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The book Chalta Hai India is a very compelling and essential reading. A well-researched book that is imperative for India. The author, Alpesh, makes every reader think for bringing in an attitudinal change for a better India.

—Dr Kiran Bedi

Hon’ble Lieutenant Governor of Puducherry

This is a very well-written book that makes you think. As citizens, we take things for granted—the business-as-usual scenario, what Alpesh Patel calls the Chalta Hai (CH) attitude. There are several examples he uses to illustrate the CH syndrome. You do not have to agree with every word he writes, as long as it makes you think. India cannot afford to remain a CH nation and citizens have to be instrumental in bringing about change. This is precisely what the Prime Minister has in mind.

—Bibek Debroy

Chairman, Economic Advisory Council to the

Prime Minister, and Member, NITI Aayog

Alpesh has written an important and original book requiring excellent analytical skills and courage. We need to start a movement to shake our youth out of this comfort with mediocrity.

—Rajiv Malhotra

Eminent author and public intellectual

In this readable treatise, Alpesh succinctly brings out the unpleasant fact that inadequacy is often tolerated and accepted in India. Deeply researched and rich in thought-provoking arguments, this book is a must-read for all those who want to see India in a better shape. Sure to inspire a nationwide debate on ‘Chalta Hai in India’.

—GN Bajpai

Former Chairman, SEBI and LIC

Alpesh’s book holds up the mirror to the unique Indian quirk of ‘Chalta Hai’. He employs different styles—that of a psychologist deciphering drivers of human behaviour, of an engineer probing a phenomenon, and of a storyteller throwing interesting anecdotes—and makes us pause and think. An eminently readable book.

—Sudhir Pai

CEO, Magicbricks
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FOREWORD

At the time when Britishers came to India, our contribution to the international trade was around 23 to 25 per cent. They came with a motive and fulfilled it. But what happened since independence in the past seven decades is our own making, and we cannot hold them responsible for the same. Nor is it our politicians’ fault alone; it’s ours too and of our ‘Chalta Hai’ attitude.

In every walk of life, whenever we find something wrong somewhere, we almost always think ‘Mujhe kya?’; someone else will fix it. And we forget that we are also a part of the overall society. When we expect governments to do everything for us, the cost is too high. It’s time we pause and ask ourselves, ‘Why would we want an expensive solution?’

Along with the Chalta Hai syndrome, another syndrome that must bother the nation is ‘Mujhe kya?’ Today, many cases of deaths in road accidents happen because the patient does not get immediate medication as often bystanders don’t bother calling the helpline on time. Why is that? Because often we think, ‘Mujhe kya!’ But, we were not always like this; we were a nation which had always worked for others.

Not just in the fields of infrastructure, sports, education, films, and manufacturing, but in almost all sectors we haven’t reached where we should’ve, and the prime reason for that is our Chalta Hai attitude. You’ll find detailed examples proving this point in the first few chapters of this book.

Alpesh has cited various examples from 1500 BC till date to explain that we didn’t always have a Chalta Hai attitude. In our long civilisational history spanning thousands of years, we’ve developed this attitude only in the recent history of a few hundred years. In the latter part of the book, Alpesh has referred to incidents where invaders overpowered us using devious means as cases of Chalta Hai attitude. Yes, the invaders backstabbed us, but not because we possessed a Chalta Hai attitude, but because we perceived others from the perspective of dharmic values that we strived to live by. Bharat has been a land of dharma from time immemorial, and so we expected that the invaders and our neighbours too will uphold similar values. Here, I am not referring to dharma as a religion, as it is understood nowadays but dharma as righteousness. The great civilisation that we are, we have considered power not as might but as something that makes one reasonable and just even when one has the might to not be. Alpesh has elaborated this at various places in the latter chapters.

