




“Think India is Vinai Rai’s trumpet blast announcing the coming of a new economic superpower. His fascinating book is a must read for all Americans intrigued by the next wave of seismic economic change.”
—Professor Joshua Ronen, Stern School of Business, NYU
“In my fourteen years living and working in India with GE, I learned one big lesson. India is a confusing and difficult place to quickly enact change and make rapid progress. Vinay takes up the classic case of near and yet so far. India sees the goalpost but requires a Herculean leap to get there. This is a must-read for anyone who wants to better understand India.”
—Scott R. Bayman, president and CEO of GE India
“The twentieth century belonged to America, but the twenty-first century belongs to India. India has everything it takes to be the leading economy in the world. This book explains why…but more importantly, how America can prosper as India’s most important strategic partner.”
—Dr. Richard W. Oliver, CEO of American Sentinel University; board member of several U.S. companies; and author of seven books, including The Biotech Age: the Business of Biotech and How to Profit From It
“The astonishing growth of India over the past decade and her emergence on the global stage is an important phenomenon that is not yet widely studied or understood. Vinay Rai and Bill Simon provide a useful and accessible primer on the social, political, geopolitical, and economic landscape of India and look beyond the many challenges and contradictions of our country to reach an unabashedly optimistic assessment of the future.”
—Ravi Venkatesan, head of Microsoft Corporation (I) Pvt. Ltd.
“Provides thoughtful insights into many dimensions of this rapidly changing and important country, including Indian culture, business opportunities, government, legal system, religion, and customs.”
—Professor Paul L. Joskow, Elizabeth and James Killian Professor of Economics and Management Director, MIT Center for Energy and Environmental Policy Research
“Offers a unique insight into this powerful country’s spirit: the most affecting feature that characterizes India’s people, and in particular the young ones, is their trust in future, the courage and willingness to work for it. This book convincingly demonstrates that here, almost unexpectedly, imagination goes along with creative activity, dreamers become successful doers.”
—Yvette Biro, Ph.D., professor emeritus at New York University
“This book offers deep insights into how to understand India from one of the most successful and colorful businessmen around. If you can only read one book on India before you visit, this is definitely the one.”
—Paul A. Argenti, professor of corporate communication, the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth
“Provides brilliant insight into the economic explosion, which is transforming not only India but the world. This book should be mandatory reading not only for anyone doing business in India but for all of those who want to understand globalization and the future of the world’s economy.”
—Lee Bowes, Ph.D.; CEO of America Works
“India has awakened from its centuries-old slumber, heading toward becoming a global superpower. This excellent, beautifully written book presents the unfolding story that every American should know more about.”
—Steve Westly, former senior vice president of eBay; California state controller
“Vinay Rai, THINKer and philanthropist, shares his colorful, insightful perspective on his country. His generosity and international business savvy shape this excellent guide to India’s past, present and future.”
—Frederic Schwartz, architect of Chennai’s new air terminal and founder of the THINK team; and Tracey Hummer, art and architecture writer in New York
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and to my other half, America, always a great open friendly nation

where I spent my most beautiful years as a student.
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INTRODUCTION

Ask any American about India and chances are he’ll answer in one of three ways. He may describe a land crowded with the poor, sleeping on sidewalks and begging from tourists, or give his mystic vision of elephants, tigers, and the Taj Mahal. Or he might tell the sad story of a friend or neighbor who was cast off by his company when his department was outsourced to India.
But it’s almost sure he’d miss mentioning any of the startling, world-changing tales that this book unveils. There is a new India rising up, and it is going to change the world, from Bollywood to world financial markets, from IT to manufacturing, from services to design. People I meet around the world accept the myth of India as a mystical, poverty-stricken land in some remote corner of the globe. Yet in the India of today, activity in construction, in manufacturing, in innovation, abounds everywhere from large cities to small towns and rural villages. Every sector of the economy, without exception, is growing. And not just growing, but at startling rates that reach fifty to a hundred percent annually.
As an Indian businessman-turned-philanthropist, I have been not just a witness but a player in the extraordinary and unexpected recent history of this country, events that are catapulting India on a fast track from a third world nation to a world leader. (Yes, leader).
