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Four Revolutions and India’s Future

For the better part of the past three decades the Indian polity
has been in the throes of four revolutionary changes. They
are in the realms of political mobilization, secularism, foreign
policy, and economic policy making. These transformations
have not moved in tandem but have overlapped with one
another. Nevertheless, they collectively represent a steady and
potentially fundamental remaking of many features of the
Indian political landscape.

Of the four transformative movements, the social revolu-
tion in India has been in the making for perhaps the longest
time span. It involves the rise of India’s lower castes espe-
cially in northern India, from what Marx once referred to
in another, but related, context as “the sleep of ages.” Such
a revolutionary upsurge had already taken place in southern
India during the 1960s. Now through the process of grow-
ing media exposure, increased literacy, and, above all, through
participation in local, regional, and national elections, India’s
hitherto dispossessed are finding their political voice. Since
the 1980s this process has accelerated and altered the texture
of Indian politics dramatically by throwing into disarray long-
held assumptions about the predictable voting behavior of the
lower castes. Instead of routinely turning to the once-dominant
Congress Party, lower-caste voters have demonstrated much-
greater independence and have switched their loyalties to
local, ethnic, and regional parties. Accordingly, their political
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unpredictability has made and unmade governments at state
and national levels. There is little reason to believe that this
growing political sophistication will come to a close in the
foreseeable future. Instead, the dramatic process of political
mobilization under way promises to steadily erode upper-
caste dominance in Indian politics and to make India a more
representative polity.

The rising political consciousness and acumen of lower
castes along with occasional political alliances with north
India’s Muslim communities has posed a threat not only to
the dominance of the Congress Party but also to an upper-
caste-based political order. This challenge, along with other
contingent developments in Indian politics, generated a back-
lash against India’s secular order from the mid-1980s. The
Hindu chauvinist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) rode the crest
of high-caste anxieties and sought to adumbrate them in the
political arena. Thanks to its deft exploitation of upper-caste
misgivings, throughout the 1990s its political rise appeared
inexorable and the fate of Indian secularism appeared rather
dire. However, the seeming willingness of the BJP and a
number of its ancillary organizations, including the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and the Vishwa Hindu Parishad
(VHP), to create permissive conditions for much political
violence directed against minorities may have contributed to
the decline of its initial appeal. That said, the BJP through the
relentless pursuit of its antisecular agenda when in and out of
office during the 1990s and beyond managed to change the
terms of political discourse in India. The taboo in Indian pol-
itics against the explicit scapegoating of minorities suffered
under the BJP’s assiduous antisecular barrage. Though it suf-
fered significant defeats in two national elections (2004 and
2009) it would be premature to write off the BJP as a spent
force in Indian politics. An antisecular strain has long existed
in Indian politics and was present in substantial measure dur-
ing India’s anticolonial nationalist struggle. Consequently, this
strand of India’s political culture can again be drawn upon
under particular circumstances if dexterously resurrected.
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Although Indian secularism is not moribund or faced with
an imminent demise, it does face potentially formidable chal-
lenges in the future. If the BJP and its associates were able
to undermine the secular order, India would cease to be a
liberal democracy as it would effectively consign its religious
minority to the status of second-class citizens. The long-term
survival of Indian secularism is critical to the health of India’s
democratic polity.

Since the early 1980s, India’s policy makers have also cho-
sen to challenge another cornerstone of the Indian polity,
namely the commitment to a strategy of state-led economic
growth and industrialization. Growing domestic dissatis-
faction with India’s sluggish growth, ideational changes in
economic-development strategies in other parts of the
world, and the rise of the fast-growing economies of East
and Southeast Asia all contributed to the reassessment of
India’s economic-growth model. However, it was not until
an unprecedented fiscal crisis in 1991 that India undertook a
fundamental shift in its economic policies.The results of these
policies proved to be nothing short of dramatic. India man-
aged to end its anemic rate of economic growth and started
to make a dent in rural and urban poverty.

