The state-led model brought limited progress. Overall economic growth did nudge up and expansion occurred in some areas of heavy industry, such as steel-making. But imports were discouraged, and Indian firms were later told to make their own—often far lower standard—substitutes for foreign goods. Some industries were nationalized, and failing businesses were blocked from closing because of the loss of jobs. Nehru’s turn toward closed borders and a state-led economy was not extreme in the context of the 1950s and early 1960s—the tragedy was that it was prolonged and deepened.


Where India really lost its way economically was in the later 1960s and 1970s under Nehru’s daughter, Indira Gandhi, a driven political leader whose ambition was to centralize as much power as possible into her government. When politics demanded, she veered farther left than her father. She turned for support among radical students and left-leaning backers inside the Indian National Congress in the late 1960s, then nationalized India’s banks and clamped strict bureaucratic limits on industrial and private growth. She ordered state-run companies, directed by officials, to take more control of the economy. India isolated itself ever further, with tariffs and other barriers discouraging trade and limiting who could access foreign currency. Efforts to boost small rural businesses achieved little. Under her, the powers of inspectors and other officials to lord it over private firms and individuals grew. The “license Raj” became a nightmare of bureaucratic bullying: firms had to deal with many dozen state authorities—by some estimates, as many as eighty different ones—to get a license to produce anything.


The rest of Asia began to liberalize economies from the 1970s onward, and incomes soon rose in the more open parts of East Asia as manufacturing grew. Yet India remained lumbered with the “Hindu rate of growth”—a term coined by an Indian economist, Raj Krishna, though some preferred to call it the “Nehruvian rate of growth”—meaning economic expansion only barely above population growth. Most people were stuck doing peasant labor. A consequence was that India’s population grew far larger than it might have done. In the twentieth century, family sizes increased among poor, ill-educated, and rural people, whereas among urban people, and in much of the rest of Asia, family sizes shrank as incomes rose. That lingering poverty is the main reason why India’s population will peak late in the twenty-first century at around 1.7 billion. Had India cut poverty earlier, its population might instead have been heading to a peak nearer 1.4 billion or 1.5 billion, roughly equal to China’s.


India began to eliminate some of the worst of its economic policies from the mid-1980s and, especially, the 1990s. Even Indira Gandhi, belatedly, began to grasp the need for economic reforms, or at least more cautious spending, to control rampant price rises. Public spending and populist slogans had seemed beneficial at first, but they produced mostly shortages and inflation, and they did little to cut poverty. Efforts to liberalize financial parts of the economy began tentatively under Rajiv Gandhi, her son, in the 1980s and then intensified after a balance-of-payments crisis in 1991. Reforms were led by Narasimha Rao, a Congress prime minister, and his finance minister, Manmohan Singh. Rao ordered the scrapping of the worst elements of the “license Raj,” thereby allowing more trade and financial flows and cutting some powers of bureaucrats. In doing so, he and Singh unleashed a new services economy in India—in call centers, business outsourcing, and more—the main driver of rising incomes ever since.


Looking out from the Vivek Express by night as it moves slowly south, one cannot always see the progress that has been achieved. Much of India still appears to be made up of darkened villages, and as recently as 2016 nearly two-thirds of Indians—officially—remained in the countryside. But their lives really are changing. Few villages are fully isolated. On most farms, average plots are too small to sustain families year-round, so most villagers supplement their harvests by collecting government welfare, running rural businesses such as tiny barber stalls or showrooms selling scooters and phones, trading goods in town, or receiving remittances from relatives working in cities. Even if many villages still fall dark after dusk, roughly three-quarters of Indians have some source of electricity at home. In the countryside many still cook their evening meal on smoky fires and charge their cellphones from car batteries. But this scenario is changing as well. Arun Jaitley, Modi’s finance minister, vowed in 2015 that every Indian, by the early 2020s, would have a pukka house, electricity all day and night, clean drinking water, and sewerage. He conjured an image of India matching the basic achievements seen in the rest of Asia. It will probably take longer, until the 2030s, to reach his goal. But even if the economy plods along at roughly the pace of a stopping train, living standards will rise. The challenge, of course, is to move faster than that.