The explosive force of India on the move is already making itself felt on the international scene. Our gross domestic product, with the highest growth rate in the world after China, is predicted to make India the world’s number-three economic power within fifteen years. According to the January 2007 edition of the Goldman Sachs “BRICs Report” (BRICs meaning Brazil, Russia, India, and China), India will surpass the GDP of the United States by 2050. That shift, already rapidly under way—fueled by India’s youth, on the road to becoming the world’s largest population of young people, with a purchasing power that is soaring and with salaries much greater than those of their contemporaries in China—will make this vibrant group the largest potential customers worldwide for consumer goods and services.
I’m reminded of a comment I heard about Dallas, Texas, in the boom days of oil exploration—that you didn’t dare go to dinner with a banker unless you were prepared to let him loan your company money. That’s what it’s like in India today. Venture capital and investment capital from around the world are now chasing the Indian entrepreneur; companies and enterprising individuals with promising ideas don’t lack for funds.
For American businesses, India, instead of posing a threat, in fact offers remarkable new opportunities. Rather than a place to which the United States is losing jobs, India is unexpectedly emerging as a vital partner to the United States in creating the greener pastures of a new world economy.
America’s indomitable spirit to move ahead and its pioneer mentality that inspired the settling of the American West, the landing of men on the moon, and the exploration of Mars is now looking toward the Indian subcontinent as the new frontier. This new India, a vibrant, fast-moving, dynamic, innovative country, shares more qualities with America than any other nation on earth. Both countries honor liberal values of individual enterprise, freedom of expression, multiculturalism, and free markets. Both are democracies committed to a peaceful and prosperous world order through the unleashing of individual creativity. In many ways the world today belongs to the entrepreneurs, the innovators, the dreamers, and the wealth creators. In that, Americans are unbeatable…but so are the new young Indians.
And these aren’t the only reasons to “Think India” when you picture the next great superpower: India and not Japan, or Brazil, or the European Union, or even the country that most often pops to mind, China. India’s people—diverse, open, practical, innovative, and service-oriented—are the country’s real strength. Their creative energies, unleashed after hundreds of years of slavery and foreign rule, are driving modern India to new heights.
Think India paints a startling new image of economic advancement and potential as it unravels the great enigma that is India. With over seven thousand years of history and cultural diversity, Indians are quite a complex lot—a mixture of contrasting cultures rubbed together through centuries of contact, bonded by common spiritual threads, in tune with the wisdom of life and the art of well-being.
You cannot visit India today without sensing a nation on the move. A feeling of abundance and optimism combined with a belief in India’s destiny pervades all walks of life. India has all the resources—land, water, oil and gas, coal, minerals—and is driving forward to take its place among the leading nations of the world. It is already one of the fastest-growing markets for American products; by 2020 one-half of the world population of people under age twenty-five will be here in India! Their new spending power will make India the biggest cash-drawer worldwide for consumer goods and services.
I’m fortunate to have moved among the richest of the rich worldwide—at the World Economic Forums at Davos and elsewhere during my travels—and also among the poorest of the poor as a philanthropist in education. The emerging India I introduce you to in this book is viewed through the lens of my personal experiences in business and my interactions over so many years with leaders in politics, government, religion, and the corporate world.
Chapter 1 provides an overview of India today, followed by a chapter that lays out the amazing story of how a nation only lately recovered from being under the thumb of the Soviets came to be the home of an IT and outsourcing revolution that has spearheaded an economic growth almost unparalleled in the history of the world.
Chapter 3 looks at the glowing face of India’s finance capital, Mumbai, and the fairy tale of its bizarre growth. In Chapter 4, I explore how India’s seven-thousand-year history shapes the thinking and attitudes of Indians today. In Chapter 5, I examine the crucial role of India in the United States’ global “war on terror” and as an effective counterbalance to the growing threat of a potentially menacing China. The following chapter, “India’s Growing Global Muscle,” looks at the impact locally as India, for the first time in over a thousand years, struts on the global stage; I also lay out the reasons why it will be India, not China, that will become the foremost partner of American business. The Chinese see a business relationship in the short term, lasting only until it has served its purpose; the businesspeople of India want to form a relationship first and do business afterward—looking at the long term.
