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A decade, it seems to me, is long enough to look right through the arc of time and ask if there are any definitive things that can be said about a changing nation. There are, of course, no permanent conclusions to anything, and when the nation is a “daily performance”, in the words of Homi Bhabha, the post-modern writer, the challenge is how to make sense out of a decade full of daily performances? Americans, who more than others tend to live in the present, have made an industry of characterising their decades—thus, “the Roaring Twenties” and “the Swinging Sixties”. If I had to define our decade of the 1990s in India, I would call it “liberating”. Hence, our “Liberating Nineties”. 

We have experienced profound social, economic, political, and mental liberation in the past decade. This is an apt subject, I think, to explore with this distinguished gathering of the Mont Pelerin Society, which has been dedicated to the cause of human liberty for more than half a century. All of us have suffered from an overload of analyses related to the events of September 11 and, important as they are, I didn’t think that we should make this another occasion for yet one more enquiry into those events. In any case, I feel deeply privileged to be here with you, amongst a group founded by Hayek, Ludwig von Mises, and Milton Friedman, whose liberal ideas have been vindicated by our age. 

The temper of the times

Each age has a unique temper, and it seems to reflect the mood and the spirit of the people, especially the young. The mood that is most famous in recent times seems to have belonged to Europe at the end of 19th century, when a spirit of intense vivacity—an almost desperate joy in being alive—led to some bold experiments in the Arts. That temper came to be called “Fin de Siecle” or “End of the Century” and it was a rebellion, in part, against the Victorian “middle class morality” that Bernard Shaw made famous with great wit.

If I had to define the Indian temper at the beginning of the 21st century, and if I went by the headlines and the newspaper reports, I would conclude that we lived in pretty dispirited times—a sort of post-reforms, post-Mandal, post-Nehru, and post-modern menopause. Its cause seems to be the depressing state of governance in the country. But if one were to pause and reflect, and widen one’s horizon beyond current events, one would see in the nineties a revolutionary decade in which we decisively broke with old dogmas and the old establishment (the ‘Ancien Regime’) in significant ways. If I had to give it a name, I would look for it in French Revolutionary history, and that would be “liberation”, which, not surprisingly, has been the rallying cry of all mass movements for over two hundred years. The difference is that ours has been a quiet revolution—so quiet that no one has noticed it. I admit that “the Liberating Nineties” does not have the same zing or the style as “Fin de Siecle” but the reality behind it has solid substance, and it is our best guide to understanding the decade. 

When we think of “revolution”, we conjure images of the events in Paris in 1789 or in Russia in 1917, when revolutionaries seized the state in order to change the social order and destroy the existing one. These revolutions were violent and apocalyptic. In the sense that I use the word here, in the Indian context, I refer to profound economic, political and social transformations “both within and on the margins of the constitutional framework”, in the words of political scientist, Suzanne Rudolph.. Encounters between castes periodically erupt into violence, but it is not of an apocalyptic sort. It is, she says, “at a low boil, over extended time, in constitutional and extra-constitutional channels.” 

The decade of the nineties started nervously. Communism had collapsed around the world and we faced an unprecedented fiscal crisis in India. We were bankrupt and our foreign exchange reserves dropped to dangerous levels. When the decade began, we were fiddling with the fax machine; when it ended, we were zipping around the world by e-mail, scanning and forwarding photographs, and talking of bandwidth and gigabytes. The meaning of globalisation began to sink in, when we could search for and find almost any piece of information from around the world on the Net. Of the two factors that had shaped human history in the 20th century—technology and ideology—the latter was gone, but the former ruled triumphant. Symbolised by the Internet, technology’s continuing dominance is surely the brightest story of the decade. 

Democratic capitalism has triumphed around the world, after the end of communism. By the end of the nineties, 119 nations claimed to be liberal democracies. However, only 89 nations genuinely qualified. Even so, this was a huge gain for the world, since in 1975 only 31 such democracies existed and in 1990 only 61. Moreover, in the nineties, over 70 nations were engaged in some form of economic reform. Clearly, a liberal revolution had taken place around the globe. The liberal idea, based on political rights, universal suffrage and free markets, had emerged victorious. Although the totalitarian tyrannies of both the Right and the Left were forgotten, nationalism and religious bigotry, the other bequests of history, were reasserting themselves. We were again groping for answers to old questions: what ought to be the correct relation between human beings, and how should we live our lives? With the discarding of ideology, no one asked anymore if there was a supremely good society. The only goal we seemed to agree on was freedom.
The distinctive feature of the last decade has been the globalisation of the economy, and it made spectacular progress in communications and capital and technology flows. There had been a similar age of globalisation a hundred years ago but, in comparison, it seemed primitive. Only in one respect was it more advanced—paradoxically, it encouraged the movement of labour through mass migration, while today there are immigration barriers everywhere.