The profound changes that are sweeping across the Indian
polity are also reflected in its foreign and security policies.
Until Indian forces suffered a disastrous defeat at the hands of
the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in 1962, Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru had deliberately limited defense
spending and kept the Indian military on a short leash. Three
related concerns had animated his defense policy. First, he had
feared that an inordinate emphasis on military spending could
lead to the militarization of Indian society. Second, he believed
that military spending would impose significant opportunity
costs that the nascent country could ill-afford. Third, he was
concerned about the dangers of Bonapartism.

In the aftermath of the disastrous Sino-Indian border war
India was compelled to increase defense spending dramati-
cally. However, even though the war left Nehru a spent and
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broken man, the commitment to nonalignment remained. In
later years, especially under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi,
the country drew increasingly closer to the Soviet Union.
The reasons for this shift are discussed at length in the
chapter about foreign policy (see Chapter 2). Suffice it to say
that the alignment with the Soviet Union stemmed mostly
from geopolitical exigencies rather than any profound
ideological affinity.

This reliance on the Soviets started to undergo a slow
but steady shift during the early 1980s for a complex set of
reasons. The Soviets were not in a position to provide India
with the technologies that it needed for boosting economic
growth, India was disenchanted with the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan, and the United States, under the R eagan admin-
istration, made important overtures toward India. However, it
was not until the Cold War’s end that India, for all practical
purposes, abandoned the practice if not the rhetoric of
nonalignment.

The Political Backdrop of the Past

A brief sketch of the political backdrop that preceded these
revolutionary changes is in order. Prime Minister Nehru,
in a schoolmasterly fashion, had encouraged parliamentary
debate, maintained internal democracy within the Congress
Party, continued the British tradition of a politically neutral
civil service, fostered judicial independence, encouraged press
freedom, boosted secularism, and firmly entrenched civilian
control over the military.

Despite this extraordinary legacy, decay soon set in. Under
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi much of the democratic and
secular scaffolding that Nehru had so carefully constructed
was taken down. Under her watch, the Congress Party’s local
roots withered, elections became increasingly plebiscitary, the
independence of the judiciary was undermined, the principles
of federalism were flouted, the civil service was politicized,
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and secularism was compromised. Her most destructive con-
tribution, however, was the increasing personalization of pol-
itics and the deinstitutionalization of the polity. The Congress
Party, a remarkable umbrella organization and a vibrant
microcosm of Indian society, simply ossified.

As she dismantled the Congress Party, Gandhi also resorted
to a series of populist gestures in an effort to garner per-
sonal popularity. She nationalized banks, dispensed with the
annual payments to India’s former royal families, and prom-
ised to abolish poverty. In the process, she raised the expecta-
tions of the poor and the disenfranchised and boosted their
political mobilization. It was also under her tenure that India
experienced its only bout of authoritarian “emergency” rule
(1975-6), when civil liberties were suspended and personal
rights squelched. The harshness of the brief authoritarian
interlude led to an ironic comeuppance for Gandhi, however,
as it was the very poor — whom she had mobilized — who
used their newly invigorated franchise to oust her from office
in 1977.

She would later return as prime minister, only to be assas-
sinated by her own Sikh bodyguards in 1984.The democratic
institutions that had survived her machinations also survived
her demise. Her son and successor, the untried Rajiv Gandhi,
did not consciously seek to worsen his mother’s infelicitous
legacy but did little to reverse it either. Deep-seated forces
and powerful personalities in the Congtess Party blocked
his feeble efforts at reform. Once the mainstay of national
unity, the Congress Party continued its steep decline, and
political life began to fragment along regional and caste lines.
Ethnoreligious conflicts in the Punjab and Kashmir inten-
sified, and the federal features of the Indian polity, already
parlous, became even more threadbare because of Rajiv’s
ill-considered policies.

His efforts did not stop with politics. His limited and over-
cautious economic-reform efforts — meant to free an econ-
omy that had been brought to its knees by the all-stultifying
weight of what the eminent Indian economist Raj Krishna

.
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called the “license, permit, quota raj” — ran afoul of power-
ful interests.! Career bureaucrats, fearing the loss of political
prerogatives, dug in their heels against the implementation
of reforms. Labor activists and their political allies led street
protests. Businessmen who had grown rich in the statist hot-
house showed scant hunger for more competition. Bereft of
imagination and intestinal fortitude, Rajiv let reform lapse.