Before you deal with a stranger, you’d like to know something about his character; Chapter 7 unveils the paradoxes of the Indian personality—the nature of these multidimensional, multitasking, multiprocessing, highly innovative entrepreneurial minds. Chapter 8 turns to the incomparable landscape and peoples of India, which, after decades of being a destination only for the truly adventurous or spiritual, is now receiving swarms of tourists, business visitors, and, of all things, people looking for world-class but inexpensive medical procedures, from a new set of uppers, to open-heart surgery, to getting rid of wrinkles. Whatever the reason that draws them, most stay to take in the experiences and sights of this ancient civilization.
While the promise of India’s future seems unlimited, so does the magnitude of its problems. There are so very many poor that the resources to give them even a basic security of subsistence-level living stands as a mountainous challenge. In Chapter 9, I examine what India is doing today to solve the seemingly unsolvable.
The book concludes with a look at the India of tomorrow, sharing the thinking of strategists and planners from around the world of the day when India has economically drawn abreast of the United States.
For Americans, India as a new frontier carries the hope that mankind may truly be moving toward the dream of one world based upon the ideal of harmony—a world that recognizes the oneness of humanity and where religion no longer divides people, no longer serves as a justification for acts of violence and destruction in the name of God.
In today’s world, national boundaries remain only for the weak-hearted. The great seekers of wealth look beyond boundaries and nationalities.
India welcomes these seekers to its shores.


THINK INDIA

India is the only millionaire—the One land that all men desire to see, and having seen once, by even a glimpse, would not give that glimpse for all the shows of all the rest of the globe combined.
—Mark Twain, in Following the Equator
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CHAPTER 1
WELCOME TO INDIA

 
 
To the visitor rolling into Delhi just before dawn, the only visible landscape is fog-tangled trees and quiet shadows. The early morning mist, hanging like a soft shawl over crumbling fifteenth-century walls, lush gardens, and the white-domed tombs of long-ago sultans, magically blocks out eyesores.
Through its soft gauze the capital appears a placid, lost-in-time place where the romance of Kubla Khan, Kim, and the Koh-I-Noor diamond lives on. Those who set foot here may be lured by India’s glittering gems or software genius, pulled by couture fashions turning heads on runways or by ancient monuments and tales of genies and dervishes; they may arrive unveiling blueprints for new factories and drug research centers; they may head to mountaintop ashrams or check into hospitals to be nipped and tucked. But whether gazing out from bus windows or shaded limos, all who peer into the tranquil dawn that envelops the sleeping metropolis—where there’s little sign of life at this hour save for monkeys scrambling along high walls—have cause to wonder if they have slipped into an entirely different world.
Indeed, they have.
As the sun rises over this northern city of thirteen million that holds the government seat of the world’s largest democracy, it’s quickly obvious to visitors that they are caught in a reality warp where the only norm is extremes and every day is a blur of bright colors, nonstop honking, and drifting scents of curries, regularly punctuated by car wrecks and electrical blackouts. In a country with over one billion residents and a booming economy that is suddenly putting a million new cars on the road every year, India is home to what could be the world’s worst urban congestion as the people of this vibrant culture—now globally lauded for producing IT whizzes, engineers, scientists, authors, and economists—parade by its window.
One-quarter of the world’s poor live in India, and it is impossible to exist in the country without being constantly aware of the great divide of wealth among the people one passes on the street. Heaving trucks painted in screaming pinks and greens jostle for space with bicycle rickshaws and sputtering open-air three-wheeler taxis that zip past the occasional trumpeting elephant, perhaps even a sauntering camel or two with turbaned boys riding atop. Women in flowing scarves and brilliantly hued silk saris ride sidesaddle on the backs of motorcycles, weaving past sidewalk dentists stringing up their pliers, past roadside barbers hammering their mirrors onto trees for that day’s shaves, past office buildings with familiar logos such as IBM and GE. Toothpick-legged beggars run out at red lights to press their maimed toddlers against car windows, pointing at the child’s missing hands, which the parents themselves may have cut off. All of this can be seen on just a few miles of road through Delhi.
