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In loving memory of my grandfathers,


Prabhudas Bhagwanji Kamdar and Ejner Peter Christiansen.


Each lived his life to the end according to the


principles in which he believed.


Both followed Gandhi’s teachings; one knowingly,


one by intuition.


And for my children, Alexander and Anjali,


who will have to make their lives on this one good earth.


And to the great precept of the Jains: ahimsa.


Above all, do no harm.
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The city burns—


its guard sleeps contentedly,


He says,


My home’s safe—


the town may burn,


but my things are unharmed.


—Kabir


In finding the solution to our problem, we shall have helped to solve the world problem as well…. If India can offer to the world her solution, it will be a contribution to humanity.


—Rabindrinath Tagore, Nobel Laureate, 


On Nationalism, 1917






Author’s Note




Many of India’s anglicized city names have been re-Indianized over the past decade or so. For example, Bombay is now officially Mumbai; Calcutta, Kolkata; Madras, Chennai; Benares, Varanasi. Bangalore may soon officially become Bengaluru, closer to the local Kannada-language name for the city, Benda Kaal Ooru. India’s information-technology capital’s new name, should it be adopted, will mean “town of boiled beans.” The name changes are not without controversy among Indians. In several instances, the name change represents a struggle between a cosmopolitan elite and a local, regional-language populace over defining the city in ways that go far beyond a simple change of name.


I have chosen for this book, destined for English-language readers who will not all know India well, to call some cities by their old name, some by their new name, depending on the most common current usage among English-speaking Indians. I use Bombay and Calcutta but also Chennai, as the old name for this city, Madras, has almost completely fallen out of use. This may seem idiosyncratic but it feels to me to be the most natural way to handle India’s city-name issue in this book.
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Introduction

Life on Planet India





IREMEMBER THE LAST TIME THE WORLD WAS TALKING ABOUT India. It was a fleeting fashion moment following the Beatles’ trip to Rishikesh. Nehru collars and beads came into fashion, along with paisley motifs in psychedelic colors. Transcendental Meditation became the latest fad for stress relief. Laugh-In replaced Leave It to Beaver as the iconic American show. India was suddenly cool. Countercultural types embraced India as the antithesis of the West, lost to the empty materialism of the famous “plastics” scene in the movie The Graduate. India wasn’t backward; it was wise and spiritual. But then the West moved on. Plastics prevailed, and India faded into the background.


My Indian father’s family lived in Bombay. Every few years, we prepared for the incredible journey to the other side of the world. We collected precious supplies for our relatives in India: jeans and sneakers for our growing cousins, huge jars of Tang, later giant bottles of Tylenol, plastic bags of California-grown almonds and pistachios. Our family mailed us lists, and we stuffed whatever we could into our suitcases.


Living in Bombay in 1967 and 1968, I felt like I had been exiled from the real world. My grandparents’ flat in Juhu, though surrounded by the homes of Bollywood stars, had no television. Across the main road near the apartment building was a reeking slum. The only relief from the paralyzing heat was to sit under a crazily beating fan. Everything was different: the food, the language, the climate, the rules of what could and couldn’t be worn, what could and couldn’t be said. There was no privacy. From early morning until late at night, I could hear neighboring housewives banging pots, parents screaming at children, Hindi film songs blasting, and bicyclists ringing their little bells.


In the morning the milkman came around with his cow. My grandmother or one of my aunts brought a brass pot down to him and he squatted next to the cow and sent warm streams of milk into the pot. I learned to keep a keen eye on the milkman to make sure he didn’t, via a well-concealed tube, water down the milk. We took the milk upstairs and boiled it. While I sipped hot milk mixed with Ovaltine, I dreamed of dragging my fingers through the condensation on the outside of a tall glass of cold milk.


My aunt and uncle live in Gurgaon now, a booming suburb south of New Delhi. They have two refrigerators and buy pasteurized milk in sealed plastic bags. A huge, flat-screen television with cable brings hundreds of Indian and foreign channels into their living room. They keep in touch with family dispersed around the world via e-mail and telephone. Air conditioners in the bedrooms keep the apartment pleasantly cool. A late-model Honda four-door sedan is parked downstairs.


From the rooftop terrace of my aunt and uncle’s flat, I can see buildings going up everywhere, the little tarps of the migrant construction workers dotting vacant lots. Women in full gathered skirts and flowing half-saris, arms covered with bangles up to their shoulders, carry loads of freshly mixed cement in baskets on their heads to the men who transfer the burden onto their own heads before scrambling barefoot up rickety scaffolding to deliver the wet mass. Near the tarps, a child runs crazily next to an old tire he urges forward with a stick. Beyond him, a Citibank office tower rises into view.


On a recent trip to India, I sat in the new Bombay domestic airport waiting for a flight on Kingfisher Airlines, whose slogan is “Fly the Good Times,” my laptop propped on my knees. I typed in the code from the card I had just bought from a Tata Indicom kiosk and immediately got a strong wireless connection. On the way to the airport from the old family flat in Juhu, I had passed forlorn groups of destitute families, huddled under an unfinished highway overpass on thin mats of filthy cotton, the little babies naked and snot-nosed. It was the kind of scene that profoundly shocks first-time visitors to India and to which I have never become immune.


As I checked my e-mail in the gleaming terminal among the Indian and foreign businessmen and families waiting for one of the many flights departing for every part of the country, I thought about the India I lived in forty years ago and India today, and I wondered where India would be forty years from now.


“‘Where are we headed with our billions?’ That is the question India is asking itself,” a friend told me in New Delhi over a drink. It is a question the entire world should be asking.


Half my family is Indian. During most of my lifetime, India changed, but did so almost imperceptibly. Then, suddenly, the changes began to come with dizzying speed. With each arrival, I felt I was watching time-lapse photography. No democracy in history has undergone a transformation of India’s magnitude or velocity.


Traveling the length and breadth of the country, I witnessed the churning of India’s incredible metamorphosis. I interviewed hundreds of people who shared their visions of India’s future, most utopian, some grim, with me. I talked to the people in the culture industries who are reimagining India’s ancient stories for a new global audience. I met businessmen who are dedicated to including the poor in India’s booming economy, even as they take their companies global. I listened to household servants, taxi drivers, farmers, and street vendors talk about their daily struggles, their frustrations, their faith that their children’s lives would be better. Everywhere, I was stunned by the pride, the bullishness, the sense that this moment belongs to India. I caught a glimpse of India’s future, its possibilities and its perils, and in that future I saw our own, for as goes India, so goes the world.

The World in Microcosm


No other country matters more to the future of our planet than India. There is no challenge we face, no opportunity we covet where India does not have critical relevance. From combating global terror to finding cures for dangerous pandemics, from dealing with the energy crisis to averting the worst scenarios of global warming, from rebalancing stark global inequalities to spurring the vital innovation needed to create jobs and improve lives—India is now a pivotal player. The world is undergoing a process of profound recalibration in which the rise of Asia is the most important factor. India holds the key to this new world.


India is at once an ancient Asian civilization, a modern nation grounded in Enlightenment values and democratic institutions, and a rising twenty-first-century power. With a population of 1.2 billion, India is the world’s largest democracy. It is an open, vibrant society. India’s diverse population includes Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, Buddhists, Jains, Zoroastrians, Jews, and animists. There are twenty-two official languages in India. Three hundred fifty million Indians speak English.


India is the world in microcosm. Its geography encompasses every climate, from the snowcapped Himalayas to palm-fringed beaches to deserts where nomads and camels roam. A developing country, India is divided among a tiny affluent minority, a rising middle class, and 800 million people who live on less than $2 per day. India faces all the critical problems of our time—extreme social inequality, employment insecurity, a growing energy crisis, severe water shortages, a degraded environment, global warming, a galloping HIV/AIDS epidemic, terrorist attacks—on a scale that defies the imagination.


India’s goal is breathtaking in scope: transform a developing country of more than 1 billion people into a developed nation and global leader by 2020, and do this as a democracy in an era of resource scarcity and environmental degradation. The world has to cheer India on. If India fails, there is a real risk that our world will become hostage to political chaos, war over dwindling resources, a poisoned environment, and galloping disease. Wealthy enclaves will employ private companies to supply their needs and private militias to protect them from the poor massing at their gates. But, if India succeeds, it will demonstrate that it is possible to lift hundreds of millions of people out of poverty. It will prove that multiethnic, multireligious democracy is not a luxury for rich societies. It will show us how to save our environment, and how to manage in a fractious, multipolar world. India’s gambit is truly the venture of the century.