His May 1991 assassination by a Sri Lankan suicide bomber
and the subsequent convergence of a series of political and
economic forces, internal and external, brutally laid bare many
of the structural weaknesses of the Indian polity. His killing
came almost at the end of the Cold War, during the last two
decades of which India had fashioned a cozy arms-transfer and
security relationship with the Soviet Union, all the while pro-
fessing a firm commitment to nonalignment. After the Soviet
Union’s collapse, Russia showed little interest in continuing
the relationship on its previous basis. Consequently, Indian
foreign- and security-policy makers abruptly found them-
selves adrift in a new and uncertain world.

The Cold Wars end not only undermined the founda-
tions of India’s foreign policy but also helped to dissolve any
consensus regarding economic growth and performance.
Swelling deficits, rising oil prices, and the need to repatriate
the more than one million overseas Indian workers whose
Jjobs had been interrupted by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and
the Gulf War exposed the Indian state to an ineluctable fiscal
crisis. The long-sheltered, state-dominated economy, already
smothered in regulations, now faced a huge challenge that
was intellectual as well as practical. The Soviet collapse had
robbed India’s dirigiste bureaucrats and economists of what
seemed to be a viable model for state-led economic growth.
In a stroke of good fortune, however, the new prime minister
and Congress Party stalwart, Narasimha Rao, and his Oxford
University—trained finance minister, Manmohan Singh, had

Meredith Woo Cummings, ed., The Developmental State (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1999), 334,
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the wit to seize upon the crisis as a potent lever against statism.
Instead of seeking short-term loans as a safe harbor in a storm,
they cut the cables that had bound the Indian economy to its
old intellectual and institutional anchors and set a course for
economic transformation.

Renewal and Reform

Despite the success of the Rao-Singh team in reversing the
country’s disastrous economic course, the Congress Party’s
political fortunes kept sliding. The reasons were structural;
Indira Gandhi had let the party ossify, and no successor could
or would repair the damage. Rajiv and Rao, for example,
showed an anemic commitment to intraparty democracy
and allowed significant corruption — ranging from illegal
payments for government contracts to the bribing of leg-
islators to defect before crucial votes — to go unchecked.
Finally, despite their official commitment to secularism, the
Congress Party’s leaders showed little zeal in its defense. In
1985, for example, Rajiv overturned a Supreme Court judg-
ment that provided a maintenance allowance to an indigent
Muslim widow because he feared a backlash from Muslim
clerics angered by the court’s decision that Indian civil leg-
islation should take precedence over Islamic law in this case.
Later, in 1992, the Rao administration shamefully failed to
stop Hindu-nationalist supporters of the BJP and its affili-
ate, the militant RSS, from tearing down the Babri Masjid,
a mosque said to be have been constructed on the ruins of a
Hindu temple. Worse still, the Rao government proved singu-
larly inept at quelling the anti-Muslim tiots that swept across
India in the wake of the mosque’s destruction.

The Congress Party’s losses turned out to be the regional
parties” gains. These formations, representing a wide array
of local interests across the subcontinent, increasingly began
to draw votes away from the Congress Party among India’s
hitherto disenfranchised minorities, whom the ruling party
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had long taken for granted. Apart from its defeat in 1997, in
the wake of the end of Indira Gandhi’s ill-conceived “state
of emergency,” the Congress Party first lost its outright pat-
liamentary majority in the 1989 elections. Ever since then,
India has been ruled by coalition governments that reflect
the newly diffuse distribution of political power. A national
party — typically the Congress Party or the BJP — is at the
core, with regional parties acting as crucial makeweights in
a fragile, multilateral marriage of convenience. Stable policy
making under such circumstances is no mean feat. Faced with
a slew of interests that need to be aggregated and accom-
modated, some coalitions have taken to hammering out
“common minimum” policy agendas at the outset in order to
avoid coalition-busting disputes. However, even such arrange-
ments have not proven to be foolproof.