[image: image]
A few elephants join rush hour traffic in central Delhi. (Idris Ahmed)
Still, Indians rich or poor are largely a thoughtful, tranquil bunch who may reference the past life and the next one as casually as speaking of yesterday and tomorrow—reflecting the Hindu belief in Karma and Destiny, teachings that say our acts of today will be reflected in the next life and our acts of the past will define today’s life. These beliefs lend a sense of stability to every day in even the most trying of times. In microcosm, you can see examples of this on the roadways constantly: India could rightly be called “the land of the blaring horn”—trucks are even required to have painted on their rear panels the request for passing vehicles to BLOW HORN, but Indians are notorious honkers even without the invitation. Yet when traffic backs up, the cacophony quickly ceases as the drivers patiently wait for whatever caused this jam to be cleared up or sorted out.
Shocking, startling India—where one may easily experience the entire gamut of emotions from sheer bliss to horror in the course of an hour—is not one country but many Indias all locked into one geographical place. These diverse lands aren’t even bound to the same century, despite the calendar’s date: here, where the word bullish is tossed around by slick urban economists, futures analysts, and foreign investors plowing into this market, about a quarter of the country’s residents live in lean-tos or thatch huts where their entire fortunes may be invested in their plow-pulling bullocks.
While India is finalizing plans with the United States for sending a man to the moon, a villager’s concept of the universe doesn’t extend much beyond the forest where she spends half the day gathering twigs, carried back on her head as that night’s fuel; asked about what she thinks of the changes revolutionizing the country, she shrugs. “Is it changing? How would I know?”
It’s simply not possible to describe “average” or “normal” in this country: the landscape varies from swirling deserts to ice-capped mountains so forbidding they defy the building of roads; from the soft mountains of the Eastern Ghats, thick with teak trees and orchids, to the south’s flat, boulder-strewn Deccan Plateau that yields India’s diamonds and gold; from impenetrable jungles untouched by civilization to soft sand beaches bursting with tourist hotels.
Until 1947, there was no formal country of India, and even when occasionally united under assorted empires, the landmass was split into hundreds of kingdoms and principalities; as a result modern India is easily likened to Europe, with disparities between neighboring lands as vast as those between Germany and France—so different from the United States, with its homogeneous culture, unchanging even as you cross state lines. Disparities in India abound even in the spoken word: traveling the country, one encounters dozens of entirely different languages, in many cases written with different alphabets. It’s said in India that one need travel only fifty miles to uncover an entirely new world.
Across this country, where the officially outlawed caste system may still dictate one’s destiny from birth, traffic becomes the great equalizer, bringing the masses together in one shared concrete reality for miles at a time. It matters little if a person is a high-caste Brahmin or a Dalitan “untouchable” so low on the pole that until recently they wore bells to signal their arrival and could be killed for touching the water well—regardless of whether they’re one of the country’s over seventy thousand millionaires or the dozens of billionaires whose names top Forbes lists, or if they’re that quarter of the country that survives on less than a dollar a day, they’re all here on the road, often stuck in a traffic jam.
Every sixth person on earth resides in India, providing a vast, eager, youthful workforce that is a lure for foreign manufacturers drawn by new incentives—including low-tax zones—to set up factories here.
On the culture side, the country is churning out startlingly gifted scribes—Arundhati Roy (The God of Small Things), Kiran Desai (The Inheritance of Loss), and Salman Rushdie (Midnight’s Children) all took Britain’s prestigious Booker Prize; V. S. Naipaul and Amartya Sen won Nobels, and Vikram Chandra, Raj Kamal Jha, and Vikram Seth are but a few illustrating the Indian flair for English that is the legacy of the British Empire. On the flip side, four hundred million Indians—some say far more—can’t read any language whatsoever; a mere sixty-five percent of Indians are literate…and this in a country where the definition of literacy officially means nothing more than to be able to write your own name.
In this land that Europeans once called Hindustan, religion is another major hallmark of diversity. Eighty-one percent of the population are Hindus, but India is also home to some 140 million Muslims—the world’s largest Muslim population outside of Indonesia. Millions more are Sikhs, Buddhists, Jainists, Christians, or Zoroastrians. Hindus don’t eat beef, Muslims don’t eat pork, almost half of the population is entirely vegetarian, and peaceful Jainists won’t even eat root vegetables out of concern for the welfare of the plant.