In contrast to the general mood of diminished expectations in the West, it was an age of rising expectations in India. Although we did not have a grand vision of the future, as China did thanks to Deng Xiaoping, we knew that the lives of our children would be better than those of our parents. This, despite the fact that our ruling elite did not have a clue about the globalised world of the 21st century, and continued to be absorbed in irrelevancies. The Congress Party, for example, was still trying to cut and paste its old ideology onto a different world. Nevertheless, there were marvellous, fascinating, intellectual debates during the decade and, even though many ideas did not get translated into policy, they did increase our understanding of the world. 

As I said, we Indians were liberated politically, economically, and socially, but the biggest change, by far, has been in our minds. In the nineties, our minds became de-colonised. Politically, we were liberated from the rule of a single party—nay, from the dynastic rule of a single family. More importantly, power has increasingly begun to filter downwards, to the States and to local self-government. “Panchayati Raj”, or village-level government, has slowly become a reality. Economically, liberalisation began to free us day by day from the heavy hand of bureaucrats and politicians. Socially, the lower castes have continued to rise via the ballot box and through growing literacy. In Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, this new-found freedom is palpable in the body language of the backward castes, such as the Yadavs. Technologically, the Internet is a great liberation. Although its immediate impact is limited in India, it holds the potential of breaking barriers to knowledge and levelling the playing field. 

Political Liberation

Coalitions defined our national politics in the nineties, reflecting the shift of political power down to the States. But, if you asked any Chief Minister his view on the matter, he would have confessed that, in view of his empty treasury, he was powerless.. He would have also pointed in the direction of the village. For, political authority had slowly begun to shift down to the village council, or panchayat, despite his best efforts to slow it down. The time is not far, when the sarpanch, or panchayat head, will matter more than an MLA, or member of the State-level Legislative Assembly.

After the enactment of the 73rd Amendment to the Constitution in 1993, local elections were held in most villages and municipalities across the country. We elected over 3 million legislators—a world record of sorts—of which roughly 1 million were women. Moreover, a quarter million of these women were elected sarpanch. However, the initial impact of the Panchayati Raj revolution has been mixed. While, in many villages, Dalits and other backward castes have gained politically, in the majority, power continues to be monopolised by the old, feudal forces. Mirroring village realities, the average panchayat has turned out to be hopelessly factionalised. But, the important achievement of Panchayati Raj is that a beginning has been made. The old village headman can no longer take power for granted. The constitutional amendment let loose new forces of liberation, that are empowering the Indian villager. 

In this devolution of power, we seem to be returning, curiously enough, to the India of the centuries—to Mahatma Gandhi’s vision of an India made up of autonomously-governed villages. In the past, no matter who ruled in Delhi—whether it was the centralised empires of the Mauryas, the Guptas, the Mughals, or the anarchy of a thousand local rajas and nawabs--the ordinary Indian’s life had begun and ended in the village. Now, again, authority has come closer to the individual, affording him or her more political and economic influence. In this way, the individual is more able to take charge of his or her life – and this is liberation. 

Economic liberation

Economically, it was the age of globalisation and liberalisation. With the collapse of communism, the big debate of the 20th century was settled, for the time being at least. The Market had decisively won over Socialism. The power to take decisions was visibly shifting from bureaucrats of the Licence Raj to the market. Any young person, with ambition and skills, could start an enterprise without having to grovel for a licence. Globalisation was opening our doors and letting foreign winds blow through our house. This, too, seemed right, for the continuity of our civilisation rested on our remarkable ability to absorb foreign influences and to transform them into something that belonged to us. True, there were many voices of swadeshi in the 1990s among the RSS, the communists and the Bombay Club, but they were fighting a losing battle and would eventually get smothered by the voices of openness. One of them was the ubiquitous, yellow STD/ISD sign in our villages, which symbolised the benign influence of the global communications revolution.

Such was our optimism in the early days following the 1991 reforms that many thought that our moment in history had finally arrived. They felt that we had the same sense of possibilities that our parents did in the early fifties. We believed that by dismantling the old socialist institutions we would be economically free and eventually overcome our degrading poverty as the West had in the past two hundred years and East Asia in the second half of the 20th century. We began to look forward to the day, perhaps at the end of the first quarter of the 21st century when half the country would turn middle class.