Coalition governments are likely to be a fixture in India
for some time to come. The Congress Party, now under the
leadership of Rajiv Gandhi’s Italian-born widow Sonia, has
shown some signs of rejuvenation. In the 2009 elections it
managed to trounce the BJP even though it fell short of a par-
liamentary majority. The BJP, which received a severe drub-
bing, is now in the midst of a significant internal debate about
its ideological and political future.

The fragmentation of the polity dictates that any nation-
wide political party must rely on smaller, regional, caste- and
interest-based parties in order to obtain a governing majority.
Such a development, although making for more contentious
politics, may have an unintended positive consequence:
national governments will increasingly reflect the diversity
of the country and compulsively will make India a more
“federal” republic in fact as well as in theory. Furthermore,
because many of the coalition partners are likely to be rep-
resented at state levels, national cabinets will find themselves
far less tempted to seek arbitrary dismissal of this or that state
government under a clause in the constitution that allows for
direct “president’s rule” of states by New Delhi — a persistent
occurrence as recently as the 1980s.
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The rise of violent religious intolerance, the failure of
national governments to curb it, and the growth of political
corruption are all dangerous and corrosive trends.Yet focusing
on them alone would provide a sadly incomplete account of
the state of Indian political life and the prospects of Indian
democracy. At least two important institutions within India
have shown newfound resilience: the Supreme Court and the
Election Commission. A piece of legislation, the 2005 Right
of Information Act, has had a significant salutary effect on
governance in India. A discussion of the two institutions and
the new legislation are apposite.

From the late 1970s, the Indian Supreme Court, primarily
at the instance of JusticesV. R.. Krishna Iyer and P.N. Bhagwati,
embarked on an unprecedented burst of judicial activism. Their
actions involved a dramatic expansion of the court’s powers.
They undertook this largely to give voice to significant seg-
ments of Indian society whose members could not otherwise
afford to obtain legal redress when faced with arbitrary state
policies and actions.To this end, the court introduced a system
of public-interest litigation that enabled bonded laborers, dis-
enfranchised tribal people, indigent women, the homeless,
and other formerly powerless citizens to approach the bench
in search of justice. Subsequently, journalists and civic activists
have also used public-interest litigation to enforce existing
environmental laws, prevent the maltreatment of inmates in
state prisons, and expose corruption in high places.

The Election Commission, which had become a somnolent
body, was rejuvenated in the 1990s. The revitalization began
under the aegis of a senior former civil servant, T. N. Seshan.
Using powers vested in the commission, Seshan began the
Herculean task of cleaning out the Augean stables of an elec-
toral process increasingly beset with corruption, violence, and
the plotting of criminal elements. Not surprisingly, Seshan
became the hero to legions of exasperated Indian voters and
the scourge of many a venal politician. His successors can-
not match his dramatic flair, but in their own quiet way they
enforce an evenhanded regimen of regular procedures and fair
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regulations. The continuation of Seshan’s innovations suggests
that they were not the refulgent yet transitory attainments
of one strong-willed man, but rather solid achievements that
bespeak of a lasting improvement in the conduct of elections.?
Thus, despite the decline and decay of a number of institu-
tions, the renewal of other constitutionally mandated bodies
such as the Supreme Court and the Election Commission
bodes well for the future of Indian democracy.

Finally, the Right to Information Act has also bolstered the
prospects of democratic governance in India. This act now
empowers citizens to seek information regarding general
government expenditures, inquire about arrears in pensions,
seek information about spending on roads and public works,
and ensure the delivery of various public services. The act,
though quite extraordinary in terms of its scope and reach,
has not always been implemented with great vigor. On many
occasions bureaucrats have sought to intimidate individuals
seeking information and have sought to obfuscate matters.
Nevertheless, the act can play a significant role in increasing
transparency and induce the bureaucracy to be more respon-
sive to public needs.?

The Emergence of a New Social Order

In addition to the fitful renewal of political institutions, a fun-
damental transformation of India’s social order is under way,
with implications pointing in two directions: one promising
for democracy, the other not. The salubrious development
involves the mobilization of India’s lower castes and minor—
ities. Efforts to promote voter education and turnout, rising

2 M. S. Gill, “India: Running the World’s Biggest Elections,” Journal of

Democracy 9:1 (January 1998): 164--8.