I have always told everyone, ‘Never take NO for an answer’, and I deeply believe that until you accept failure, you haven’t failed. You fail or you give up when you think that you’ve failed or when you’ve accepted that things can’t change anymore. But if you don’t accept it as a failure then you’ll keep trying.

India ‘wants’ to achieve the greatest heights and India ‘will’ achieve such heights. But the attribute separating our ‘want’ and surety of ‘will’ is (lack of) our WILL (willpower), which is deficient because of our Chalta Hai attitude.

We meet many people who offer suggestions that we must do this, we must do that. Okay! ‘We’ need to do so much, but what will ‘you’ do? I firmly believe in teamwork but even in a team, every individual has to play his/her part, and if one fails to do so, the team will suffer. Hence, it shouldn’t be just ‘We should do this’, but also, ‘I will do that’, and that’s how the Chalta Hai attitude will end —by taking accountability on ourselves. Even our scriptures have specifically stressed on what ‘I’ ought to do as an individual. We are responsible and accountable for our own karma and also the fala of our karma, and not anyone else. Like charity, even karma begins at home, at an individual level.

Yes, we’ll get rid of Chalta Hai; yes, we’ll have the India of our dreams; yes, we’ll achieve everything that we should with the capacity that we have. But I insist, this will only happen when ‘we’ becomes ‘I’. Chalega?

—Shri Subhash Chandra

Member of Parliament, Rajya Sabha


PREFACE

The Rising Chants of Chalta Hai

‘Theek hai?’ (Is that all right?)

Former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh was caught confirming with the crew at the end of his television speech in December 2012. Ironically, the PM’s comment ‘Theek hai’ was mistakenly retained in his speech which was in response to the Nirbhaya rape case in Delhi at a time when the general mood across the country was that ‘nothing was well’. In a few hours, #theekhai was trending on Twitter worldwide. A compulsively silent PM’s decision to speak on television to calm the nation had resulted in more outrage!

The United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government’s 2009–2014 term brings back the memories of widespread negativity amidst accusations of multiple scams (Adarsh, 2G and Coal), mismanaged Commonwealth Games and a sense of inaction. But what struck me the most about that period was a spike in use of the phrase Chalta Hai (Let it be, it’s okay) on social media, television studios and in newspapers. ‘What is the worst form of Chalta Hai attitude you have experienced? Share your story’ tweeted TimesNow news channel. NDTV ran a debate titled ‘Molestation Chalta Hai?’1 questioning the ill-treatment of women on the streets. Devdutt Pattanaik, the mythology expert, too addressed the subject of Chalta Hai attitude in the corporate world on a television show titled ‘Business Sutra’. Reflecting on the Commonwealth Games mismanagement, Asha Bhosale tweeted, ‘CWG will also become a recipient of great Indian phrase. Sab chalta hai, chalne do. Aage badho bhai. Idhar sochne ka time nahi hai.’2 (Everything is okay, let it continue. Move on. Who has the time to think?) The phrase Chalta Hai appeared in a court’s statement too. ‘The Sab Chalta Hai syndrome has led us to the present situation, where nothing moves without an illegal consideration (a bribe),’ the judge noted in April 2012 when sentencing former Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) President Bangaru Laxman to four years in jail for taking a bribe.3 Some political leaders even inappropriately used the phrase. Responding to a query on why three train accidents had occurred in a span of just fifteen days, Union Minister of State for Railways KH Muniyappa said, ‘Jahan 63,000 km track ho aur 10,000 gadian chalti hon, wahan ek-do accident chalta rehta hai’4 (One or two accidents are not a big deal in a country with over 10,000 trains and 63,000 km of track). Business leaders too cautioned against the Chalta Hai attitude. Reacting to the union budget 2013, Narayana Murthy said, ‘The reality is simply that the CEOs in India have a lot of hassles with the government... The whole system itself is attuned to apathy, inaction, postponement and “Chalta Hai” attitude.’5

Well, in 2014 the UPA government was voted out but the term Chalta Hai continued to be in currency–after all the ‘it’s okay’ attitude isn’t limited to a government or its single tenure. Soon after over one hundred kids had died in a Gorakhpur hospital, addressing the nation from the Red Fort on 15 August 2017, PM Modi said, ‘We have to leave this “Chalta Hai” attitude. We have to think of “Badal sakta hai” (change can happen).’6

What is CH?

