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THE POOR STATE OF THE INDIAN STATE 
The pandemic has revealed its chronic inability and systemic weakness to take care of the poorest citizens 

 Two new books reveal stark weaknesses of the Indian state in serving India’s poorer citizens. The first, 
Locking Down the Poor: The Pandemic and India’s Moral Centre by Harsh Mander, records the plight of 
millions who lost incomes and shelter, and food and medical care too, in a harsh lockdown to create a sanitised 
cordon for better-off Indians during the pandemic. “Every system is perfectly designed to produce the results it 
is presently producing”, said Donella Meadows, a doyen of systems thinking. The second, Despite the State: 
Why India Lets Its People Down and How They Cope by M. Rajshekhar, is an incisive examination of the 
systems of the Indian state before the lockdown. These books explain how the weakness of the Indian state to 
care for its poorer citizens is not a failure of the present National Democratic Alliance government only, nor of 
the previous United Progressive Alliance government. The weakness is systemic. 
 
The pillars needed 
 Strong states, according to political and social historians, are founded on three pillars. They are built 
with support from the people; they have a strong administrative machinery to provide stability and deliver 
public services, and they have the managerial ability to shape and implement change. 
 Strong support of the people is essential. Mere election by a majority is not sufficient. Historically, as 
Francis Fukuyama points out in The Origins of Political Order, builders of strong states have bound people 
around a shared identity: ethnic, racial, or religious; Aryan, Han Chinese, Japanese, Muslim, Catholic Christian. 
The peoples’ identity is not formed by legal constitutions. Strong leaders who unite people around their shared 
identity are even given liberty by the people to change constitutional structures because they trust their 
leaders do it for the sake of citizens. Thus, dictators emerge loved by the people. 
 Confirming this thesis, Michael Cook points out, in Ancient Religions, Modern Politics, that builders of 
the Indian state have a difficult problem. It is hard to unite Indians around a shared ethnic or religious identity 
because, in addition to the diversity among India’s races and religions, there are entrenched caste divisions 
even within the Hindu religion of the majority. If Indians must be united to support a strong state, it must be 
around a modern, inclusive idea of India, as the Constitution imagined. The present ruling dispensation, while 
trying to force a majoritarian identity, is dividing Indians and weakening the state. 
 
Indian bureaucracy’s role 
 Fukuyama and other historians have highlighted the role that professional civil services have played in 
the formation of strong states, in Han China, the Ottoman empire, France, and Japan. India inherited the ‘iron 
frame’ of civil services from Britain. It was designed to provide stability and compliance with rules: it was not 
equipped to shape change, the third requirement of a good developmental state. Therefore, there are 
demands for its reform. Even the Prime Minister has complained that bureaucrats seem not to care for the 
country’s progress as much as entrepreneurs do. 
 Simultaneous management of both change and stability is necessary for the evolution of good states 
and societies. Unmanaged change can cause chaos, while too little change entrenches the established system. 
This was the essence of the ‘great debate’ in the 18th century between Edmund Burke, the leader of the 
conservative movement in Britain, and Thomas Paine, a thought leader of the French and American 
revolutions. It was also the ‘birth of Right and Left’ in politics, according to Yuval Levin in his eponymous book, 
The Great Debate. 
 The great debate, about stability versus change for good governance, evolved into new arguments in 
the 20th century: capitalism versus socialism; and markets versus governments. By the end of the century, 
capitalism and markets were positioned in the public imagination as the prime movers of economic growth, 
and socialists and governments as retarders of progress. Capitalists took on the mantle of ‘wealth creators’, 
relegating governments to the role of ‘redistributors’. A popular slogan that wealth must be created before it 
can be redistributed leads to the conclusion that there should be less government when countries are poor, 
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and more freedom for large, private, wealth creators. Moreover, with the logic that governments are stodgy, 
even public services such as health and education are handed over to private enterprises. 
 The logic of economics is not the same as the logic of society. Mancur Olson, author of Power and 
Prosperity: Outgrowing Communist and Capitalist Dictatorships, says that privatisation of government fits with 
‘efforts of economists to extend their model of rational, utility-maximizing behavior into the political realm and 
to see politics as nothing more than an extension of economics’. The ideology of private is good and public is 
bad requires that public servants should think like private sector managers — committed to growing the pie — 
and not think like socialists concerned about the condition of the people who are waiting for wealth to trickle 
down to them. To assist them, consultants from the private sector are brought inside government to help the 
state run more like a business corporation. 
 