Alasdair S. Roberts, “A Great and Revolutionary Law? The First Four
Years of India’s Right to Information Act,” Suffolk University Law School
Research Paper, No. 10-02 (2010).
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literacy rates, and widening exposure to mass media have pro-
moted the effective enfranchisement of an ever-larger seg-
ment of India’s population. Today, more poor Indians than
ever before know the power of the ballot box. Systematic
evidence exists that members of the lower-middle classes
take the franchise more seriously than do their complacent
middle-class compatriots.

The Question of Secularism

A less felicitous development has accompanied this dramatic
political mobilization: the burgeoning antisecular sentiment
in the country. Ironically, secularism is under attack from left-
wing intellectuals and right-wing ideologues. The Left has
attacked secularism on the grounds that it lacks an organic
basis in a fundamentally religious society. It contends that an
ethic of religious tolerance may be more appropriate than
secularism in the Indian context.

The right wing contends that Hinduism is not merely a
religion but an entire cultural ethos that pervades Indian life
and society. Consequently, it argues, a secular order is well-nigh
impossible in India. It also contends that secularism, as practiced
in India, has amounted to little more than the “pampering” of
minorities and is therefore “pseudosecularism.”

Despite attacks on it from both ideological flanks, the
constitutional edifice of secularism still stands. How these
principles are actually enacted in everyday life is another
matter. There is no denying that Muslims and other minori-
ties face various forms of discrimination in a range of social
and institutional interactions. Nevertheless, the preservation
of the constitutional apparatus of secularism is not a trivial
accomplishment.

The real danger that Indian secularism now faces stems from
the BJP’s ability to transform the terms of political discourse
within India. Thanks to its antisecular rhetoric, the willing-
ness of the BJP and its allies to resort to extraparliamentary

i
1
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protests, and its ability to manipulate culturally sensitive issues,
the texture of Indian politics has been significantly altered.
Consequently, even professedly secular political parties like
the Congress Party have felt compelled to make nods to anti-
secular sentiments because of electoral exigencies. Thus, the
long-term future of Indian secularism remains in abeyance as
it confronts challenges from multiple quarters.

The Economic Transformation

The future of Indian secularism may well be fraught with
uncertainty. However, there is no gainsaying that India has
entered a wholly new economic arena. The economic trans-
formation that is under way in India is nothing short of rev-
olutionary.* Despite having strong credentials as political
democrats, when it came to economics Jawaharlal Nehru and
his lieutenants were unabashed statists in love with the idea
that they could use government to reduce inequality, promote
industrial transformation, and spur economic growth. In an
age when the use of state power to secure such things seems
far more dubious, it is important to recognize that India did
achieve a degree of industrialization through state-led pol-
icies. State intervention in the economy was not an utterly
futile enterprise.

Nevertheless, the kind and degree of state intervention
mattered. As a number of scholars have shown, state inter-
vention in India, unlike in East Asia, was needlessly and
overly dirigiste, favoring “custodialism” over “husbandry.”

* Arvind Subramaniam, Indias Turn: Understanding the Economic
Transformation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).

On the Bast Asian experience with economic growth, see Robert Wade,
Governing the Market: Economic Theory and the Role of Governwment in
East Asia’s Industrialization (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1990); also see Alice H. Amsden, Asia’s Next Giant: South Korea and Late
Industrialization (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). On the con-
trast between custodialism and husbandry, see Peter B. Evans, Embedded
Autonomy: States and Industrial Transformation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1995).
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Not content with prudent efforts to encourage new indus-
tries, and thereby creating comparative advantage, the
Indian government insisted on limiting the entry of firms
into particular sectors, placing arcane and atbitrary limits
on industrial and commercial expansion, and legislating
labor regulations that stifled productivity. In pursuit of an
import-substituting industrialization regime, it adopted
extraordinarily autarkic economic policies, dramatically cur-
tailing imports, imposing the highest tariff levels anywhere
in the democratic world, and severely curbing the outward
remittances of foreign exchange.