In Search of a New Paradigm


“Our biggest challenge is the challenge nobody has solved in the world: how to grow equity,” Mukesh Ambani, chairman of Reliance Industry, India’s biggest company, told me. Can liberal democracies forge a global market economy that is environmentally sustainable and reduces inequality? The United States has failed to achieve this. While it has proven its capacity to generate vast wealth, the so-called Washington consensus has advanced corporate interests over the welfare of average citizens and small businesses, exacerbated gaps between the affluent and the poor, and operated with stunning disregard for the environment. America’s prosperity is dependent on overconsumption of the world’s resources—with just 6 percent of the world’s population, the United States consumes 30 percent of the earth’s resources. And it produces a disproportionate share—25 percent—of dangerous greenhouse gases.


American technological, economic, and strategic dominance is being challenged for the first time since the fall of the Soviet Union. Ironically, the communication and information technologies that propelled America to the forefront during the 1990s are now contributing to the erosion of American dominance. These technologies have created a world where time and space are compressed as never before, where ideas, money, services, and people are constantly in motion, freed from the constraints of national boundaries.


The process of globalization spurred by these technological innovations has created what the economist Amartya Sen calls “an age of great affluence,” where billions of dollars are amassed by a few while billions of people barely get by. With China’s rapid rise, on the one hand, and new terrorist threats on the other, one of the truly pressing questions of our time is whether liberal democracies can deliver to all citizens, including the poor, the freedom to realize their human potential.


The irrepressible optimism of America, its conviction that life can only get better, has dimmed beneath the grim shadow of its war on terror, the debacle in Iraq, and a shifting global economy. According to the Pew Global Attitudes survey, world opinion of the United States is at a historical low. Even in India, where the United States continued to be held in dizzyingly high regard long after it had tumbled elsewhere, positive opinion dropped dramatically from 71 percent approval in 2003 to 56 percent in 2006.1 Americans themselves feel less secure and less confident about their future.


India and China realize they cannot blindly imitate the American model: the earth simply cannot sustain billions of people consuming finite resources at American levels, nor churning out pollutants at the rate Americans do. The vast majority of the world’s people cannot afford to pay the prices Americans are asked to pay for the foundation of a decent life: quality health care and education. Already beset by extreme inequality and dire environmental and health crises, neither India nor China can allow a small portion of their populations to live an American lifestyle.


Europe has achieved a better balance between affluence and equity, committing important resources to universal health care, affordable housing, unemployment, and other benefits for average citizens. The European Union has emerged as the world’s first supranational political and economic entity, putting centuries of national enmity and the terrible legacy of two world wars in the twentieth century firmly behind it. But Europe is also struggling with high unemployment and the challenge of integrating growing populations of Muslim immigrants.


Under the regime of Vladimir Putin, Russia has squashed opposition voices and moved away from the open society it embraced after the breakup of the Soviet Union. Japan is much too culturally homogeneous to serve as a model for the rest of the world, and it has recently moved toward the far-right end of the political spectrum with calls for a renewed full-fledged military and national education that glosses over Japan’s wartime behavior. China’s sheer size ensures that it will have a great impact on the world order as its economy grows, but China’s system sits uncomfortably with those nations that value democracy, freedom of expression, and a vibrant press.


India, with its open society, dynamic economy, its commitment to democratizing the institutions of world order and to creating wealth in a way that is inclusive and sustainable, is forging a compelling alternative paradigm.

The Asian Century


“India and China can together reshape the world order,” said Prime Minister Singh to Chinese premier Wen Jiabao when he visited New Delhi in 2005. Between them, India and China account for 2.4 billion people—one-third of humanity. India is the second-fastest-growing economy after China, posting an annual growth rate of 8 percent in 2006, with the ambition to sustain growth of 9 to 10 percent during the next five years and beyond. India, like China, has embraced a market economy and moved to reap the benefits of globalization. Both India and China see this moment as a historic turning point where the future is gravitating toward Asia. They see the twenty-first century as the Asian century, a time when the institutions that established the global order after World War II will give way to a new framework based on new alignments and a new balance of power.


India and China have resolved a border dispute that had festered since the two countries went to war in 1962. India has long distrusted China’s close relationship with Pakistan, especially with regard to nuclear weapons’ technologies, but India has put that wariness aside to move its relationship with China forward. Trade between China and India is growing more than 40 percent per year. In 2007, China will unseat the United States as India’s biggest single-country trading partner. India and China realize they face common challenges of widespread poverty, a growing urban-rural divide, environmental degradation, and galloping energy needs for billions of people. Both know that any one of these problems could derail their impressive momentum, and mire their countries in domestic unrest or regional conflict.


At the same time, India and China are aware that in the race to secure essential natural resources, especially oil and natural gas, and to assert influence over a neighborhood they largely share, they are competitors. But even if China forever eclipses India in sheer economic might and military power, it will never be able to match India’s immense advantage as a democracy.


India’s democracy is a tremendous soft-power asset and a natural safety valve for its citizens’ frustrations. India goes forth in this fragile and rapidly changing world as a friend to superpowers as well as to developing nations, as a global source of cultural creativity and technological innovation, and as an open society.

Young India


India is the world’s youngest country. Fifty percent of India’s people are under the age of twenty-five. By 2015, there will be 550 million teenagers in India. Long after the populations of Europe, the United States, and even China have grown old, India will still be a young country, with no labor shortages and no lack of customers. India’s information-technology industry and its role as a global services provider have given the country a boost. Manufacturing is booming in India, while its real economic engine, retail spending, is just beginning to warm up. Buoyed by strong economic growth and a new smorgasbord of consumer goods and entertainment options, India’s youth is filled with fresh confidence, fueled by high expectations. They believe the future belongs to them.


The nation has been swept by a can-do spirit that has set India’s imagination on fire. A slogan from low-cost Air Deccan, one of several new private airlines in India, certainly fits the mood: “Every time we take off, the whole economy looks up.”


Gopal is a forty-eight-year-old taxi driver in Bangalore. He is very proud of his daughter, seventeen, who is a star student. He wants her to get a job in Bangalore’s information-technology industry. He’s been driving for a living for more than twenty years. He owns the car, which he drives six days a week, up to twelve hours per day to make a living. “What do you think about India’s future?” I ask him on our third day together. “Very fine. India is going to be number one.” He turns his head, breaking into a broad smile and scaring the hell out of me because he’s no longer looking at the crowded road.


Durgavati Upadhyay, a nineteen-year-old college student in Bombay, tells me, “You see, America is coming down whereas India is moving up. You people will not like it. But it is there,” she says, cocking her head in a move that is at once demure and defiant. She lives in one of Bombay’s slums. Her father, a taxi driver, supported her desire to go to college over her mother’s objections.


Bhavesh Bavishi sells auto parts in Akola, Maharashtra. The thirty-five-year-old husband and father says, “India is coming up. You can see it. We feel very proud. We have done very well. My son, he will do even better.” His extended family all around nod their heads.


Nandan Nilekani, the CEO of leading Indian information-technology company Infosys, tells me in his office in Bangalore, “People are seeing light at the end of the tunnel. Finally, we are going to break out of this trap. There’s a sense that our future can be better for our children than for us. That has put us into problem-solving mode.”


Nilekani is a legendary figure in India’s technology boom and an international celebrity thanks to his acknowledged role in giving Tom Friedman the idea for his blockbuster book The World Is Flat. Nilekani positively lights up when he begins talking about his company: “Infosys is symbolic of this moment of possibility for India. We have sixty-six thousand employees and the average age is twenty-seven. It’s about building a global brand. It’s about achieving on merit. It’s a company about the future, and not about the past.”

Striding onto the World Stage


“A company full of Indians” paying in “monkey money,” is how former Arcelor chief executive Frenchman Guy Dollé described the bid by Indian-owned Mittal Steel for Europe’s steel giant. In June 2006, after months of high-profile wrangling—and after the government of India oddly stepped in to defend a native son who lives in London, owns a Luxembourg-registered company, and had, at that point, never invested in his home country—Mittal Steel succeeded in taking over Arcelor. Indians around the world were jubilant.


For Indians, Mittal’s takeover of Arcelor symbolized the coming-of-age of Indian business and the end of a Western commercial imperium. Until Mittal came along, French fears about globalization were emblematized by the Polish plumber willing to work for wages far below French levels. The Indian corporate raider proved a much scarier avatar. Despite Mittal’s assurances that there would be no mass layoffs of workers at Arcelor, whose generous wage-and-benefits packages are everything the French fear losing, many French couldn’t shake the impression they’d let the fox into the henhouse.


Shortly after the Mittal Steel coup, Vijay Mallya of India’s United Breweries went after Taittinger champagne. The French said, “Assez.” Unspecified “local interests” upped competitive offers, and Mallya withdrew his offer. Steel is one thing, champagne is another!