Where the focus should be 
 Private corporations are not states designed for citizens. CEOs are not elected by employees, and they 
have the authority to hire and fire workers. Whereas leaders (even unelected ones) of states cannot lay off 
citizens to trim populations to fit the size of economies. The state must perform primarily for its poorest 
citizens for economic growth to be equitable and sustainable, and not for investors in corporations. Leaders of 
states must ensure that all citizens have opportunities to work and earn. They must also ensure that all 
citizens, even those who cannot afford it, have good health and education. 
 The ideology of private rather than public has moral consequences. The purposes of a private 
enterprise and the state are different. Private sector managers move from one competitor to another, like 
professional mercenaries, serving the interests of owners of corporations wherever in the world they may be. 
Whereas public servants, whose mission is to build their nations and states, are expected to devote their lives 
to the care of citizens in their own countries. 
 
GDP cannot be the scorecard 
 The pandemic has revealed the chronic inability of the Indian state to take care of its poorest citizens. 
The scorecard for the nation cannot be its GDP. Economic justice, environmental sustainability, and 
improvement of the dignity of all citizens must be measured too, and these must improve much faster. The 
present ‘top up the top’ model of India’s economic growth, with hopes of trickle down, is not delivering these. 
India must build a strong and good state. This requires: political leaders who can unite all Indians into one 
India, whatever their religion, race, or caste; cadres of good public managers to build and run services for all 
citizens equitably; and business leaders who are not just wealth creators for themselves (distributing some of it 
in philanthropy), but creators of opportunities, very soon, for millions of Indians to earn and create wealth for 
themselves too. 
 Political leaders, administrators, and business leaders must work together, with a shared vision, to 
build an Indian state that is good for all citizens, especially the poorest. Time is running out. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a new 

disease; The illness spreads around the world and 
typically affects a large number of people across a 
wide area). 

 chronic (adjective) – persistent, long-standing, 
long-term. 

 systemic (adjective) – constructional, 
organizational, configurational, formational. 

 stark (adjective) – clear, distinct, evident, obvious, 
striking. 

 serve (verb) – be of use to, help, assist, aid. 

 lock down (phrasal verb) – confine, restraint, 
enclose, encircle/hem in. 

 shelter (noun) – a place (with a roofed structure 
for temporary protection from rain); shed, gallery, 
portico. 

 lockdown (noun) – an emergency protocol 
implemented by the authorities that prevents 
people from leaving from a place; An extended 
state of confinement/encirclement/isolation of a 
person by the authority. 

 sanitised (adjective) – disinfected. 
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 plight (noun) – difficult situation, trouble/ 
difficulty, quandary. 

 cordon (noun) – barrier, line, a ring of people/ 
things placed around an area to enclose or protect 
it. 

 better-off (adjective) – in a more desirable or 
advantageous position; rich, wealthy, affluent, 
well-to-do, opulent, well off. 

 doyen (noun) – genius, expert, master/specialist. 
 systems thinking (noun) – a holistic approach to 

analysis that focuses on the way that a system’s 
constituent parts interrelate and how systems 
work overtime and within the context of larger 
systems. 

 let down (phrasal verb) – fail to support, abandon, 
neglect. 

 cope (verb) – manage, survive, subsist, look after 
oneself. 

 incisive (adjective) – quick & sharp. 
 pillar (noun) – support, upholder, champion; 

strength, tower of strength. 
 machinery (noun) – system, apparatus, structure. 
 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 
 bound (past participle of bind) (verb) – unite, join, 

knit/draw together. 
 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population 

subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk) with 
a common national or cultural tradition. 

 liberty (noun) – freedom, independence. 
 for the sake of (phrase) – for the purpose of, in 

order to improve/achieve; in the interest of. 
 thesis (noun) – theory, proposal, proposition, 

premise. 
 diversity (noun) – existence/presence of different 

people (from a variety of backgrounds and 
perspectives ranging from race to age to gender to 
hometown to educational experience) within the 
group; variety, variance, difference. 

 entrenched (adjective) – ingrained, established, 
well established, long-established. 

 inclusive (adjective) – overall, all-encompassing, 
all-embracing, comprehensive. 

 majoritarian (adjective) – relating to a philosophy 
that states that a majority (sometimes categorized 
by religion, language, social class, or some other 
identifying factor) of the population is entitled to a 
certain degree of primacy (priority) in society, and 
has the right to make decisions that affect the 
society. 

 dispensation (noun) – system, organization; 
government. 

 bureaucracy (noun) – officials (in the 
administration, government, the establishment) as 
a group. 

 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, 
emphasize, call attention to. 