Ten years later this mood has turned sober, as the reforms are stuck and the economy has slowed. After growing at 6.8 percent a year for five years after the reforms, it had slowed down to 5.8 percent in the last four years of the decade. Something had clearly gone wrong. Had we been over-optimistic? Were the new ideas in themselves wrong? As the decade wore on, we realised that more and more people were being converted to the idea that we needed to enhance the sphere of individual freedom at the state’s expense; dismantle the socialist institutions of “licence and inspector raj” and re-focus the state towards its basic functions of governance and building human capital. 

Some argued that globalisation curtailed individual freedom because it gave effective power to large multinational monopolies that had the resources to exploit global markets. Globalisation’s defenders rebutted this argument, saying that globalisation would lower barriers to trade and investment and the Indian consumer would finally have choice. The test was in the bazaar and here the Indian consumer began to see visible improvements in the quality of products and in declining prices under the pressure of competition, and her real problem was to choose from a dozen offerings of Indian and foreign companies. 

Social liberation
Socially, the mood of the lowborn became more defiant in the nineties. The Dalits and the backward castes had been rising everywhere through the ballot box since the fifties, but this tendency accelerated in the nineties, especially in the north, and it assumed the proportions of a social revolution. The south, of course, had experienced its revolution many decades before—hence, it is more advanced socially than the north. The leaders of the backward castes like Laloo Prasad in Bihar and Mayavati in U.P., who came to power in the 1990s, may have followed some bizarre policies, but they gave their people a new self-esteem. There was a definite change in the electoral arithmetic in the large Hindi speaking Gangetic states and it became difficult to predict political outcomes. Although the better off Dalits and backward castes were the main beneficiaries of reservations and affirmative action, caste discrimination could no longer be taken for granted. 

Census 2000 brought the news of significant gains in education as national literacy figures for the decade rose from 52 to 65 percent. The biggest gains were reported from the backward social groups and the most backward states. Although their leaders did not articulate it, parents of the lowborn began to realise that their best ally was education. They continued to complain throughout the decade, but their temper reflected a more liberated and empowered worldview.

Mental liberation

The profoundest change occurred in the young. Their minds finally became de-colonised, and there was a new feeling of confidence in the air. Gone were many of our inhibitions and hang-ups. Economists and businessmen instinctively understand the value of confidence in entrepreneurial success and in creating a climate for investment. Historians also understand the power of self-confidence in national success, and they point to examples in Roman history and Japan’s success after the 1868 Meiji reforms. We began to observe the same thing in India during the nineties. 

I don’t think we know why this happened. Perhaps, it was the impact of television, especially with the advent of competitive cable TV. Perhaps, it was due to the reforms. What we did see was lots of young Indians moving about in all manner of new ways, with a “can do” attitude that didn’t need approval from others, especially from the West. People began to speak on these cable channels in a curious mixture of English and Hindi in a most relaxed manner--they called it “Hinglish”.  Pop stars like Daler Mehndi and A.R. Rehman displayed an exuberant nonchalance, as did the new young Bollywood heroes. So did new fiction writers in English, the designers of fashion clothes, the beauty queens and the cricket stars.

I travelled more than 10,000 km across the country in mid 1995—in cities, towns, and villages--meeting people from all walks of life, and in these travels I uncovered this new mindset. I noted a new confidence, as people believed that their children would be better off than they had been. It was particularly evident among business people and students, but many politicians, bureaucrats, trade unionists and housewives had also been infected. Even in their complaints I noticed a sense of urgency. 

Making money increasingly became a legitimate route to success and our earlier hypocrisy towards it began to disappear. It was a positive attitude and all sorts of unlikely people began to take risks with their savings, either by starting new businesses or on the stock market. There was a flowering of entrepreneurship now that one did not need a licence to get started. The discourse in India gradually began to shift from politics to economics. The business pages of newspapers became livelier. Chief ministers in the states scrambled for private investment. Judges became more even-handed in industrial disputes; they no longer assumed that capital must exploit labour. Many trade union leaders began to rethink their mission. 

A search for civic engagement

With the ascent of democratic capitalism, middle class Indians understood the importance of strengthening market institutions, but they were less clear about the place of a third type of institution, which claimed to meditate between the market and the state. This was a voluntary, philanthropic and non-government organisation (NGO) of civic engagement, which had begun to play an increasing role since the 1980s, and become the conduit for idealistic energies of the young. Literally hundreds of NGOs became embedded in local communities across the country, and reinforced the message of self-help, co-operation, and civic solidarity. They began to leave a strong mark in pockets on issues related to children, women and the environment. 