Indian companies have been quietly acquiring companies around the world, including in Europe and in the United States. Bharat Forge owns companies in Sweden, Germany, the United Kingdom, the United States, and China. Infosys is expanding its operations in China, the United States, and Europe. Indian wind-power giant Suzlon has snapped up companies in Europe and the United States and invested in wind farms in Minnesota. In 2005, Indian information technology leader Wipro acquired New Logic, a microchip company involved in mobile communications based in the French high-tech center of Sophia-Antipolis.


Mere months after the Mittal takeover of Arcelor, Indian steel giant Tata smoothly sealed a deal to buy the Anglo-Dutch steel concern Corus for a cool $8.1 billion in cash. Tata’s beverage company, Tata Tea, now earns more than two-thirds of its revenues from first-world markets. Tata Tea has been systematically acquiring European and American beverage companies, beginning with UK-based Tetley in 2000, continuing with the American tea company Good Earth in 2005. In 2006, Tata bought the American classic Eight O’Clock Coffee; JEMCA, a Czech company; and took a 30 percent stake in American Glaceau flavored waters.


Indian companies expanding overseas are hiring local managers and employees. Tata Consultancy alone has ninety-five hundred employees in the United States. In 2006, they announced plans to hire one thousand more U.S. employees. Mahindra & Mahindra has been manufacturing tractors in Tomball, Texas, under its U.S. subsidiary Mahindra U.S.A. since 1994, and in 2003 it opened a new factory near Atlanta, Georgia. Ranbaxy Laboratories, a leading Indian pharmaceutical company, has nine thousand employees in seventeen countries.


Last year, I gave a presentation on India to my daughter’s sixth-grade class. I told them that when they grow up there is a good chance they will work for a Chinese or an Indian company. This didn’t seem to bother them at all. Americans who once feared their job being offshored to India may find new job opportunities working for Indian companies. Europeans will increasingly find themselves in the same situation.


In his living room on the Worli seafront in Bombay, Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) chairman T. C. Ramadorai told me, “Asia had a global leadership role for thousands of years, then it shifted to Europe, then to America. Now it is shifting back to Asia. It is going to be difficult for the United States and Europe to accept the fact that Asia, including India and China, but also Malaysia, Singapore, and others, will be the center of wealth-creation.”

The Third Industrial Revolution


“Any business that does not require physical presence can be cosourced,” Azim Premji, CEO of Wipro, one of India’s largest companies engaged in offshore outsourcing, told me at his company’s headquarters in Bangalore. India has become a major source of skilled, low-cost labor, with a corps of English-speaking, highly skilled workers who can compete with the best, especially in technology and science, for a fraction of what a comparable worker is paid in the United States or Europe.


Kiran Mazumdar Shaw, CEO of Biocon, the pioneering Indian biotechnology firm, and one of India’s most prominent woman executives, told me: “India has the potential to be the laboratory of the world. We have bright minds and a cost advantage. We’re addressing the medical needs of the world and we’re saying, ‘You have to develop drugs that are affordable. Two-point-five-billion dollars in development costs for a single drug is not sustainable.’”


India is becoming an important center for research and development for scores of major multinational companies. IBM has invested nearly $2 billion in India over the past four years. It plans to triple that to a total of $6 billion over the next two years. IBM now has 43,000 employees in India out of 330,000 worldwide. Intel will invest $1 billion in India over the next five years; Cisco, another $1.1 billion. Microsoft will invest $1.7 billion and hire 3,000 more employees.2


The proportion of jobs in finance, technology, life sciences, human resources administration, and business management outsourced from Europe and the United States to the developing world is expected to increase from its current level of less than 5 percent to 30 percent by 2015.3 By the same year, an estimated 3.5 million white-collar U.S. jobs along with $151 billion in wages will be outsourced, with India the top outsourcing destination.4


The world economy is undergoing a major reorganization that is rebalancing jobs and capital investment toward Asia. Information and communications technologies have created an environment where the only jobs that have to remain local are those that require face-to-face interaction. All others can be outsourced to a remote location leveraging digital technologies. Alan S. Blinder, a professor of economics at Princeton University, calls this the third industrial revolution. The first was the shift of labor from farms to factories. The second was the shift from manufacturing to services. The third is a shift made possible by the information age.


Blinder believes that the ultimate dimensions of the third industrial revolution “may be staggering.” Though it is neither possible nor desirable to reverse a revolution, I share Blinder’s conviction that “the governments and societies of the developed world must face up to the massive, complex, and multifaceted challenges that offshoring will bring.” 5 At this point, they are not. In the United States, workers whose jobs have been lost due to offshoring are left largely to their own devices.


With more and more highly skilled jobs in India, brain drain—the flow of talent toward the developed countries of the West, especially the United States, that characterized the second half of the last century—has developed a countercurrent in this century: brain recirculation. My Indian father, an aeronautical engineer, had hoped to return to India after college in America, but there were no opportunities to match what he could get in the United States. Today, as Indian businesses expand in Europe, and European and American companies move into India, the demand for foreign-educated Indians and Indians with experience in the world of international business is growing. High-paying jobs and private communities offering American-style amenities are flourishing in India, and more and more Indians are deciding it is time to go home. Indians returning from the United States and the United Kingdom are a powerful modernizing influence on their mother country, demanding more efficient services, complaining about corruption, voicing their dissatisfaction with poor infrastructure.


In 2003, The Indus Entrepreneur group (TIE) estimated that fifteen thousand to twenty thousand Indians had left Silicon Valley to return home. Amar Babu of Intel India told me that about 15 percent of Intel’s employees in Bangalore are Indians who have returned from the United States. Many people who return from the United States have imbibed a good dose of entrepreneurial spirit. They are using their entrepreneurship and their money to create new businesses in India. Some are basing themselves in India, some are starting new companies in India while remaining based in the United States. Others are in an airplane so often, they don’t know where they live anymore.

The Indian Renaissance


India’s 1.2 billion people and 20-million-strong diaspora are beginning to flex their cultural and economic muscles. “Who needs the American audience?” film producer Smriti Mundhra told me over lunch in New York. “There are only three hundred million people here.” This statement absolutely floored me. I doubt the American audience, with its bottomless appetite for entertainment, is going to cease to matter any time soon. But Smriti has a point: everything is on a different scale in Bombay or Beijing than it is in New York or Los Angeles.


“The great comic heroes we know and love,” Sharad Devarajan, the man who took Spider-Man to India, and is part of the new Virgin Comics and Virgin Animation venture, told me, “have fifty years of history. But in India we have superheroes with five thousand years of history.” India’s rich cultural heritage provides a deep well of creative material from which to craft art and entertainment for the world’s first truly global audience.


As Sharad and his partner Gotham Chopra see it—drawing inspiration from their mentors filmmaker Shekhar Kapur and spiritual guru Deepak Chopra—they are involved in nothing less than the creation of an Indian Renaissance. Much as the finest achievements of Western art and philosophy were forgotten during the Middle Ages to be rediscovered to dazzling new effect in the Italian Renaissance, Indians believe that Indian art and philosophy have too long slumbered under the darkness of Western imperial domination and its aftermath. “The world needs a new mythology,” Deepak Chopra told me. Indian culture has all the elements to create one.


“It’s so exciting,” Sharad and Gotham told me separately. “You feel like you are one of the Medicis when you are in the studio in India.”


Evidence of India’s renaissance is everywhere. Once again, the world thrills to Indian fashion, Indian music, and Indian-inspired clothes. Indian actors are on television and movie screens across the United States and around the world. Forty years after the Beatles put India on the map of Western consciousness, Indians are situating the West on a new global topography. Indian movie directors and producers are tying up deals with Hollywood heavies. Indian animation companies are not only producing content for the world’s biggest media conglomerates, they are building their own intellectual property. Indian audiences and Indian consumers have the numbers and are beginning to have the money to command the attention of media companies around the world, while Indian entertainment companies are taking their talent and vision global. Last November, the Virgin Comics team signed up Hollywood megastar Nicholas Cage to play the lead role in a feature film version of their comic book saga The Sadhu.

Daunting Challenges


An astonishing 40 percent of the world’s poor live in India, including one-third of the world’s malnourished children. A report to the United Nations General Assembly in September 2006 by special rapporteur Jean Ziegler, The Extent of Chronic Hunger and Malnutrition in India, indicated that hunger and malnutrition are bigger problems now in India than they were in the 1990s, and that the gap between those who eat well and those who can’t get enough to eat has widened.6 In a country that prides itself on its information-technology leadership and strong economic growth, a shocking number of Indians live in conditions no better, and in some cases worse, than in sub-Saharan Africa.