So what exactly is this Chalta Hai, which is often being blamed for mismanagement, underperformance and corruption in this country? The phrase Chalta Hai represents attitudes like ‘It’s okay’, ‘Take it easy’, ‘Let it be’, ‘This is good enough’, ‘But what can I do?’ or ‘I don’t care’. The phrase reflects traits of complacency, taking shortcuts, accommodating, giving up, resigning, or apathy. It means being complacent about rail accidents by saying, ‘Chalta Hai (It’s okay), in a big country, a few accidents every month are okay.’ It is about companies taking shortcuts on quality standards and producing copycat shoes and watches saying, ‘Chalta Hai (This is good enough), people will still buy them.’ It is about allowing slums to mushroom in every street of a metro city saying, ‘Chalta Hai (Let it be), where will the poor go?’ Or it is about offering bribes in government offices to speed up the movement of files saying, ‘Chalta Hai (What can I alone do), I don’t have time to fight corruption.’ We notice numerous such examples of CH attitude around us and what binds all of them is ‘inaction’—tendency to let the things be the way they are, accepting inferiority and not striving to make a difference.

Why a Book on CH?

Why so many accomplished leaders, business tycoons, sportspersons and legal experts accuse CH attitude of all the evils in India? It makes us wonder if CH attitude is one of the main villains responsible for India not growing to its true potential and remaining a developing nation for decades. India’s growth has been slower than most Asian countries which were at the same stage as us four decades back but have since raced ahead of us. In 1950, India and China’s share of global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was almost the same (at about 4–5 per cent), but by 2015 China’s share of global GDP shot up to sixteen per cent compared to India’s seven per cent.7 Between 1970 and 2015, Asian miracle countries like Indonesia, Thailand, South Korea and Malaysia multiplied their GDP per capita by a whopping thirty to ninety times while India multiplied it by just about fourteen times.8 Our slow growth is often attributed to corruption, poverty, dysfunctional systems and politicians and many detailed studies have been conducted on these aspects. But what about the CH attitude? Chants against CH keep rising, but there hasn’t been much analysis on what exactly CH is, how serious the issue is and what the impact of it is. A few years back when chants of CH were at the peak, I felt it was time we took the phrase seriously and studied it in greater detail. I took up this challenge and after five years of labour, the output was this book.

To research on CH, when I met people from across the spectrum—entrepreneurs, professionals, students, teachers, young and old—debates often got heated and tempers rose. If the sceptics on one side swore that Chalta Hai is a widespread cancer, proud Indians discounted the existence of significant CH in the country. If the sceptics pointed at the garbage in towns and the poor education system which churned out unemployable graduates, the proud ones highlighted India’s early mastery in town planning in Harappan cities and reminded of globally successful Indians like Indra Nooyi, Sundar Pichai and Satya Nadella to prove that we aren’t a CH nation. Weeks of noisy deliberations only offered superficial judgements and I realised that I needed to go beyond anecdotes and examples to understand the beast called CH. To measure CH more objectively and extensively, I decided to dive deep into four key sectors (or fields)—Education, Road transport, Films and Sports—and analyse India’s performance vis-à-vis comparable countries since Independence. I chose these four sectors because they have the involvement of all the key stakeholders (that is, the government, private sector and common people) and they cover both the types of fields—where India had traditional strengths (films and education) as well as where we have been weak (roads and sports). Also, these four fields involve and affect the masses and thus represent the behaviour of most Indians. It turned out that the inferences about Chalta Hai derived from studying these four fields were very similar and consistent and it was clear that analysing other areas like healthcare, agriculture, defence or financial services would offer similar conclusions. After a gruelling but exciting journey, I managed to find answers to the following five questions which I address through this book.

