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hen the Aam Aadmi Party
came to power in Delhi in
2015, they set out to reform

the nature of service provision in Delhi.
With promises across electricity, water
(“bijli, paani”), and other basic services,
their platform envisioned a new form
of citizen-state relations within Delhi,
in which individuals could approach
and make demands of the state, not as
supplicants, but as democratically em-
powered citizens. The party came to
power at the same time as an education
reform movement, motivated through
the implementation of a number of
randomized control trials (RCTs) in
India and centered, in part, at the Re-
search on Improving Systems of Educa-
tion (RISE) programme, was coalescing
around a set of “best practices” in edu-
cation reform.

Yamini Aiyar’s Lessons in State
Capacity from Delhis Schools covers
these joint reform moments in Indian
governance and global education poli-
cy and asks a fundamental question for
scholars of comparative politics, bu-
reaucratic politics, Indian politics, and
education policy: How can politicians
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reshape deeply ingrained bureaucrat-
ic cultures to be high-performing and
mission driven? Aiyar’s careful answer
manages to seamlessly combine years of
deeply engaged fieldwork in Delhi and
decades of experience researching the
bureaucracy more broadly with litera-
tures in political science, public admin-
istration, development economics, and
education.

The book examines one partic-
ular reform effort undertaken by the
Delhi Government in its schools, the
Chunauti scheme.! Rather than a pro-
gram evaluation, the book is a study
of an attempt to change bureaucratic
culture—the particular policy is mere-
ly the case through which we observe
efforts to shift bureaucratic norms. The
reform was based on the idea of “Teach-
ing at the Right Level,” an intervention
that has now become a global best prac-
tice of “what works” for improving edu-
cation. To do so, Aiyar argues, reform-
ers tried to reshape the “grammar” of
schooling through how the purpose of
education was communicated to front-
line functionaries. Reforms fail, are
resisted, and succeed in “interstitial”
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spaces where bureaucrats can effective-
ly bend the rules to serve a high-capac-
ity mission (p. 185).

The book advances its argument
in two parts. The first half of the book
brings the global debate on state capaci-
ty and the politics of the bureaucracy to
the Indian context. It moves seamlessly
between theory in public administra-
tion and political science and fieldwork
conducted by the author in Bihar and
Delhi to provide an account of the sta-
tus-quo bureaucratic culture within
the Indian state. The second half of the
book provides an in-depth ethnograph-
ic study of state capacity applied to one
sector, reform moment, and state at a
particular moment in time. Fieldwork
for the book was conducted between
2016 and 2023, with most of the eth-
nographic work conducted prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic and two surveys
that spanned the school shutdowns be-
cause of the pandemic. This part of the
book zeroes in on the implementation of
the Chunauti scheme in Delhi schools.
The book raises two tensions that loose-
ly track the two parts of the book, but
whose tensions raises larger questions
for students of comparative and Indian
politics, the politics of the bureaucracy,
and comparative and international ed-
ucation on where we look to for ideas
for service provision, and the relations
between the state and society.

Deliberative Policy in a World
of Legalistic Norms

he book draws a distinction be-
tween two approaches to state
capacity, what the book calls the

“political economy approach” (p. 29),
and the reformer as a “plumber” ap-
proach (p. 37). The book, and reform
in question, is sympathetic but not fully
bought in to the political economy ap-
proach, in which the problem of state
capacity emerges from the particular-
istic nature of India’s democracy that
is both too embedded in existing so-
cial relations and too weak to impose
its will on society (p. 30). Instead, the
book asks, “how the internal workings
of the state shape bureaucratic beliefs
and norms and in turn, misalign bu-
reaucratic behavior with organizational
purpose” (p. 43). In short, how can the
Indian bureaucracy shift norms so that
frontline functionaries can be “kings
in their own domains” and more like
Herbert Kaufman’s (1967) famed forest
rangers.