According to a report last year from UNAIDS, India has the world’s single largest population of people with HIV/AIDS, more than 5.7 million people, though the actual number may be much higher—there are simply no reliable mechanisms for getting accurate numbers. A host of private foundations are working with UN agencies and the World Bank to bolster the efforts of the Indian government to stem the tide of this dangerous epidemic, and provide care and low-cost treatment for victims. Generic drugs produced by Indian pharmaceutical companies have driven down the costs of treatment dramatically, in India and in other parts of the developing world. Whether India will be able to conquer the spread of this terrible disease in time to prevent serious damage to its economy is an open question. A 2006 report from the National Council of Applied Economic Research (NCAER) put the cost of an unchecked HIV/AIDS epidemic at .86 percent of India’s annual economic growth for the next decade.7


When I met him for coffee in Bombay recently, Ajit Balakrishnan, the founder of Rediff.com, India’s largest Internet portal and a media company that owns the newspaper India Abroad among other publications, sketched for me his worst nightmare: “Do you want me to tell you what keeps me up at night? I’ll tell you. I may not have these figures exactly right, but I’m not far off. When we got our independence, eighty percent of our GDP came from agriculture and seventy-five percent of our people lived in rural areas. Today, only thirty percent of GDP comes from agriculture, yet nearly seventy percent of our people still live in rural areas. We probably only need about ten percent of the population engaged in agriculture. So you tell me how the hell we are going to create five hundred million jobs for the people who are going to come off agriculture and will need employment, plus the tens of millions of jobs we need for the under- and unemployed already in the cities, plus the new generations coming up as the population continues to grow? That,” he said, leaning back in his chair and fixing me with his eyes, “is what keeps me up at night.”


India’s IT sector has attracted international attention and created a shift in the mind-set of a new generation of Indian youth, who see that merit and hard work can lead to recognition and success. However, for all the visibility of high-tech Bangalore, India’s information-technology businesses have only directly generated 1.3 million jobs with another 3 million jobs created indirectly. This does not remotely approach the scale of job creation India’s growing population requires. Manufacturing will create some of the jobs India’s youth so badly need. New credit products, especially in microfinance, will allow others to launch small-scale businesses. The development of rural India, where 850 million Indians live, has the potential to improve farmers’ lives and to create new opportunities in the country’s small and midsize cities. India will need all of this, and more, to meet the basic needs and newly kindled aspirations of its many people.


Nandan Nilekani agrees that job creation is one of India’s biggest challenges. Speaking of the information-technology sector alone, he told me, “We need to really improve our economic growth because we need to create ten to twelve million new jobs. There is also a great deal of regional disparity: Goa’s per capita income is four times Bihar’s. Globalization is in our favor. Innovation is not a problem. We have no shortage of ideas but the challenge is scaling it up.”


The challenge is also to act quickly and to deal with multiple crises all at once. In addition to hunger, HIV/AIDS, and mass unemployment, India is facing a severe water crisis. With 17 percent of the world’s population but only 4 percent of the world’s freshwater, India’s water resources are already stretched beyond capacity. Its aquifers are being drained faster than they are being recharged, causing dangerous chemicals including arsenic and fluoride to leach into remaining underground water stocks. India’s water is also highly polluted with raw sewage, untreated industrial waste, and pesticide runoff. China is threatening to dam the Brahmaputra River before it reaches the Indian border, a move that would have devastating consequences for millions of Indians.


Global warming is shrinking glaciers in the Himalayas and may be altering the rainfall patterns on which much of Indian agriculture depends. A process that will affect the tropical South much more negatively than the temperate North, global warming has the potential to drown India’s Maldives islands and submerge coastal areas that are home to hundreds of millions. In West Bengal and neighboring Bangladesh alone, as many as 60 million people could be displaced by predicted rises in sea levels if nothing is done to dramatically curb greenhouse gases.


India’s rush to develop its steel industry and manufacturing base is pushing mining interests into areas traditionally home to Tribals, or Adivasis as they are now known. There have been bloody conflicts in mineral-rich areas in the states of Chhattisgarh and Orissa between powerful steel companies and indigenous people being expelled from their ancestral lands. Extreme economic deprivation and cruel social divisions have fueled the growth of a Maoist rebel movement called the Naxalites, after the town of Naxalbari in West Bengal where a splinter group from the Communist Party of India staged a militant peasant uprising in 1967. The Naxalites have now spread far beyond West Bengal. The movement boasts an army of some 20,0008 and an unknown number of sympathizers whose ranks are being swelled by brutal social and economic injustices. Villagers where the Naxalites are active are caught in the cross fire between rebels and security forces. A senior Indian analyst confided to me in New Delhi last year that some fear the Naxalites’ so-called Red Corridor has the potential to stretch the full length of India and link Maoist rebels in Nepal with guerrillas in Sri Lanka.


Clearly, India faces daunting challenges that must be overcome—and fast—or the incredible momentum of India’s resurgence will suffer.

Innovating to Survive


One top Indian executive told me, “We have a window of between five and seven years.” India does not have the luxury of time. It must immediately address a host of problems in ways that are scalable and sustainable. It must leverage new technologies to minimize environmental damage while maximizing scarce resources to bring badly needed benefits to a huge population. India will have to use its proven talent for technological innovation to create the solutions it needs.


India’s new cars, power plants, and factories risk adding millions of pounds of carbon to an already overloaded atmosphere unless the country moves to power its growth with clean, alternative energies. India is the only country with a Ministry of Non-Conventional Energy. It has the potential to become a leader in new technologies for clean energy production. The Indian company Suzlon is an example of how India can scale up alternative energy, and take it global. In just a few years, Suzlon has become one of the world’s leading wind power companies, selling power to utilities in the state of California and other foreign markets. As oil prices rise, alternative technologies are becoming increasingly more attractive. India has the technological acumen and the pressing need to find clean energy solutions.


India is using digital technologies to bring health and education services to the poor in remote rural areas. It is developing generic drugs and low-cost therapies for pandemic disease. It is creating new paradigms for delivering quality health care, including state-of-the-art surgeries, to the poor. “We are trying to dissociate health care from affluence,” Dr. Devi Shetty, the founder of Narayana Hrudayalaya heart hospital and one of the most extraordinary people I met in India, told me. “People may continue to be poor, but they will have access to high-tech health care with dignity.” India has also become an attractive destination for medical outsourcing: Americans who cannot afford expensive procedures in the United States can travel to India and have them performed for a fraction of the cost.


India is using technology to drive down the cost of basic goods, making them affordable to more and more people. India is producing $20 mobile phones and designing $2,000 cars. It is making low-cost computers that resist high temperatures and repeated power interruptions. It is setting up test models of small-scale power plants run on crop waste, where farmers can sell excess electricity back to the grid. Most people in the world cannot afford the prices charged for goods and services in the West. India has the potential to make those goods and services available at prices the whole world can afford.

India’s Way


In his famous speech, broadcast on the radio at the midnight hour of India’s birth as an independent nation on August 15, 1947, Jawaharlal Nehru, the country’s first prime minister, articulated the new nation’s promise to its people:



The future beckons to us. Whither do we go and what shall be our endeavor? To bring freedom and opportunity to the common man, to the peasants and workers of India; to fight and end poverty and ignorance and disease; to build up a prosperous, democratic, and progressive nation; and to create social, economic, and political institutions which will ensure justice and fullness of life to every man and woman.9




These goals remain as inspiring as they have been elusive. India’s poor still wait for opportunity and justice; too many of their lives are still fraught with poverty, ignorance, and disease. No doubt, some of the worst exploitation of human beings occurs in India—indentured servitude, sexual trafficking of women and children, child labor, female feticide and infanticide—and the less dramatic but just as debilitating daily violence of poverty, disease, and hopelessness.


Faced with crisis situations it must solve or risk squandering the incredible promise of this moment, India is undertaking the Herculean task of fulfilling the pledges Nehru made at the hour of India’s independence. It has taken the country sixty years to reach this point, not a long time in the career of nations; no time at all on India’s ancient civilizational time line.


India realizes that it must invent its own way in the world. Over and over, I have heard some version of the following radical strategy for India’s success. The starting premise is counterintuitive: treat every problem as an opportunity. In a nation of more than 1 billion people, begin with the assertion that, in a knowledge economy, every untapped brain is an asset waiting to be realized. Bring the proven power of entrepreneurship to bear on the most intractable problems but don’t assume that private investment alone can do the job on the scale and at the speed required. Forge partnerships among business, government, and NGOs. Nurture networks and mentor relationships between those who have the know-how and those who want to learn; between those who have the capital and those who need seed money. Relentlessly drive down costs in order to drive down prices. Listen to the poor; they know what they need. Empower them by giving them a good education and the means to earn a livelihood. Figure out how to meet their needs, and you will do well.