How Much CH Really Exists?

Measuring the prevalence of CH in India isn’t easy because we are a country of contrasts and everything one can rightly say about India, the opposite is also true. We have Asia’s cleanest village in Meghalaya, but most of our cities are dirty. An Indian school in Uttar Pradesh holds the Guinness record for being the world’s largest school, but millions of our kids remain out of schools. We have the world’s most dense road network but we also have the world’s highest road accident-related deaths. Our scientists succeeded in Mars mission in the first attempt, but we struggle to manufacture defence weapons domestically. While we have people with ‘It’s okay’, ‘Let it be’, ‘Nothing will change here’ or ‘Chalta Hai’ attitude, we also have the likes of Dr APJ Abdul Kalam, Dhirubhai Ambani, Mahendra Singh Dhoni, Dr Subhash Chandra and Narayana Murthy who overcame all odds and made India proud. The other challenge is, how to judge if CH is the cause or the effect? Are systems bad because people apathetically say Chalta Hai (Who cares!) or have people turned apathetic because the dysfunctional systems have failed them?

There was, therefore, a need for an ‘exhaustive’ and ‘objective’ method of measuring CH. The deep dive into four diverse fields ensured that the measurement was ‘exhaustive’. To achieve ‘objectivity’ in assessment, I chose to stay focused on evaluating three specific aspects. Firstly, the speed at which things change in India (slow change means higher CH). Secondly, India’s standing in comparison to international benchmarks and thirdly, the amount of pressure common people exert demanding change. The conclusion about the prevalence of CH in India covered in chapter six (‘So How Big is CH in India?’) and chapter seven (‘The Nature of CH’) is unambiguously conclusive and in some ways quite revealing.

What is the CH Impact on India?

How significant is the price we are paying for CH attitude? The ‘It’s okay’ and ‘Let it be’ attitude in our education system is forcing lakhs of young Indians to go abroad for pursuing further studies resulting in a loss of foreign currency and brain drain. The CH attitude of ministries and bureaucracy is breeding opaque policies and lethargic processes resulting in low foreign investments and missed growth opportunities. The collective CH attitude of traffic police, transport ministry and drivers is resulting in the highest number of road accidents in the world. CH is propagating a culture of employing non-scalable, quick-fix solutions—the culture of jugaad. While we won’t quantify the impact of CH, we will explore the link between CH and missed opportunities, the low competitive advantage and the slow rate of development in India.

Is CH Unique to India?

‘We have a Chalta Hai attitude towards rapes. India is the rape capital of the world…,’ declared a panellist on a television news channel in 2014. Many would have agreed with this then but in 2017, when Harvey Weinstein and a number of big Hollywood names were accused of sexual assaults, it didn’t look like a uniquely Indian epidemic. ‘Happens only in India’ syndrome often exaggerates the extent of CH in India and veils the fact that CH exists in all countries. The US has taken a ‘Let it be’ or ‘This is okay’ approach on issues such as gun violence, racism, sexual exploitation in college campuses, poor access to healthcare and high capital punishment rates. CH exists in all countries, though in different ‘forms’ and ‘quantum’ compared to India. The book aims to assess CH only in India, but we will see that CH isn’t unique to India.

Why Does CH Exist in India?

Why is it that the Indian Railways believes ‘it’s okay’ for trains to get delayed by fifteen minutes whereas, in Japan, train delay by a minute is so rare that it becomes big news? What makes the Japanese and German workers follow stringent production standards whereas for the Indian staff ‘good enough is enough’ and jugaad is the ultimate panacea? If India was once a cradle of the great Harappan civilisation and commanded over 25 per cent of world trade, then when did CH creep in? Or did CH exist even then? Simple
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