Hindus and Buddhists embrace astrology, consulting the planets on matters from gem buying to weddings; Muslims and Sikhs shun it. Men in cities tend towards store-bought Western clothes, although in villages they may wear the printed wraps called loongi. While college students may be equally comfortable in jeans, many women, young and old, including those holding high positions in the corporate world, are often clad in saris or chic tunics with matching pants, and many still veil their heads when in the presence of elders. No wonder the country’s ethos is “Unity in diversity” and “Diversity in unity”—and those are more than PR lines.
It’s an understatement to say that India can be overwhelming: whether looking out onto the verdant terraced fields that tumble down from the Himalayas in the north, gasping at the incredible stone and tile artwork of an imposing eighth-century cliff-top fort perched over central India’s now-forgotten kingdom of Gwalior, or drinking in the breathtaking design of the Taj Mahal, it becomes quickly obvious that the only common thread here is complexity.

In 1991, when the Soviet Union, then India’s main trading partner, came crashing down, the Indian finance minister, who was a respected economist, made a controversial move that is now credited with saving India’s economy and boosting it to heights never dreamed of before. He daringly liberalized India, switching the economy’s design from a tightly closed socialist model in which the state owned most large enterprises, discouraged entrepreneurship, overregulated everything, and stifled foreign investment, to an economy that ran more on free market rules. He creaked open the door to foreign investment and encouraged India’s entrepreneurs to launch new businesses. Critics, led by the Communists and socialists, denounced the policies, but they’ve shut up now: since 1991, the GDP has doubled.
This rapid swelling of the economy has elicited more than expressions of surprise worldwide: it has also put more change into the pockets of Indians, whose per capita income has been increasing between four and five percent a year. There are now more Indian millionaires than British millionaires. With figures showing that Indians are spending billions for luxury goods, high-end retailers such as Cartier and Gucci are hightailing it to India to set up shop in five-star hotels or swanky new shopping centers.
According to Forbes, the richest forty people in India had a collective worth of over $61 billion in 2004; by 2007—this time for only 36 people—the figure had jumped to a startling $191 billion. Another result of the explosive economic growth: the rise of a middle class—some estimates put the number as high as three hundred million—each member boasting disposable income, virgin credit cards, and a hankering for shopping malls.
India’s huge parallel economy—money or assets that are not declared or on which no taxes are paid, termed the black economy—means that the official figures greatly understate the reality. Rumor has it that just taking into account the real value of the houses and property Indians own in India and abroad would easily add a few million millionaires, and a few hundred billionaires. These numbers alone boggle the mind.
In geopolitics, India has overnight soared in stature from “nuclear delinquent” to strategic political, military, and economic partner; the same G-8 countries that wagged their fingers earlier are now hailing India as a responsible nuclear power and stumbling over each other in a race to supply India’s nuclear fuel to electrify her countryside. The benchmark year was 2006: President George W. Bush, former president Bill Clinton, French president Jacques Chirac, Russian president Vladimir Putin, Saudi king Abdullah, China’s premier, and the president of Austria all touched down in Delhi—which was busy making a gas deal with Iran, an oil exploration deal with China, and a nuclear energy deal with the United States. The visits of these political glitterati beamed the spotlight on India as they lauded her unleashed potential, intellectual leaders, and efforts to address the country’s staggering poverty, while heartily welcoming the country into the close-knit club of international hotshots.
The press forgot China for months: India snagged the covers of hundreds of international magazines—Time, Newsweek, The Economist, National Geographic Traveler, even design magazine Wallpaper. With the media now on “India Watch,” the country once synonymous with fly-covered children and Mother Teresa is consistently snatching top headlines, this time cast as an innovator and rising star.
“Our two great democracies,” announced President George W. Bush during his landmark visit in March 2006, “are now united by opportunities that can lift our people, and by threats that can bring down all our progress. The United States and India, separated by half the globe, are closer than ever before, and the partnership between our free nations has the power to transform the world.” As he left, the president vowed to pressure Congress to loosen any restrictions that impeded the country’s new friendship, burgeoning trade, and growing ties in defense.