“By design,” Shiv Sivakumar, who is the creator of ITC’s innovative e-Choupal program that links farmers to markets in rural India, told me, “our models fuse the belief that we can only do well if we do good, and we only do good when we do well.”


Narayana Murthy, the recently retired cofounder of Infosys, has a theory of “compassionate capitalism.” He told me how he sees it: “The primary role of a corporation is to create wealth, legally and ethically. That is our primary responsibility. In the context of a developing country like India, however, the corporation’s responsibility goes beyond that. You must create goodwill in the society. That doesn’t mean business should take over the government’s responsibilities. The major contribution where a company can create a public good is in private-public partnerships.”


In the United States, to paraphrase Charles Erwin Wilson, former chairman of General Motors, in testimony he gave to the Senate Armed Services Committee after being named secretary of defense by President Eisenhower, “What’s good for GM is good for the country.” Since this sentiment was uttered in 1952, GM has fallen on hard times, laying off thirty thousand people in the United States in 2006. Still, the notion that whatever favors corporate America is good for the American people remains a core concept for U.S. foreign and domestic policy.


Most Indian corporate leaders I have met turn the formula on its head. They truly believe that their businesses will ultimately succeed to the extent they contribute to addressing the pressing problems of their country. Mukesh Ambani put it succinctly, “What’s good for India is good for Reliance.”

Inclusive Capitalism


Y. C. Deveshwar, chairman of ITC, one of India’s largest corporations, delivered a rousing speech last year to his shareholders. While he was pleased to announce to investors that annual returns were 30 percent, he was truly proud to tell them these results had been achieved “even as your company is creating new benchmarks in Triple Bottom Line performance.” As the head of a company whose traditional business is tobacco, Deveshwar has special incentive to turn ITC into a good corporate citizen. Still, the company’s corporate responsibility profile is impressive. ITC, which was already “water positive,” became “carbon positive” in 2006 and is well on its way to achieving “zero solid waste status.”


The Triple Bottom Line takes into account financial, social, and environmental returns. Mr. Deveshwar attributed ITC’s success across all three of these bottom lines to the company’s values, deeply rooted in a distinctly Indian ethos. This ethos, Deveshwar maintained, “determines choice of corporate strategy, orients such strategy in favor of Indian value chains wherever feasible, and engages the organization willingly in confronting the larger societal challenges of inclusive and sustainable growth.” 10


Increasingly, some of India’s most visionary leaders are coming around to this new capitalist paradigm that creates wealth and promotes social inclusion and environmental sustainability. India’s government has made a politics of inclusion the centerpiece of its domestic policies, emphasizing improved education for all and enacting a National Rural Employment Guarantee Act to provide a minimum social safety net to India’s rural poor. The reason is simple: there is no other way.

The Power of Imagination


From Anand Mahindra to Mallika Dutt, from Gotham Chopra to Rohini Nilekani, I have heard so many Indians say that the only thing that can hold their country back at this critical historical moment is a failure of imagination. The same is certainly true for the rest of us. Our planet teeters on the edge of so many terrifying crises, from global warming to lethal pandemics to the anarchy of terrorism and war. To believe that economic growth and development are possible only by sacrificing the life potential of billions of human beings or by inflicting colossal damage to our shared environment is to suffer from an acute failure of imagination. If India can create a knowledge economy that is an economy attuned to the challenges it faces, if it can change the information age into an age of wisdom, it will save itself—and the rest of us as well.


In the best of all possible worlds, India’s politics of inclusion will temper the economic divisiveness of American capitalism, while American-style entrepreneurship will spur India’s economy. India’s commitment to a multipolar world and to the democratization of the emerging world order will curb America’s overt unilateralism. India’s focus on innovation in developing alternative energy sources and in extending educational opportunities, medical care, and livelihoods to the poorest citizens will catapult India into leadership positions in a host of new areas, forcing the United States to reconsider its policies and priorities. The commitment of Indian companies to doing well by doing good will set the example of an inclusive capitalism that will be a model for the world. The tired old argument that the United States would like to do the right thing—for example, reign in the production of greenhouse gases—but just can’t afford to do so will be put to bed as India shows the world no one can afford not to address these problems. By daring to imagine a different world, India will surge forward on a wave of economic growth fueled by innovative solutions to the problems that threaten our collective future.

As Goes India, So Goes the World


No matter which pressing problem we contemplate—from global warming to pandemic disease to the energy crisis to yawning gaps between the rich and the poor—time is of the essence. With its large population and rapid economic growth, India faces all of these challenges with much more urgency than people in the industrialized world. We must pay attention to where India is heading: we are all likely to end up there, sooner or later.


India encompasses all the promise and peril of this critical moment in human history. The Indians I have had the privilege of meeting and who shared their vision and dedication with me marry incredible ambition to problems so terrifying many of us are tempted to pretend they don’t exist. Indians don’t have the luxury of pretending. Ultimately, neither do we.


India is already touching our lives in more ways than most of us realize. In a very real sense, we already live on planet India. This book is about what kind of planet that can be.









Chapter One

Indians and Americans





THIS EXPERIENCE WILL CHANGE YOUR LIFE,” SAID VICTOR Menezes, a member of the board of directors of the American India Foundation (AIF). A group of recent college graduates and young professionals stood absorbing Menezes’s words. New AIF Service Corps Fellows, they had all made it through a rigorous selection process and were now gathered at a reception in their honor at AIF’s New York headquarters. With wine glasses and small plates of Indian appetizers in hand, some shifted nervously on their feet, others beamed confidently. A few had been to India before. Some were Indian Americans who spoke an Indian language. Many had no connection to India at all, aside from a desire to gain practical experience in areas as diverse as improving livelihoods, women’s health, and primary education.


Connecticut native Margorie Schulman, a petite blond woman in her early twenties, wanted to learn more about microenterprise so she could better serve poor communities in the United States. Vimala Palaniswamy, raised in Augusta, Georgia, was headed to South India. She confessed, “My Tamil’s not fantastic, but I can get along.” The daughter of immigrants from India, Vimala looks unmistakably South Asian but she sounds every bit like the American she is. She told me that a stay in India a couple of years earlier made her realize how American she really was. “They all referred to me as the American girl,” she told me still a little amazed, having been the Indian girl growing up in Georgia. All the fellows I spoke with invariably intended to take their experience in India and apply it in careers they hoped to pursue in banking, medicine, or public service.


I cornered Victor Menezes, dressed in an elegantly understated business suit and a red silk tie, and asked him what, beyond the skills and education these young Americans were taking to India, the value of the program was to AIF. “These young Americans become ambassadors for India and Indian causes when they get back,” he explained. “Look, there is far more in common between India and the United States than there are differences. India is a wonderful laboratory for a lot of issues. It is a microcosm of every important policy question the world faces.”


AIF was awarded a major grant from the Ford Foundation last year to encourage philanthropy in the Indian-American community. The Indian-American trend toward giving back will likely be spurred to new levels by this effort, enhancing a virtuous cycle that benefits both India and the United States.

The United States and India:


People to People


Until this century, the India-U.S. relationship was almost exclusively a people-to-people affair. Business and political relationships were negligible, not the least because for a considerable time the government of India was that of Great Britain. Under British rule, Indians identified with the United States as a fellow British colony and admired it for having achieved what India so desired: independence. Strong philosophical currents flowed back and forth between the two countries, currents that significantly affected the political futures of both nations. Indian philosophy and theology were sources of profound inspiration to the American transcendentalists. Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau read Indian sacred texts, including the Vishnu Puranas and the Mahabharata. Both wrote poems and essays inspired by their Indian readings.


My parents’ wedding invitation cited the following lines from Walt Whitman’s poem “Passage to India” from his famous 1855 collection Leaves of Grass:



Passage to India!


Lo, soul, seest thou not God’s purpose from the first?


The earth to be spann’d, connected by network,


The races, neighbors, to marry and be given in marriage,


The oceans to be cross’d, the distant brought near,


The lands to be welded together.




Their Indian-American union was unusual in 1957. Quoting Whitman helped ground it in a recognizable American tradition. This did not prevent the dean of women students, however, from summoning my mother to her office to try to dissuade her from making a terrible mistake: while she might not be doing anything illegal in the state of Oregon, she would be breaking antimiscegenation laws in the American South.


Mahatma Gandhi, like thousands of other Indians of his generation, including my own grandfather, read Emerson and Thoreau. Gandhi was inspired by Thoreau’s notion of civil disobedience and integrated it into his political tactics of nonviolent resistance. Gandhi was also haunted early on by a chance encounter, the day after the famous incident when he was thrown out of a whites-only compartment on a train, with “an American negro” as dispossessed as himself in apartheid South Africa. Gandhi and his followers identified the plight of subjugated Indians, especially of untouchables, with that of African-Americans in Jim Crow America.