Traders pass through the rattling Vivek Express. Sellers of biscuits, tea, and samosas climb aboard, supplementing the stodgy fare from the train’s kitchen. Mr. K munches on boiled eggs, giving an elaborate explanation of how they fend off the winter cold. Farther south, men arrive laden with biryanis, chicken, or vegetables. A steady flow of beggars follows. A transgender Hijra in a red-and-gold sari claps her hands and demands alms with just a little air of menace. A one-legged boy with a stick sweeps the floor for coins, followed by a beggar with no hands, a bag hung from his stumps. The train passes semi-urban areas, boys on bicycles, the odd station beautifully kept, brightly colored garments on clotheslines, small shrines. We move through an old mining district, skirting hills of black slag ringed with startlingly green palm trees. Nearby villages look grim, strewn with rubbish, blackened by dust. The thatched roofs on some houses are sagging. But webs of wires suggest that these at least have electricity. The Express nudges on at little more than walking pace.


India plans to fix its railways. The man in charge, Suresh Prabhu, the current railways minister, is probably the most effective figure in that post in decades. He has an admirable record from a previous ministerial stint in the early 2000s, when he reformed and liberalized India’s power sector and refused to gather bribes for his party, Shiv Sena. Prabhu as railways minister says that India will learn from China’s history on the rails, pointing out that Deng Xiaoping began fixing its train system in the 1980s even before reforming farms or industry. By 2015 China was investing three times more in its railways than India, as a share of its GDP, and charging its passengers higher prices. In India freight trains trundle without schedules; goods—even heavy products like steel—are diverted to lorries that pollute and jam already-crowded roads. Coal carried by trains at times fails to reach power plants, a reason for blackouts.


Prabhu further noted that “what matters is to be market friendly, completely transparent.” Any move in that direction would help. Selling government-owned railway units is politically impossible, he conceded, but they can be made to behave more like private firms, compete, raise capital, and focus on what customers need. He wants to crush the power of the minister to meddle. “The whole idea is not to be ideological, but what makes it work better,” he said. He spoke of spending $140 billion on the creation, by 2020, of new tracks, stations, trains, and more, with grand renovation a symbol of a changing, developing India.


This renovation is happening, but slowly. Unions have opposed reforms, especially any that would cut the number of workers. The railways have run schools, hospitals, and companies that make everything from engines to bottled water. Foreign firms like America’s GE or Europe’s Alstom have won contracts worth billions of dollars to produce new rolling stock from India’s factories. Google has started equipping India’s railway stations with high-speed Internet. And some of the new tracks are coming. For example, a long-promised Delhi–Mumbai freight corridor, some 1,000 miles long, is supposed to open by 2019 (it will probably come later), and another new rail corridor has begun unfurling eastward, toward Kolkata from Delhi. More dubious is Narendra Modi’s vanity project—a $15 billion high-speed or “bullet” train from Mumbai to Ahmedabad—to be built largely by Japan as a tribute to the blossoming friendship between the two big Asian democracies. This pet scheme of Modi’s is meant to symbolize progress, but funds would be better used to improve the rest of the railways network. Prabhu’s basic, unglamorous projects—getting ordinary trains to trundle more quickly—will matter far more to most Indians.


Standing in the filthy corridors of the Vivek Express, more tortoise than bullet train, one realizes that there is much that could be improved quickly. A cleaner gathers a mound of plastic, cardboard, food scraps, bottles, tissues, and other mess, and hurls the trash through an open door and onto the tracks. Toilets are holes in the cubicle floor. Despite official talk of ending open defecation, the practice continues in most of India’s 12,500 trains. A conductor who climbed aboard in Tamil Nadu called his train horrible, and was scathing about northern passengers. He described watching a man urinate from an open door, though an unoccupied toilet was beside him. He saw a woman hold her young daughter to piss in a sink. “It is the cow-belt population, a backward people, they hold India back,” he complained. That train, by then, had the feel and smell of a refugee camp.