In time, the “winners” who benefited from this develop-
ment strategy dug in to defend it. Businessmen came to rely
on permits and quotas. Bureaucrats in New Delhi and in state
capitals doled these out in accordance with the dictates of
Soviet-style plans and, all too frequently, on the basis of cli-
entelism. Because the system put a lid on competition, Indian
industry had little reason to innovate, make quality improve-
ments, or otherwise deliver more value to its customers.

Complex labor regulations enabled the growth of powerful
and heavily politicized labor unions. Tied to political parties
and almost exclusively confined to the organized sector of
Indian industry, these organizations came to wield enormous
clout. The restrictions on layoffs that they forced, although
obviously good for their existing members, helped choke off
productivity gains.

Finally, the Indian state, in a well-meaning but misguided
attempt at pursuing egalitarian goals, fashioned a tax struc-
ture that encouraged evasion. During the initial years after
independence, because rural poverty and shortages of food
appeared endemic, no agricultural income was taxed. Even
after commercial farming began to replace subsistence agri-
culture across large swaths of India, no politician wanted to
face the wrath of the small-farmers’ lobbies. Worse still, big
farmers had gotten used to subsidized fertilizer and electric-
ity, to say nothing of virtually free access to water. By the
late 1980s, these giveaways were threatening to bankrupt the
federal exchequer.
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The 1991 crisis, as we have seen, provided an important
opportunity for a decisive break with dirigisme. Although
the past decade has seen considerable political instability and
repeated cabinet turnovers, most commentators insist that the
reforms begun under Rao and Singh are now irreversible.
There is, however, continuing debate about the scope, degree,
and pace of the reforms but not over their basic nature or
direction. A full assessment of these reforms and their impact

can be found in the chapter on the economic revolution (see
Chapter 3).

The Military Strategic Revolution

The profound changes sweeping across the Indian polity are
also reflected in its foreign and security policies. These changes
are not bereft of domestic implications for the future of dem-
ocratic governance. Until Indian forces were routed in the
tragic 1962 border war with China, Nehru had deliberately
limited defense spending and kept the military on a short
leash.Three related concerns had animated his policy. First, he
worried that too much emphasis on military spending would
lead to the pervasive militarization of Indian society. Second,
he believed that military spending would entail significant
opportunity costs that a poor, young nation could ill-afford.
Third, he feared that a large military establishment might
create propitious conditions for a neo-Bonapartist “man on
horseback.”

Thus, Nehru opted for his famous policy of nonalign-
ment, seeking to steer a middle course between two emer-
gent global-power blocs led by the Soviet Union and the
United States, respectively. This policy was accompanied by
an aversion to the use of force in international affairs, a desire
to see the abolition of nuclear weapons, a strong tendency to
support decolonization, and an advocacy of multilateralism
in diplomacy. Inevitably, as with any ideological formulation,
there was a gap between the goals professed and the practices
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followed. For instance, India was compelled to resort to arms
against Pakistan almost immediately after independence and
then again in 1965 and 1971. In an effort to counter what
was perceived in New Delhi as an emergent Sino-American
strategic nexus, India forged a quasi-alliance with the Soviet
Union in 1971, thereby fundamentally compromising its cre-
dentials as a nonaligned nation. After the 1962 Sino-Indian
border war, India embarked on a significant military buildup.
In the aftermath of the 1971 war with Pakistan, India started
to speed up its nascent, covert nuclear-weapons program.
The Cold War’s end rendered the concept of nonalignment
meaningless and swept away whatever vestiges had remained
of India’s notion of a foreign policy. Simultaneously, India
quickly discovered Russia’s lack of interest in guaranteeing
India’s security against threats from China. Nor was Russia
willing to keep selling India highly sophisticated military
equipment at bargain rates. This seismic shift in the regional
security environment forced India’s leaders to make new stra-
tegic calculations. Not surprisingly, they made a concerted
effort to improve relations with the United States, a country
that India had viewed with considerable suspicion and dis-
trust throughout much of the Cold War. They also resumed
their efforts to improve relations with China while devot-
ing adequate resources to the maintenance of a resolute and
robust military posture to cope with any renewed threat.
The most significant shift, however, came about in India’s
attitude toward the role and utility of nuclear weapons. The
end of the Cold War had engendered hopes in India regard-
ing the possibility of shrinking the nuclear gyre. These hopes
quickly proved to be chimerical as the five recognized nuclear
powers, despite pious professions of reducing their reliance on
nuclear weapons, artfully strove to preserve and sanctify their
nuclear monopoly through a complex web of multilateral
treaty arrangements. Fearing that their security would now
be at considerable risk, especially in the face of an economi-
cally resurgent and militarily assertive China, Indian decision
makers fundamentally reassessed the security environment
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that their country faced. The rise of a more conservative and
jingoistic political party, the BJP, certainly facilitated such a
recalculation. Not surprisingly, shortly after the BJP’s ascent
to power in 1998, its leaders decided to cross the nuclear
Rubicon, despite the certain prospect of economic sanc-
tions and widespread political disapprobation from the great
powers. Since then, despite a change of regime in New Delhi,
the nuclear-weapons program has proceeded apace.