During the 1920s and 1930s, African-Americans closely followed the progress of Gandhi and India’s freedom movement in such widely read publications as The Crisis. In 1936, Howard Thurman led a Negro Delegation of Friendship to South Asia and met Gandhi. They discussed the similarity of the oppression of India’s untouchables with that of African-Americans. Martin Luther King came to know about Gandhi and his philosophy via Thurman’s Jesus and the Disinherited.1 In the footage of Martin Luther King delivering his famous “I Have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, the followers flanking him are wearing white Nehru caps. King said of Gandhi’s contribution to his movement, “Christ furnished the spirit and motivation, while Gandhi furnished the method.” 2


Sympathies between the Indian struggle for independence and the African-American struggle for equal rights ran deep. Historically black colleges encouraged Indian students to come to study at their institutions. Writer Marina Budhos told me that her father, an ethnic Indian from Guyana, attended Howard University in the 1950s along with a group of students from India.


On the West Coast, Punjabi Sikhs and other immigrants from India came to Seattle and California’s Central Valley around 1900 to work as laborers in logging and agriculture. Acutely aware of their unprotected status as colonial subjects of Great Britain, they started a revolutionary movement for India’s independence from British rule called the Ghadar movement. The Ghadars were headquartered in San Francisco, where they published a newspaper. These Indian Americans raised money for their homeland’s freedom, organizing a boat (which sank) loaded with guns and ammunition for freedom fighters in India. Other Punjabi immigrants to California saved enough money to buy land and start their own farms. A thriving Punjabi community still exists in and around Yuba City, California. Allowed into the United States as single men, many married Mexican-American women. When their farms were threatened with confiscation under the terms of the 1913 Alien Land Exclusion Act, many put their properties into the names of their wives to save them.3


While the peoples of India and America drew inspiration from each other’s struggles for freedom and social justice, the governments of the two countries pursued a very different tack. After a brief warming following India’s independence in 1947, the United States and India drifted into wary estrangement, each aligned with the other’s archenemy: India with the Soviet Union, and the United States during the Afghan war with Pakistan. Ironically, the Cold War imperative to beat the Soviets opened the doors of the United States to immigration from India. Racing for technological and military dominance, the United States sought to harness the skills of the best and brightest, even if they had to come from Africa and Asia. In 1965, the United States moved to open its borders to highly skilled workers from non-European countries whose immigration had previously been severely limited.


When my father came to the United States in 1949 on a student visa, there were only ten thousand persons of Indian origin in the entire country, the same number as in 1900. After 1965, Indian engineers, doctors, scientists, and other college-educated individuals or people seeking an education in these fields began arriving in increasingly large numbers. The Indian engineering student stereotype was born (my own father, though he came earlier, became an aeronautical engineer), to be replaced a couple of decades later by the Indian information-technology whiz.


The numbers of Indians studying, living, and working in the United States increased steadily during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. For the last several years, India has consistently sent more students to study in the United States than any other country. In 2005, over eighty thousand students from India came to the United States for higher education. That’s nearly 30 percent more than the sixty-two thousand who came from China. Not every Indian who comes to study or work in the United States stays. Many return to India. This used to be true only of members of the upper class where the opportunity to take over a family business or to scale the heights of government service was attractive. An impressive number of India’s top business and political leaders have studied, lived, or worked in the United States. Many more have children or other close family members who have. The number of Indians in senior positions I have met who have MBAs from prestigious American institutions such as Stanford, Harvard, Wharton, or Kellogg—where many of the top professors are Indian as well—is amazing. These experiences create powerful links to the United States, and a natural affinity for an American approach to policy and business.


By 2000, 1.2 million persons of Indian origin were living in the United States. There are now approximately 2.2 million. Fueled by ongoing immigration and by the natural growth of the resident population, that number is expected to double every decade, making Indian Americans the fastest-growing Asian immigrant group.

Indian Americans


Indian Americans are one of the most prosperous and well-educated immigrant groups in America. Fifty-eight percent of Indian Americans have a college degree, whereas only 27 percent of the general population do. Their median household income is $64,000, as compared with the national average of $50,000. Indian Americans command a whopping $76 billion in disposable personal income.4 Many of these impressive numbers derive from U.S. immigration laws, which favored highly skilled and highly educated immigrants from India, who had the opportunity to get high-paying jobs.


Indian Americans command a disproportionate presence in certain fields, such as medicine, the hospitality industry, information technology, research science, and business management. Americans have become used to entrusting their medical care to Indian doctors. According to the American Association of Physicians of Indian Origin, there are forty-two thousand physicians and fifteen thousand medical students of Indian origin in the United States.5 CNN’s Dr. Sanjay Gupta is the media-icon version of the trusted American family physician from India.


The market value of the properties in the United States owned by members of the Asian American Hotel Owners Association, an organization founded by immigrants from India and dominated by Patels originally from the Indian state of Gujarat, is estimated to be $29.9 billion in franchised properties and $8.1 billion in independent properties. The association explains on its Web site the origin of the name Patel: “In ancient India, rulers appointed a record keeper to keep track of annual crops on each parcel of land, or ‘pat.’ That person became known as a ‘patel.’” 6 This group’s success in the American hotel and motel business has given rise to the expression Patel motel.


Prominent Indian-American senior managers include Indra Nooyi, CEO of PepsiCo; Rajat Gupta, worldwide managing partner and former CEO of McKinsey and Co.; Vikram Pandit, former president and COO of the Institutional Securities and Investment Banking Group at Morgan Stanley; Shailesh Mehta, former CEO of Providian Financial Corporation; and Victor Menezes, senior vice chairman, Citigroup. One factor in this phenomenon is the highly competitive Indian Institutes of Technology (IIT) and Indian Institutes of Management (IIM), which admit only one out of sixty applicants and give those who make the cut an outstanding education. Graduates of these schools are snapped up by leading companies around the world.


The contribution of Indians in Silicon Valley to the United States’ technological leadership and to India’s economic take-off has been tremendous. Veteran journalist Michael Lewis wrote in his comprehensive study of the Silicon Valley phenomenon in The New New Thing: A Silicon Valley Story back in 2000, the “definitive smell inside a Silicon Valley start-up was curry.” 7 Many IIT and other technical graduates gravitated to Silicon Valley, contributing to the tech boom there in the 1980s and 1990s. Others ended up in business or scientific research. Of Indians who went to Silicon Valley, a significant number started their own companies. By 2000, Indian Americans either owned or were in top management positions at 40 percent of all Silicon Valley start-ups and had a collective net worth of $62 billion.8 Some of the better known Indians who made huge fortunes during the tech boom include Vinod Dham, the creator of the Pentium processor; Vinod Khosla, one of the founders of Sun Microsystems; Sabir Bhatia, who created Hotmail.com; Suhas Patil, the founder of Cirrus Logic; and Kanwal Rekhi, the founder of Excelan.


One day in 1992, a group of Indian Silicon Valley entrepreneurs was waiting at the airport to meet a visiting Indian government official. They got to talking, and decided to start something that could help aspiring entrepreneurs benefit from their experience. TIE, The Indus Entrepreneur, was born. TIE began with one hundred members. It now counts ten thousand members in forty-five chapters and nine countries. India is the country with the most chapters after the United States. TIE has become one of the most powerful networks of entrepreneurs in the world and is expanding at a dizzying pace. Since 1992, individuals associated with TIE have created businesses with a combined market capitalization of $200 billion.9 Born in Silicon Valley, TIE was very much a product of the unique set of circumstances that gave rise to the information technology revolution: the proximity of Stanford University with Xerox’s Palo Alto Research Center, and the success of the original techie garage tinkerers, Bill Hewlett and Dave Packard, the founders of Hewlett-Packard.


TIE, however, introduced something uniquely Indian to this environment: the ancient learning relationship of guru-shishya, or teacher-disciple. TIE mentors (gurus) help budding entrepreneurs, professionals, and students (shishyas) learn the ropes by sharing their experience and knowledge. TIE also fosters the principle of doing well by doing good. When asked about the role of social entrepreneurship and TIE, Vish Mishra, senior venture partner with Clearstone Venture Partners and a charter member of TIE, explained, “Social entrepreneurship caters to the needs of the poor. Bottom-tier markets have thus far been neglected.” 10


The commitment on the part of successful Indian Americans both to give something back to their country of origin and to help others succeed has grown into an important engine driving the U.S.-India relationship. Private investment capital is pouring into India, much of it flowing from successful Indian Americans who are familiar with both countries. “At Clearstone,” Vish Mishra told me, “we’re very familiar with India as a talent source and as a market. We really believe that India has achieved ignition. An educated population is the fuel. The oxygen is a stable sociopolitical environment. The spark is the young, upwardly mobile population that wants to consume.” Clearstone now has an office in Bombay.