Outside, however, the air is fresh from the sea. Palm trees line the beaches of Kerala. There are backwater lakes, garish pink houses with bright murals on their walls, and roads that lead into neat towns. Eventually the Express empties. Mr. K, now dressed in a smart white shirt, disembarks, offering heartfelt good-byes. No new passengers bother to board, because travel here is far quicker on the well-built roads. Beyond the carriages, southern India is clean, warm, and well-ordered, relatively wealthy. Stations are quiet; the roads are straight. We have reached the most southerly point of India, Kanyakumari, only a few minutes behind schedule after a journey of several days. From the sea, a breeze wags the tips of branches, and a few passengers, Hindu pilgrims, shuffle off to visit the island shrine for Swami Vivekananda. The journey was not Superfast, but it revealed some significant changes unfolding across the length of India.
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ARGUMENTATIVE INDIANS



SPARKS FLY EASILY IN INDIA. THE MOST AMIABLE DINNER GUEST from Mumbai, striking up a conversation with a counterpart from Delhi, will soon fall into an intense debate over the merits of each mega-city. If you are foolish enough to offer an opinion on Indian cricket—the game is taken more seriously than religion by many—then brace yourself for somebody within earshot to deliver authoritative statistics on batting and bowling, plus anecdotes aplenty, to correct your naive mistake. Venture into politics, let alone set out a view on some cultural matter, and you had better prepare for hours of closely argued and passionate history lessons, usually delivered as if from a well-rehearsed text.


Such debates may sometimes produce less light than heat, but they can also illuminate. Take the example of an erudite economist, Amartya Sen—appropriately, the author of The Argumentative Indian, among many excellent books. Sen has a sharp sense of humor and sustained energy and has never been shy about offering an opinion. In 1998 he won the Nobel memorial prize in economics for his writing about welfare and development. A Bengali, now a little gnarled and with a voice impediment, Sen has remained alert, traveling almost nonstop, well into his ninth decade. Until 2015, he led an ambitious project to relaunch an ancient university, Nalanda, in rural Bihar. And on frequent visits to India (he has long lived in Britain and America), he liked to chat over a glass of red Sula, an Indian wine, and discuss the fortunes of his motherland. Is the economy delivering gains for its people, and if so, how quickly and how equitably? How might progress come more quickly, and can it be sustained?


Sen, and his close collaborator, Jean Drèze, wrote at length about one issue in particular: the desperate need for much better “human capital,” meaning people who are healthy, educated, able to work and live productively, sufficient to form a strong base for India’s sustained growth. Sen had helped to draw up the United Nations’ annual “human development index” in 1990, along with a Pakistani colleague, Mahbub ul Haq. It measures life expectancy, the education levels of boys and girls, and income per person, ranking countries by the outcomes. Sen wanted a tool that would get economists and policymakers to pay more attention to the well-being of real people, not just to cold, abstract numbers.


This focus on human well-being feels intuitively right—that the point of economics, or almost any pursuit, is how well it helps people to live better or happier lives. Sen’s approach is bolstered by an argument drawn from the real world, suggesting that successful economies first create strong human capital as the basis for getting materially richer later. In the twentieth century, for example, China did a far better job than India in three areas: educating its people; improving public health, nutrition, and hygiene; and making sure fewer women die in childbirth. The World Bank, in 2010, offered a measure of just one failure, calculating that lack of sanitation costs India $54 billion a year, from illness, early deaths, lost productivity, and more. This is a problem that China has more or less left behind.


India is not uniform. Sen spelled out how the south of the country has flourished, thanks especially to stronger human capital. In Kerala, incomes are roughly equal to those in some well-off northern or western states, but the proportion of children in the south who suffer early deaths—the infant mortality rate—is only one-third of that in Gujarat, for example. By the 2010s, if you were born in Kerala you could expect to survive into your late seventies—almost as long as in European countries. That is about a decade more than somebody born in Gujarat. Investment in public health and in schools explains some of this. Also, girls receive more support in the south. In Kerala, long before independence, local royalty had promoted education for girls; churches and mosques did the same, as did politicians, after independence, in the Communist and Congress parties, which took turns running the state. Remittance money from workers in the Gulf also helped, and much of that was spent on private schooling. Hospitals and hygiene are relatively high-quality, too.