The Future of Democratic India

Will the dream of a democratic, secular, and prosperous India
endure? Despite the significant challenges confronting the
nation, it appears that Indian democracy will survive and thrive
despite the myriad threats that face it. Such optimism is not
unwarranted. The logic of economic liberalization is working
in favor of a deeper and fuller federalism. As the enthusiasm
for centralized economic interventionism continues to wane,
the power of national government in New Delhi shrinks and
power over economic and fiscal policy shifts to state capitals
in a process that dovetails neatly with the regionalization of
politics in the post—-Congress Party era.

The upsurge of popular participation, especially on the
part of the lower castes and minorities, should help check the
more egregious attacks on secularism, The BJP can relentlessly
pursue the Hindutva agenda only at the cost of alienating
numerous lower-caste voters in the populous Hindi-speaking
belt of northern India. Simultaneously, the need to maintain
coalition allies, many of whom represent diverse constituen-
cies, should also curb some of the more extreme propensities
of the BJP and its affiliates such as the RSS.

What about economic prosperity? It is safe to assume that
no Indian government will seek a full-blown return to the
country’s statist economy four decades after independence.Yet
it would be premature to suggest that this sea of change in the
economic-policy consensus means that the requisite political
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forces are in place to sustain rapid reform. Combinations of
unions, businessmen clinging to rent seeking and high tar-
iffs, state-sector wotkers worried about their jobs, bureau-
crats jealous of their prerogatives, and politicians eyeing the
next election will attempt to staff the reform process. Only a
moderately secure regime in New Delhi can overcome their
opposition and keep India on the path to prosperity.

Finally, will the quest for nuclear weapons and an enhanced
appreciation of the importance of national security under-
mine India’s fiscal stability, corrode the established pattern of
civil-military relations, and contribute to the militarization
of Indian society? All these fears, though often expressed, are
largely groundless. Despite India’s overt nuclearization and
the renewed emphasis on national security, the average annual
spending on defense still stands at less than 5 percent of the
gross national product —an entirely feasible allocation that a far
less wealthy India long managed to sustain without draining its
exchequer.® Nor is the supremacy of elected officials over the
military under any threat, despite the emerging organizational
needs of fashioning and maintaining a small, secure nuclear
arsenal. The final control of these weapons remains in civilian
hands, and the military continues to respect this institutional
arrangement. The normative ballast that these organizational
procedures have developed during a span of sixty years also
suggests that the existing order of civil-military relations will
endure with minor and appropriate modifications.

In the face of myriad challenges, democracy in India has
survived and has grown deep roots in the country’s soil. Despite
India’s failure to promote rapid economic development and
abolish abject poverty, the country can be justifiably proud of
having sustained a democratic order. As the world confronts a
host of violent, atavistic, and chiliastic movements, the success
of India’s democratic polity offers a modicum of hope for the
new century.

Laxman Kumar Behera, “India’s Affordable Defense Spending,” Journal éf
Defence Studies 2:1 (Summer 2008): 136—48.