During the twelve-month period ending in August 2006, venture capital (VC) firms invested $2 billion in early- and late-stage companies, and several new India-focused VC funds were being raised totaling $3 billion.11 Last year, Matrix Partners announced a $150 million India fund. Sequoia Capital India was created by Sequoia Capital’s acquisition of Westbridge Capital, a five-year-old fund focused on India. Other VC firms investing in India include Kleiner, Perkins, Caufield & Byers, New Enterprise Associates (NEA), Norwest, Battery, Sierra, and Canaan Partners.


Especially exciting is the focus of many of these private investments on microfinance, improving the environment, and tackling pandemic disease. Silicon Valley–based venture capital focused on India is reinventing the concept of “green” to mean both environmentally friendly and profitable. Vinod Khosla was cofounder of Sun Microsystems and a longtime general partner at Silicon Valley VC giant Kleiner Perkins, Caufield & Byers, which has funded Google, Genentech, and Sun. Having made his billion dollars and helped many other companies and individual make theirs, Khosla has left Kleiner Perkins. He is now doing his own investing, picking and choosing socially relevant investments such as biofuels, fuel cells, and solar cells. His new benchmark is “maximum social impact rather than maximum profit.” 12 This doesn’t mean Khosla is looking to lose money. It means that he is taking a wholistic approach when he does cost-benefit analysis on a prospective investment that includes environmental and social factors. Khosla is bringing together the best of California and India. Efforts such as these are changing the paradigm for Indian philanthropy away from a traditional concept of charitable giving, toward a paradigm of socially responsible investment.


Perhaps the largest philanthropic organization focused on India, AIF was born from the rubble of the catastrophic earthquake that hit India’s Gujarat state in 2001. At the urging of President Bill Clinton, a number of high-achieving Indian Americans from across the United States were brought together under the leadership of Rajat Gupta and Victor Menezes to respond to the disaster. Working with carefully selected local NGOs, AIF has since extended its mission to address key areas of need in India, including internal stress migration, women’s empowerment, HIV/AIDS prevention and care for HIV/AIDS victims, and water scarcity. In just five years, AIF has raised more than $35 million. Clinton remains honorary chair of AIF.


Rajat Gupta is also the chairman and one of the founders of the Indian School of Business (ISB) in Hyderabad. ISB is an associate school of the Kellogg School of Management, Wharton, at the University of Pennsylvania and the London Business School. Its executive board is as much a Who’s Who of Indian business as its governing board is of international business. From building a school in their home village to million-dollar donations to an alma mater, Indian Americans are dedicated to improving their country of origin. The creation of an institution of the caliber of ISB, closely tied to American and British business schools and to prominent members of the Indian diaspora, will help forge strong linkages between India’s future business leadership and the international business elite.


In the spring of 2006 in Bangalore, the big news was the salaries garnered by graduates from the local Indian Institute of Management. On average, IIM Bangalore graduates were offered starting salaries of $90,000. The highest offer, a record-breaker, was for $193,000 offered by Barclays Bank in London. That record fell a short time later when ISB produced a graduate who received a starting offer of $233,000—from an Indian company. It would have been unimaginable just a few short years ago that Indian graduates would command starting salaries such as these—from an Indian company no less.


Indian talent is peppered across the American business-school landscape, where some of the most celebrated professors hail from India. Many have explicitly made a philosophy of doing well while doing good a cornerstone of their intellectual legacy. The most famous of these is undoubtedly University of Michigan’s C. K. Prahalad, the author of The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid, who argues that capitalism and poverty eradication can go hand in hand. Harvard Business School’s Rakesh Khunara is working on reforming an American culture of greed into one of equity. Dipak Jain, dean of the Kellogg School of Business, has invited author and spiritual guru Deepak Chopra to give courses to executives searching for ways to be better businessmen and better people, and has made courses on ethics and social responsibility a part of the curriculum.

A Powerful New Political Force


With growing economic clout and sheer numbers, Indian Americans are coming of age politically. First-generation Indian immigrants’ confidence in their ability to participate in the American political process has grown in tandem with their economic success. Second-generation, native-born Indian Americans have grown up comfortable with asserting themselves publicly. Many have been nurtured in ethnic organizations through the Indian and South Asian clubs that have proliferated on college campuses across the country. Indian Americans, such as Louisiana Republican congressman Bobby Jindal, San Francisco district attorney Kamala Harris, Maryland legislative majority leader Kumar P. Barve, and New Jersey state legislator Upendra Chivukula, have been elected to public office. Others work for prominent elected officials or closely advise the current administration. Neera Tanden is a senior policy adviser to Senator Hillary Clinton, and was her legislative director before joining the Center for American Progress where she now works. Bombay native Ashley Tellis, now a senior fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, worked closely with former ambassador Robert Blackwill during his tenure as U.S. ambassador to India during the first term of the George W. Bush administration.


Tellis, one of the main proponents of the nuclear deal signed by President Bush and Prime Minister Singh last year, took a leave of absence from Carnegie in 2006 to advise the Bush administration on securing passage of the deal by both houses of Congress. While Tellis was advising senior members of the Bush administration, his former boss Robert Blackwill was working for the Indian government on the same issue. Blackwill now leads Barbour, Griffiths & Rogers, a powerful lobbying group on Capitol Hill. His company was paid $700,000 by the government of India to help push through congressional approval of the deal. India also paid $600,000 to Venable, a lobbying outfit staffed by, among others, former Democratic senator Birch Bayh.13


In their quest to get Congress to approve the nuclear deal, the government of India and the Bush administration tapped a formidable ally: Indian-American lobbying groups. Though relatively new actors in Washington, Indian Americans are flexing strong political muscles. The U.S. India Political Action Committee, USINPAC, created in 2002 by Sanjay Puri, is the most active Indian-American political action group on the Hill. Other groups include the Indian American Center for Political Awareness (IACPA), the Association of Indians in America (AIA), the National Federation of Indian Associations (NFIA), the National Association of Americans of Asian Indian Descent (NAAAID), and the Indian American Forum for Political Education (IAFPE).


These are all dwarfed in terms of influence, however, by USINPAC, an organization with more than twenty-seven thousand members.14 As a member of USINPAC’s e-mail alert list, I regularly get messages exhorting me to write or call my senator or congressman every time something is coming up on the congressional agenda that affects U.S. policy toward India or Indian Americans. The stated mission of USINPAC is to advance the interests of the Indian-American community by providing “bipartisan support to candidates for federal, state and local office who support the issues that are important to the Indian American community.” 15 The organization has pinpointed five areas of particular importance: U.S.-India relations, immigration, anti-hate-crime measures, equal opportunity and civil rights, and entrepreneurship and business. The last, rather vague category is explained by USINPAC on their Web site as “advocacy for issues such as small business.”


From its inception, USINPAC has worked closely with pro-Israel lobbying groups. The organization got its start under the tutelage of AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee. On the AIPAC model, USINPAC has placed, under advice from AIPAC’s Ralph Nurnberger, young Indian-American interns in congressional offices, building a corps of former insiders who know the ropes and have connections with members of Congress.16 “It’s pointless to reinvent the wheel,” USINPAC founder Sanjay Puri has pragmatically declared.17 As Kumar Barve told the Washington Post in 2003, “Indian Americans see the American Jewish community as a yardstick against which to compare themselves. It’s seen as the gold standard in terms of political activism.” 18


Another pro-Israel group USINPAC works closely with is the American Jewish Committee (AJC). The AJC features USINPAC on its Web site under its “advancing interethnic and interreligious partnerships” heading.19 The real glue between these two organizations is around strategic and defense-related issues, particularly those aimed at combating terror, especially by Islamic groups. USINPAC lobbies specifically to support a U.S.-India strategic alliance and defense cooperation between the two countries under the rubric “terrorism and homeland security.” In particular, the group seeks to insure “India’s inclusion in National Missile Defense.” 20 Many Americans believe that supporting Israel is in the best interest of the United States; USINPAC and other Indian lobbying groups are working hard to convince Americans the same is true of India.