Community action was effective in influencing the way our forests are managed, for example. The movement spread from Gujarat, and NGO initiatives led to a new forest policy for the country, which ensures that local people participate in decisions related to managing their forests. An NGO in Bangalore began to issue “report cards” rating the services of government agencies. Public Affairs Centre assessed the quality and cost of citizens’ transactions with government departments. The Bangalore Development Authority, responsible for housing and other services, scored the lowest in one of the early report cards, with only one per cent of respondents “satisfied”. As a result, the authority director launched a major citizen-government initiative and made significant improvements.

As expected their best contributions came in education and health. Hundreds of NGOs had been running schools for decades, but the massive funding of primary education by the World Bank and the international agencies through the District Primary Education Program in the nineties brought new partnerships between government and NGOs. In some states like Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, NGOs worked in partnership with the state government to make children’s learning more relevant, “more joyful.” In Maharashtra researchers showed that successful schools depended less on the content of their curriculum or even the quality of teachers as they did on a broader fabric of supportive parents and community action. Overall however, state departments of education were too arrogant to take advantage of the opportunities offered by the NGOs. And as with any activity that comes into fashion, plenty of dubious NGOs also emerged, giving the word “NGO” a bad odour among some people.

What is wrong with our temper?

I began by observing that most Indians seemed to think that they lived in pretty dispirited times. What accounts for our low temper? Why is there a general feeling of malaise and that too at the beginning of a new century? It is a puzzle, all right. Here, we have experienced a veritable revolution in the 1990s in our political, economic, and social lives. Our minds are freer. Politically, we have been liberated from the rule of a single party, and power has begun to travel to the villages via “panchayati raj”. Economically, liberalisation has begun to free us from the heavy hand of bureaucrats and politicians. Socially, the lower castes have risen through the ballot box, and there is a palpable feeling of confidence among the backwards. Technologically, our educated young have found a new hope in IT.

Our day-to-day lives too have changed perceptibly. No one talks about inflation and shortages these days. Telephone services have gradually improved and we don’t need to bribe to get a railway berth as ticketing is computerised. Gone is our constant insecurity over foreign exchange and food grains. Neither are we hostage to the stiff news bulletins of Doordarshan. Nor do we run after the minister’s PA for a cooking gas connection. We have quietly accepted these changes and they have unthinkingly become a part of our lives. We have also had world-class performers to root for--Arundhati Roy, Vishwanath Anand, Amartaya Sen, not to mention our beauty queens. Even in the recent Afghanistan war, the world has noticed the exemplary behaviour of Indian Muslims, as Tom Friedman pointed out in the New York Times recently, and attributed it to our open democratic society (which allows a Muslim, Azim Premji, to become the richest Indian.) 

And yet, despite all this our national mood is down and out. Is it because we are in the midst of an economic slowdown? After the sensational years, 1993 to 1997--when economic growth averaged 6.8 per cent a year--the truth is that growth has slowed down. But we forget that despite being in severe slowdown, we remain one of the fastest growing large economies in the world.

The real culprit behind our malaise, I think, is the depressing state of day-to-day governance in the country. What blackens our day is that state electricity employees steal forty percent of the nation’s power. They don’t steal power in Bombay because distribution is in private hands; yet knowing this, we haven’t been able to privatise power distribution elsewhere. If only half this theft stopped there would be enough money to build new power plants. It costs more to ship goods from Delhi to Bombay than from Bombay to London because railways have failed to carry freight economically and honestly and truckers continue to be victims of poor roads and incessant delays and bribes at octroi and police posts. In U.P. and Bihar one third of the teachers don’t show up in village schools, and sixty percent of the contraceptives of the health ministry are stolen or misused. No one has calculated the cost of loss of trust in our system because judicial delays allow people to get away with “bounced” cheques.

Contributing to our unhappy mood is the loss of idealism and ideological certainties. We feel betrayed that Nehruvian socialism has led us into a ditch, and secularism has turned out to be hollow--out of tune with the people’s ethos and unable to stop the rise of Hindu nationalism. It is difficult, meanwhile, to feel enthusiastic about the market because the “invisible hand” is, in fact, invisible. The loss in today’s jobs is more obvious than tomorrow’s rewards that trickle down subtly. What we can see instead is the failure of our politicians to invest in education and health to build the capabilities of our young. So, maybe there is a reason for our low spirits.
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