The U.S.-India alliance is in part a military extension of the U.S. led “war on terror”: since 2002, the two countries have been running extensive joint military exercises—from fleet maneuvers in the Indian Ocean to coordinated air force drills in the mountainous terrains of Alaska and India. The other aspect of that partnership is economic: while Indian companies hope to elevate their global presence, American companies want to cash in on the growing consumer market as well as the massive projects of electrifying the country and building nuclear power plants. General Electric alone is forecasting that its business in India could top $3 billion in 2007.
Another potentially loud clinking in American piggybanks comes from an ongoing revamp of India’s military arsenal. India is shopping for 120 fighter planes—and Lockheed Martin and Boeing (which recently sold $11 billion worth of aircraft to Air India) are elbowing each other to land that multibillion-dollar deal, the biggest of the century.
As I’ll show in more detail, this partnering likely has political motives as well, as a means by which both countries can counterbalance China’s growing economic and military might. Nobody in either government has yet explicitly acknowledged this motive, but the logic is clear.
“The new alliance between the U.S. and India,” says Ron Somers, who heads the influential U.S.-Indian Business Council that brings together two hundred of the top American and Indian companies, “is going to change the face of the twenty-first century.” For starters, it looks to bring a lot more cash into both countries’ economies; Somers has predicted that doing business in India will pour over a trillion dollars into American business coffers by 2025.
Yet another bond between the two countries is the “Indian diaspora,” the overseas pilgrimage of scientists, engineers, academicians, physicians, and other professionals. Locally called NRIs, for “nonresident Indians,” about a million of these voyagers live in the U.S. alone, many as creators or leaders of young companies. A growing political force, the hard-lobbying NRIs in the United States helped trigger the two governments to form the new U.S.-India alliance.
Indians abroad have unleashed revolutionary new inventions (the creation of the famous Pentium chip by Vinod Dahm and the invention of Hotmail by Sabeer Bhatia are but two). They also send back billions to India—over $23 billion in 2007, representing an astounding three percent of the country’s GDP—and they are crucial in founding new enterprises in India as well as outsourcing work to India.
But for all the optimism, the plans in the works, the excitement, India’s economic surge and rising global stature haven’t yet reached the millions of villagers whose only water, pumped from the communal spigot, is usually polluted, and whose shabby crops don’t yield enough to sustain them. As we shall see in some detail, the problems of the rural poor represent some of the gravest challenges for the Indian government and society, a need being addressed on many fronts yet leaving much still to be done.
Beneath all the too-obvious problems and causes for concern, a certain quiet but strong sense of happiness and belief in the future pervades India and Indians—a sentiment that Westerners may find perplexing. Give even a wealthy man a simple dish of spicy lentils and a stack of the rounds of soft, puffy bread known as poori and he delves in with relish, philosophizing about the importance of experiencing joy in everyday life.
As India moves toward being accepted as a major player among the world’s nations, the people of the country are changing their outlook. A group president of the telecom giant Reliance, Tony Jesudasan, who previously worked at the U.S. Embassy in Delhi, describes the shift by saying, “Twenty years ago, everybody wanted to get out of India. The upper class and the upper middle class all sent their kids abroad to be educated.” But, Jesudasan says, “you don’t see that so much anymore. And in the old days, when I talked to kids, they always wanted to know how they could get a U.S. visa, even if that meant becoming a cabdriver in New York or working at a pizza place. That’s changing. Now people want to stay in India. There are jobs here.”
In a reversal that would have been unthinkable just a decade or two ago, Indians living abroad are returning, in what some of the locals have taken to calling a “reverse brain drain.” Indian scientists, doctors, engineers, and managers are coming back to the country. The mood is buoyant, in the cities at least, where there’s an elation that is almost palpable.
The confidence and dynamism of the Indian people is compelling. The foreigner who steps on Indian soil cannot but be amazed by the level of activity, the sheer dynamism of a nation on the move.
“People used to say that we were doomed,” says Jesudasan, “that it was the fate of India to be poor and starving and devastated by droughts and floods. People believed that was India’s destiny, our Karma. Now you don’t hear the negative words, only a great confidence about the future. The new generation lives in the firm belief that the best is yet to come.”
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