The efforts of these lobbying groups were critical for passage of the nuclear deal, which required changes in U.S. law and the transformation of decades of U.S. nuclear nonproliferation policy. Efforts to fuse the notion of U.S. security with selling nuclear technology to India took inventive routes. Last year, Jack Bonner of Bonner & Associates created yet another lobbying group: the Indian American Security Leadership Council. The purpose of the group, according to PRWeek magazine, was to “mobilize military veteran groups in favor of legislative changes to enable nuclear power technology to be sold to India even though it is not a signatory to the Non-Proliferation Treaty.” The group had its work cut out for it: India was not top-of-mind among U.S. veterans. “Quite frankly,” Bonner confessed, “the veterans’ groups weren’t very aware of the issue when we first talked to them about it, so we had to work with them in order for them to be comfortable with it.” Why target U.S. veterans’ groups when it is U.S. representatives who will vote on the nuclear deal? “The issue is not just the message,” Bonner explained, “but the messenger—who is credible on this.” 21 This is a strategy of training the mouse to kill the cat: What congressman or senator can resist an issue pushed by U.S. veterans as crucial to America’s security? According to PRWeek, the Indian American Security Leadership Council effort was paid for by affluent Indian Americans from both parties, including Ramesh Kapur, a trustee of the Democratic National Committee, and Krishna Srinivasa, a campaign supporter of Bush in 2000 and 2004.


The Congressional Caucus on India and Indian Americans was created in 1994. It counts 173 members of the 109th Congress, including 105 Democrats and 68 Republicans. “The objective of the Congressional Caucus on India & Indian Americans is to push the Indian American community’s agenda on the Hill.” 22 Robert M. Hathaway, who served for twelve years on the staff of the House Foreign Affairs Committee and is now the director of the Asia Program at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, underlined the power of the India Caucus, saying it “is to an important extent—certainly not exclusively, but to an important extent—responsible for that sea change and it genuinely is a sea change in the attitude of members of Congress about India and about the importance of the U.S.-India relationship.” 23 In 2004, the U.S. Senate followed suit and established the Friends of India. The group is cochaired by the Republican freshman senator from Texas, John Cornyn, and Democratic freshman senator Hillary Clinton. It is the first-ever group of its kind in the U.S. Senate focused on a single country. Then Indian ambassador to the United States Lalit Mansingh was reportedly delighted: “I have to commend all the Indian leaders of the Indian-American community that finally made this happen.” 24


India “may one day be second only to Israel among international interests able to influence Washington policy makers,” stated Robert Hoffman, a lobbyist for Oracle, for an article in the International Herald Tribune in July 2006.25 The U.S.-India Business Council (USIBC), part of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, channeled a huge lobbying effort on behalf of the two hundred U.S. companies it represents, including General Electric, Boeing, J. P. Morgan Chase, American International Group, Ford, Dow Chemical, Lockheed Martin, and the Bechtel Group. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce also weighed in, hiring Patton Boggs, Washington’s biggest lobbying firm, to help push through approval of the deal.


The nuclear deal is all about profits for American companies: the U.S. Chamber of Commerce estimates $100 billion in energy sales to companies such as GE and Bechtel. GE has raised its forecast for 2010 sales in India from $5 billion to $8 billion. Supporters of the deal estimate that India could spend $27 billion on nuclear plants through 2020. American companies are hopeful they would build at least one of India’s new plants. According to a senior adviser to the U.S.-India Business Council, Raymond Vickery, if the deal is approved, Lockheed would have “a reasonable chance to get a $4 billion to $9 billion contract to supply 126 combat fighter planes to India’s navy, a contract that India would have been unlikely to approve while sanctions were in place.” Vickery further estimated that U.S. companies could get “a considerable portion of the $20 to $40 billion in acquisition that the Indians plan to make by 2020.” 26


Indian companies were no less focused on the potential profits to be reaped. The Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) has worked tirelessly if discreetly to woo members of Congress, paying out more than $538,000 in travel expenses to India for nineteen Congress members, eleven spouses, and fifty-eight congressional staffers between 2000 and 2005—and that was before CII registered as a lobbying group. In April 2005, after registering to lobby for the first time, CII paid Barbour, Griffiths & Rogers $500,000 to lobby various U.S. government agencies “including Congress, the White House, the State Department, and the Department of Defense.” 27 As Illinois senator Barack Obama, who has expressed strong views supporting nuclear nonproliferation, quipped, “There appears to be a very coordinated effort to have every Indian-American person that I know contact me.” He also said he’d received calls from “prominent investment bankers.” 28


On July 26, 2006, the U.S. House of Representatives gave overwhelming approval to the U.S.-India nuclear deal. Days after midterm elections gave back to Democrats control of both houses of Congress, the Senate approved the U.S.-India nuclear deal by a substantial margin of 85 to 12 votes on November 16, 2006.

Growing India-U.S. Trade


Commercial links between India and the United States are growing rapidly. Both Indian and American companies have a bigger and bigger stake in major foreign policy decisions affecting the relationship between the two countries. Between 1990 and 2006, through a series of different governments led by different political parties, trade between the United States and India grew a whopping 400 percent to over $26 billion. Bilateral trade between the two countries was set to grow by 21 percent last year alone. At a meeting of the U.S.-India Trade Policy Forum in New Delhi last May, the two governments pledged to double this to approximately $60 billion within three years. While this still remains far lower than U.S. trade with China, pegged at $280 billion in 2005, everyone expects that India-U.S. trade will continue to increase dramatically. The Indian government is anxious to increase U.S. investment, without which there is little hope of obtaining the $150 billion it says it needs over the next decade to upgrade its severely underdeveloped infrastructure. In a startling acceleration of the tearing down of barriers to foreign companies doing business in India, Minister for Commerce and Industry Kamal Nath last year announced rises in the foreign direct-investment ceiling to 100 percent in a range of sectors, including airport construction, oil and gas infrastructure, and cash-and-carry wholesale trading. This is all the more radical when one considers that the first two of these areas were nationalized for decades.


The United States continues to press hard for remaining limitations on investment to come down. Multibrand retail, for example, is a sector in which foreign companies are not allowed to operate in India, but Wal-Mart has already set up an office there, and press reports of its plans for the Indian market were proliferating as this book went to print. Last fall, the Bush administration organized the biggest delegation of U.S. businesses to India ever. The trip was pitched as a rare profit-making opportunity. According to the U.S. Department of Commerce’s Export.gov Web site about the then planned delegation, “India, the world’s fastest growing free-market democracy, presents lucrative opportunities for all types of businesses—especially U.S. companies. In 2005, U.S. merchandise exports to India were almost $8 billion, double what they were in 2002.” 29

Level Playing Field


As Amartya Sen has pointed out, democracy is legitimate when it is fully participatory, at the ballot box and in terms of economic opportunity and social justice. India’s burgeoning economy is growing unevenly, with significant disparities between regions and social classes. The United States, though far richer, faces similar challenges. Both democracies need to harness growth to the purpose of creating jobs and economically enfranchising all citizens. The challenge is clearly greater for India, but it is a challenge neither country can afford to ignore. The examples of South Korea, of postwar Japan and Germany, show that when the right kind of government policies are married to economic growth, with a premium placed on high literacy, agricultural reform, and basic social security, miracles can happen. Brazil, on the other hand, was blessed with extremely high growth in the 1980s, but because it failed to make the investments in its people required to reduce social inequalities, it has remained a country of economic extremes. India is working hard to avoid this fate. The United States is not.


In 2006, The Economist magazine did a special report on inequality in America. The magazine cited a widely discussed study by Emmanuel Saez of the University of California and Thomas Piketty of the École Normale Supérieure on just how startlingly wealth is being concentrated toward the very top of the American socioeconomic ladder. According to Saez and Piketty’s study, the share of aggregate income going to the highest-earning 1 percent of Americans doubled from 8 percent in 1980 to over 16 percent in 2004. The top one-hundredth of 1 percent—14,000 taxpayers—quadrupled between 1980 and 2004.30


The Economist predicted that this trend was not likely to be temporary because it was due to structural changes in the U.S. job market caused by global economic integration, especially of India and China. “The integration of China’s low-skilled millions and the increased offshoring of services to India and other countries has expanded the global supply of workers. This has reduced the relative price of labour and raised the returns on capital. That reinforces the income concentration at the top.” 31 The trend toward extreme inequality is so pronounced that Ben Bernanke, the chairman of the Federal Reserve, cautioned in August 2006 that steps needed to be taken “to ensure that the benefits of global economic integration are sufficiently widely shared.” 32


India’s role as a source of relatively low-cost, highly skilled labor is increasing rapidly as corporations race to gain competitive advantage and maximize profits. Pleading that a shortage of skilled workers, particularly in information technology, impairs their ability to grow, U.S. companies have pressed to increase the cap on H-1B visas—visas that admit highly skilled workers for up to six years when sponsored by an employer. The H-1B visa and offshore outsourcing are two sides of the same coin: connecting highly skilled workers from foreign countries, particularly from India, to American jobs, either by bringing the worker to the United States or by taking the job to the worker overseas. Last year, Microsoft and others pressed hard to get Congress to raise the cap from 65,000 to 115,000 and to allow some foreign students to bypass the visa program and move directly from completion of their degree to a sponsored green card.
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