 Ottoman Empire (noun) – The Ottoman Empire 
(1301-1922) was one of the largest and longest-
lasting Empires in history. It was an empire 
inspired and sustained by Islam, and Islamic 
institutions. It was an Islamic kingdom centered in 
Turkey. 

 inherit (verb) – assume, take over, receive 
something (e.g. a situation &, etc.) from a 
predecessor (previous holder of the post). 

 steel frame (noun) – civil servants; The first Home 
Minister of Independent India, Sardar Vallabhbhai 
Patel addressed the probationers of 
Administrative Services Officers in 1947 at Metcalf 
House, Delhi, he referred to civil servants as the 
‘steel frame of India’. 

 compliance (noun) – conformity, observation, 
adherence. 

 equip (verb) – prepare (for a particular task/ 
situation). 

 bureaucrat (noun) – a powerful officer, 
public/government servant, office-bearer, civil 
servant, functionary, mandarin. 

 entrepreneur (noun) – businessman, 
businesswoman, business person. 

 evolution (noun) – progress, advancement, 
progression, development. 

 chaos (noun) – disorder, disarray, turmoil, 
disorganization, disruption. 

 the Great Debate (noun) – the late 18th-century 
debate between two legendary thinkers, Edmund 
Burke and Thomas Paine, for the roots of 
America’s contemporary political divide. For more 
than two centuries, our political life has been 
divided between a party of progress (leftist) and a 
party of conservation (rightist). In The Great 
Debate, Yuval Levin explores the origins of the 
left/right divide by examining the views of the 
men who best represented each side of that 
debate at its outset: Edmund Burke, the leader of 
the conservative movement in Britain, and 
Thomas Paine, a thought leader of the French and 
American revolutions. 
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 entrench (verb) – settle, establish, embed, 
install/ingrain. 

 conservative (adjective) – right-wing, reactionary, 
traditionalist, ultra-right. 

 movement (noun) – campaign, drive, push. 
 eponymous (adjective) – it refers to the thing that 

is named after something else. 
 evolve (verb) – develop, progress, advance 

gradually. 
 capitalism (noun) – an economic system based on 

private ownership; private enterprise, private 
ownership. 

 socialism (noun) – it’s a state-controlled economy 
in which the state controls the means of 
production: factories, offices, resources, and firms. 
Since the government controls almost all of 
society’s functions, it can make better use of 
resources, labors, and lands. 

 socialist (noun) – a person who is following the 
principles of socialism; leftist, left-winger. 

 prime mover (noun) – source, root, origin, 
genesis. 

 retarder (noun) – something that delays, slows 
down, holds back something else. 

 take on (phrasal verb) – compete against, oppose, 
challenge, confront. 

 mantle (noun) – role, duty, responsibility, position, 
task. 

 relegate (verb) – downgrade, lower; 
degrade/reduce to. 

 stodgy (adjective) – boring, dull, uninteresting. 
 hand over (phrasal verb) – pass, transfer, assign.  
 enterprise (noun) – business, company, firm. 
 prosperity (noun) – well-being, good fortune, 

welfare. 
 outgrow (verb) – grow larger than. 
 capitalist (adjective) – relating to the people with 

the idea of personal profit and success. 
 dictatorship (noun) – totalitarianism, absolute 

rule, autocracy. 
 privatisation (noun) – transfer of a business, 

industry, academic institutions, or service from 
public to private ownership and control. 

 rational (adjective) – logical, well reasoned, 
sensible, reasonable. 

 utility (noun) – usefulness, advantage, benefit, 
value, helpfulness, profitability, efficacy. 

 realm (noun) – area, field, domain (of activity). 

 ideology (noun) – a system of belief, set of 
principles. 

 pie (noun) – share, portion (of an amount of 
money). 

 trickle down (phrasal verb) – pass on benefits to 
the people at the bottom of the pyramid (by those 
at top of the system). 

 run (verb) – operate, function, work. 
 hire and fire (phrase) – it means to employ new 

staff and dismiss existing staff (very frequently) (to 
demonstrate that an employer has authority, 
ability, or capacity to do so). 

 lay off (phrasal verb) – discharge, dismiss, 
sack/fire (from a job temporarily/permanently). 

 trim (verb) – reduce, decrease, scale down. 
 equitable (adjective) – fair, just, impartial. 
 sustainable (adjective) – acceptable, trustworthy, 

reliable, dependable. 
 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 
 mercenary (noun) – a professional soldier hired 

for service in a foreign army (who works mainly for 
personal profit, particularly money rather than for 
political interests/issues). 

 devote (verb) – allocate, assign, allot, commit. 
 Gross domestic product (GDP) (noun) – a measure 

of economic activity in a country. It is the total 
value of a country’s annual output of goods and 
services. 

 scorecard (noun) – a report used to estimate 
success/growth. 

 sustainability (noun) – the ability to exist 
constantly; it refers generally to the capacity for 
the biosphere and human civilization to co-exist. 

 dignity (noun) – self-esteem, self-worth, self-
respect, pride/morale. 

 top up (phrase) – recharge, refill, resupply. 
 (state) cadre (noun) – a state (government 

service) to which a member of the All India Service 
(AIS) officers is posted. “Cadre Officer” means a 
member of the Service. 

 equitably (adverb) – fairly, impartially. 
 philanthropy (noun) – humaneness, benevolence, 

charity. 
 run out (phrasal verb) – exhaust, finish, use up, 

come to an end, end; be out of. 

 