In the view of the reformer-as-
plumber, the problem of the Indi-
an state is one of a lack of discipline.
If only we were able to offer the right
carrots and sticks to properly incentiv-
ize recalcitrant bureaucrats, we would
be able to plug the leaks in the imple-
mentation pipeline (p. 39). From there
emerges the metaphor of the “plumb-
er. The book does not settle with these
views, however, and looks to explore
both how “these very complex realities
shape and legitimize the narratives of
the frontline bureaucrats [and] limits
us from understanding why efforts to
[respond] to societal demands. . . are
actively resisted” (p. 37). This review of
the state of the literature on the bureau-
cracy and its application to the Indian
context alone is well worth reading and
neatly synthesizes a large body of liter-
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ature on the function of the state and
its applications to development and In-
dian politics.

The Indian bureaucracy has its
own attendant norms, or “grammars.”
On one end lie legalistic norms that
are top-down and hierarchical, and in
their practical manifestation in South
Asia, rely on the paper circular to in-
struct frontline bureaucrats what to do
(Mathur 2015). In one particular amus-
ing example, the book describes a letter
sent by the Education Minister Manish
Sisodia to schools about an upcoming
parent-teacher meeting, in which the
Minister wrote, “[e]ducation should be
about learning not teaching, learning
should be discussed between teachers
and parents.” The education bureaucra-
cy, unable to leave well enough alone, at-
tached a circular to the Minister’s letter
with a checklist of how schools should
prepare for the parent-teacher meeting
(pp. 140-1)! Given the circulars cen-
trality to governance in the legalistic
grammayr, fieldwork for the book led to
the collection over 8,000 circulars over
seven years.

In contrast, deliberative norms
are those that require deliberation be-
tween the front-line workers of the state,
the middle and higher-level bureaucra-
cies, and with citizens. It communicates
up and down the bureaucracy, but also
across bureaucracies that need to co-
ordinate to provide high quality and
“thick” public goods (Mangla 2022).
The sanitation department is just as im-
portant as the education department
for the provision of high-quality edu-
cation, as the former needs to provide

water and clean restrooms for students
and teachers to succeed. These bureau-
cratic norms are also presumably more
small-d “democratic” in that they re-
quire the feedback, voice, and opinions
of a great deal of people, and aggregate
those not into policy, but implementa-
tion. The book is concerned with shift-
ing the bureaucracy from the use of le-
galistic to bureaucratic norms.

And through this distinction be-
tween legalistic and deliberative norms
emerges the first tension of the book.
To the specific reform studied in the
book, the metaphor of the state as a
plumber is drawn from Esther Duflo’s
Nobel Prize lecture and experience as
a development economist in India and
elsewhere (Duflo 2017). Indeed, the
very program Duflo uses to provide an
example of the reformer as a plumber
is the very scheme studied in the book!
The reform was designed, evaluated,
scaled, and promoted by plumbers. It
was, in essence, a plumber’s solution
emerging from a plumber’s diagnosis.

The government recognized that
they needed to work with bureaucrats
themselves to identify and reform prac-
tices that were antithetical to the prac-
tice of more deliberative norms. How-
ever, to implement reforms required a
flurry of circulars and reliance on le-
galistic norms. As the book identifies,
“the very actors who feel victimized by
hierarchy are also its perpetrators” (p.
53). Thus, while reformers attempted to
change the grammar of schooling and
the bureaucracy in one realm, they con-
tinued to perpetuate the grammar of
the bureaucracy in other realms.
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So with this, the AAP came to
power with a contrasting culture to that
of the bureaucracy as exists. In one cor-
ner, they had their origins in an anti-cor-
ruption movement and the NGO world,
in which “their instincts and the form,
shape, and modes of their communica-
tion were rooted in a language distinct
from that which legalistic bureaucracies
are familiar with” (p. 139). In the other
corner, they had a series of advisors, off-
the-shelf ideas nurtured over decades of
RCTs, and reform efforts that came from
the world of the reformer-as-a-plumber
that reveled in the legalistic norms of
the Indian bureaucracy.

The Tensions between State
and Society

ith careful evidence, the

book shows that reform-

ers were able to assert their
norms on the bureaucracy and literally
rewrite the grammar of the circular. In
Chapters 8 and 9, we begin to see that
the reforms began to stick through the
language that teachers and bureaucrats
used to talk about education. But a
move to deliberative norms, unlike le-
galistic norms, requires for everyone to
be singing from the same hymnbook.
Reformers, bureaucrats and, crucially,
citizens need to be focused on learning.
If not, these contradictions will lead to
further sites of conflict.

