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With a few notable exceptions, India’s formal public institutions have attracted relatively 

little systematic attention. The edited collection Rethinking public institutions in India, 

along with its predecessor (Kapur & Mehta, 2005), aims to correct this. It seeks both to 

analyse how state institutions have shaped—or just as often undermined—India’s dramatic 

recent socioeconomic transformations, and to analyse them as complex organizations in 

their own right.  

 In their bold introduction, the editors diagnose a huge gap between India’s 

governance capacity and the developmental challenges and popular aspirations of the 

twenty-first century. The eleven substantive chapters that follow bring together leading 

scholars and practitioners to examine key governance institutions. These the editors 

broadly group into four clusters, admitting at the outset their pragmatic concentration on 

the federal rather than subnational level. The first three chapters explore institutions of 

oversight and restraint: the presidency, Parliament, and the Supreme Court. The second set 

analyse economic institutions, including the Reserve Bank of India, expenditure 

governance institutions (like NITI Aayog, thinktank-style heir to the Planning 

Commission), and new infrastructure regulatory agencies. A pair of chapters examine 

institutions of internal and external accountability, while the final three consider 

‘institutions of implementation’: the civil service (or rather the tiny elite Indian 

Administrative Service), the Election Commission, and local government institutions. 

Building on the introduction, more thematically organized chapters would have been 

useful to draw together crosscutting threads, but a wealth of conclusions emerge 

nonetheless.  

 In these accounts the central executive appears both too powerful and not 

powerful enough. Control is overly centralized in the hands of ministers, even as decision-

making on key issues like energy is fragmented between multiple ministries and agencies 

with legally ambiguous mandates. This crowds out useful dissent and exacerbates 

coordination dilemmas and turf wars. The Planning Commission struggled to exert 
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discipline, Nirvikar Singh’s chapter notes, especially as centrally sponsored schemes under 

individual line ministries grew. Several chapters accordingly call for devolution, cautiously 

welcoming the recent move to allocate greater resources to the states under the slogan of 

‘cooperative federalism’. This push has not been matched by political or fiscal 

decentralization to local governments, as an impassioned chapter by T.R. Raghunandan 

shows, a shift unlikely to be welcomed given the centralized structures of Indian political 

parties and state administrations.  

If many institutions are too centralized, they have simultaneously been hollowed 

out. India’s purportedly bloated state is in fact small in comparison with the country’s 

huge population. In their comprehensive review of the Indian Administrative Service, K.P. 

Krishnan and T.V. Somanathan show that vacancies stood at 29 percent of its authorized 

strength by 2012, and are especially striking in several poorer states (alongside 

Maharashtra and Gujarat, interestingly). The Central Bureau of Investigation and Central 

Vigilance Commission, key agencies of internal accountability, remain toothless. So many 

retired bureaucrats man regulatory agencies that Navroz Dubash labels them ‘the 

vanguard of a “sinecure state”’ (p. 248). At the base of such institutional failures lies 

‘perhaps the most disturbing of trends present in nearly all chapters’: political interference 

(p. 25). E. Sridharan and Milan Vaishnav warn that even the Election Commission, India’s 

great success story of institutional independence and regulatory innovation, may not prove 

immune. 

These problems of coordination, personnel, and politicization are exacerbated by a 

crisis of legitimacy. Sitting ever fewer hours, and with opaque procedures and the anti-

defection law eroding its members’ representative link with their constituents, Parliament 

clearly lacks credibility as an institution of oversight. Instead, new pressures for 

accountability have arisen from below. Popular anti-corruption movements, social audits, 

and the Right to Information Act of 2005 have ‘completely upended the knowledge 

relationship between state and society’ (p. 28).  

Other institutions have stepped into the breach. The hyperactive Supreme Court 

has increasingly become a political institution that attempts to forge compromises between 

interests rather than aiming at doctrinal coherence, Madhav Khosla and Ananth 

Padmanabhan argue, a role forced on it by the dysfunction of other state agencies and 

their weak enforcement capacity. The Comptroller and Auditor General has taken on a 

newly combative stance via the media, as the 2G and ‘Coalgate’ scandals showed, even if 
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its ability to carry out more ambitious performance audits lags. Abandoning their 

technocratic origin myth, Dubash’s infrastructure regulators may flourish in a broader 

‘regulatory space’ that embraces public and judicial participation. As this suggests, the 

strongest chapters take seriously the editors’ mandate to consider ‘how institutions 

actually work’ within the wider political and institutional ecosystem (p. 2).  

 The collection has a second, explicitly normative goal: to help strengthen the 

Indian state and adapt it for twenty-first-century challenges. The authors are clear-sighted 

enough to reject sweeping institutional overhauls as a realistic solution in favour of 

incremental suggestions, many of them eminently sensible and modest. Unfortunately, this 

can make for somewhat tedious and technical reading, and the emphasis on formal-legal 

characteristics may frustrate political scientists more interested in ‘how institutions 

actually work’ within India’s wider political economy. Some chapters would have benefited 

from a more ruthless editorial hand, especially where they duplicate basic descriptive 

material covered in the 2005 volume, and the time horizons over which they consider 

institutional change vary widely. Nonetheless, together they amount to a valuable resource 

upon which more theoretically ambitious future contributions can draw. 

In the earlier collection, Kapur and Mehta posited that the resilience of India’s 

institutions over the last seventy years was also the source of their greatest dysfunction. 

Today the challenge is to transform ‘“old order” institutions’—secretive, hierarchical, and 

discretion-loving—into a more receptive, democratic, and capable state while maintaining 

formal stability (p. 27). This, as the editors remind us grimly, ‘is not a matter of choice, but 

of survival’ (p. 32). The chapters here hardly inspire unwavering confidence in the 

outcome, but they illuminate a whole host of institutional maladies and experiments 

deserving greater scholarly attention.  
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