The broad case Sen and others make for creating human capital early is convincing, though one might argue about the best ways to create it—for example, over how big a role the state should have in running schools and hospitals, or the degree to which foreign groups, such as the mammoth Gates Foundation, can supplement health efforts in poor states. But the fact remains that India urgently needs to improve the well-being of its people, as its lowly ranking on the human development index suggests. By 2015, even as some Indians described themselves as an emerging great power, it ranked just 130th out of 188 countries on that index. On education, crucially, India lags. In 2016 a big Indian chamber of commerce, Assocham, published a report warning that India’s education system was failing its people: the country spent less than 4 percent of its national wealth on education, whereas Britain spent nearly 6 percent and Denmark nearly 9 percent. Even with some recent improvements, Assocham predicted, India will need another century, or more, to get its education standards to match those in rich countries.


Such concerns with human capital make sense. But not everybody is happy with Sen’s approach. The Bengali academic has an academic nemesis: Jagdish Bhagwati. A long-standing rival, a similarly bright, witty, and self-confident intellectual drawn from the other coast of India, in Gujarat, Bhagwati is a figure who hails from an alternate part of the political spectrum. A prominent economist who has also long worked and lived in America, he is just as brilliant and as argumentative as Sen. A few months younger than Sen, he was widely said to be furious that his rival, not he, was the first Indian to get an economics Nobel. He once admitted in an interview with the Financial Times that he gets “worked up a bit” each year over the fact that the Nobel committee failed to award him “the bloody thing.” (His anger over losing the prize is so well known that even The Simpsons referred to it in an episode of the show.) Bhagwati is no shrinking violet. Perhaps in jest, he once told a journalist colleague of mine that he not only deserved the Nobel for economics but should really get one for literature, too.


Feuding between Sen and Bhagwati became public and notorious, played out internationally, and offered a handy perspective on arguments about India’s economy. The two octogenarians exchanged excoriating letters, published in The Economist (in response to reviews I had written of their respective books, both excellent) and then elsewhere. Bhagwati accused the Bengali of failing to grasp that economies first have to grow quickly, as the priority must be to create resources for redistributing later. India’s greatest weakness, he argued, is not its weak human capital but its failure to set policies for rapid GDP growth. He wrote that Sen “belatedly learned to give lip service to growth, which he has long excoriated as a fetish,” as “he continues to assert that redistribution has led to rapid growth in Asia, a proposition that has no basis in reality and puts the cart before the horse. Growth has made redistribution feasible, not the other way round.”1 Bhagwati, writing elsewhere, attacked Sen for failing to back liberal reforms in India, and also got personal. He once suggested that Sen’s “lip service” paid to growth was insincere, “much like an anti-Semite would claim that Jews are among his best friends.”2


Sen shot back, writing that “I have resisted responding to Mr. Bhagwati’s persistent, and unilateral, attacks in the past, but this outrageous distortion needs correction,” that he long championed rapid growth as essential for cutting poverty, and that public efforts to tackle “illiteracy, ill health, undernutrition and other deprivations” do not count as mere redistribution of incomes. He cited examples of Japan, China, Korea, Singapore, and other countries to back up his argument that human capital must improve early.3


Bitter exchanges between two economists might seem arcane. But their argument mattered, especially before the election of 2014 when public debate arose over the success, or not, of Gujarat as an economic model for the rest of India to adopt. Bhagwati was an eager supporter of his fellow Gujarati, Narendra Modi (though not of Modi’s Hindu nationalism), and lauded his economic record in running Gujarat. Bhagwati loudly cheered progress in Gujarat’s industrial growth and road-building, and he predicted that dramatic improvements in social indicators would soon follow its rising incomes. He accepted that Kerala had higher levels of literacy and life expectancy, and did better on other social indicators, but argued that Gujarat would catch up fast as it got richer. Higher incomes could come first, he said, pointing to faster economic growth across India that obviously benefited many: the World Bank counted 133 million Indians lifted from the worst poverty between 1994 and 2012, an amazing achievement that coincided with rising growth rates.
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