Parents, as citizens, emerge at
several points throughout the reform
effort. In one example, when Chunau-
ti was first introduced and the govern-
ment implemented diagnostic tests to
understand what kids knew, with no

other implications than what stream
students would go into in the Chunauti
program, parents were up in arms about
an exam students were not prepared for
(p. 67). This “classroom consensus” was
“forged on the back of a broader socie-
tal consensus around the goals of edu-
cation in India” (p. 179).

The most striking of these con-
tradictions was the re-introduction of
the Class X board exams in the second
year of the Chunauti scheme (p. 128).
While previously there had not been any
high-stakes tests in Class X since 2010,
their reintroduction from the Centre
changed the stakes of a pedagogical re-
form supposedly divorced from more
prosaic concerns such as board exams.
And it is on this very front that if the
reform did not deliver, it would poten-
tially be judged to have failed.

While the book does not take
performance on board exams as evi-
dence of whether the reforms “worked,”
the wultimate beneficiaries certainly
would. Board exams are the way peo-
ple think about education. Negotiation
happens within the Delhi Government
that includes politicians, bureaucrats
and teachers, but also larger norms
about what a good education should
allow a student to achieve, how parents
internalize this, and how they put pres-
sure on schools and political parties as
a result. Even if the Delhi Government
did not send out circulars in Septem-
ber saying, “Now you must focus on
the board exams,” pressure from stu-
dents and parents, for whom these are
life-changing exams, will continue to
put pressure on the education system.
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These reveal the deeper incentives that
shape the behavior of all actors within
the system.

It is not only the bureaucracy
that reinforces norms. Any reform ef-
fort that aims to reform transaction
intensive “thick processes” (Pritchett
2013), will never be able to escape the
bottom-up pressures of what education
and service provision are about. As the
historian of education David Labaree
has argued, we are in an era of human
capital attainment (Labaree 1997), and
any attempt to reform education has to
contend with the fact that parents and,
as a result, those accountable to them,
will look to results that improve human
capital attainment first and foremost.
The irony of deliberative reforms is that
deliberation can be risk-averse and an
impediment to further reform. Atten-
tion will forever return to the concern
about pass rates and the larger incen-
tives under which parents, teachers,
and students operate.

Concluding Thoughts

he book arrives at an opportune

time. Emerging out of the larg-

er aforementioned RISE pro-
gramme, a multi-country, multi-disci-
plinary research initiative based out of
Oxford and funded by UKAID, Austra-
lian Aid, and the Gates Foundation, to
produce high quality and policy rele-
vant research on how we can get edu-
cation systems to focus on and improve

Note

1  This later became Mission Buniyaad.

learning. The book’s focus on the mid-
dle-levels of the bureaucracy adds to
our understanding from political sci-
ence and public administration (Ho-
nig 2018; Mangla 2022), and education
(Asim et al. 2023) on the “middle tier”
of the bureaucracy. Beyond these con-
tributions, the global education move-
ment is attempting to develop a “sci-
ence” of implementation (Angrist and
Meager 2023), and this book will cer-
tainly contribute to the debate through
a focus on the political constraints to
program implementation. Beyond doc-
umenting their competing norms and
recognizing their importance, this book
advances the conversation by helping
us understand how political actors can
attempt to reform the bureaucracy and,
as the book argues, it is in the “inter-
stices” of the bureaucracy where reform
efforts are most contested and have the
greatest potential for change.

Beyond scholarship, the AAP
government that implemented these re-
forms lost power in Delhi soon after the
book was published, replaced by the BJP
who have promised to bring “double
engine ki sarkar” to the state. It remains
to be seen what implications this has for
education reforms within Delhi. Were
the reforms “sticky” enough to more
permanently change the language of the
bureaucracy in Delhi after a change of
political masters? Alternatively, will the
bureaucracy revert to their customary
ways of functioning?
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