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ABSTRACT

What explains the institutional change in India’s welfare regime,
from a concept of programs and schemes providing welfare, to
one of the citizens having rights? For example, since 2004, citizens
have the right to know and access information from the state au-
thorities, from the Right to Information Act, and the right to work,
under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guaran-
tee Act (MGNREGA). This review article critically engages with
four relevant books to explain institutional change. Whereas the
central arguments in these books focus on grassroots social move-
ments and elite networks, I argue that institutional change in the
case of India’s welfare programs can be more richly explained as a
long-drawn process, in which ideas gain increasing acceptance in
the state, and are energized by global normative changes and local
epistemic networks.
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he economic reforms adopted
I by India in 1991 are regard-
ed as constituting institutional
change, transforming both the formal
and informal “rules of the game.”! Sim-
ilar systemic changes were introduced
in the welfare regime in 2004. Since
2004, the state reaffirmed its commit-
ment to rights-based development and
granted citizens legal rights by enact-
ing laws such as the Right to Informa-
tion (Transparency and Accountabili-
ty) Act, the Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA), Right to Education,
and the Forest Rights Act (for tribal
citizens living in forest areas). These
changes in social policies were driv-
en by the logic that India’s economic
growth needed to be balanced by the
provision of basic social and welfare
rights to its citizens.

The changes in social policies
introduced from 2004, like those intro-
duced in 1991, are substantively insti-
tutional in that they redefined citizen-
ship-state linkages. Welfare recipients
were no longer treated as end-users or
beneficiaries, but as citizens with legal
rights to welfare. There was now also a
supporting legal system within which
welfare can be demanded and enforced.
And while the state can withdraw the
programmatic framework of welfare, it
cannot abrogate the legally supported
welfare regime.

Among these new rights that In-
dian citizens hold, the Right to Infor-
mation Act (RTI Act) presents a dra-
matic case of institutional change. First,
the RTI Act replaced the previously
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persistent norm of secrecy by laying
out a practical regime of openness that
enables citizens to access information
under the control of public authori-
ties; thus, it represents rearrangements
in the rules of the game—a norm shift
from secrecy to openness.

Secondly, whereas other rights-
based legislation such as the MGNRE-
GA or the Right to Education Act repre-
sent a continuity from previous policies
or schemes such as the Jawahar Rozgar
Yojana or the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan,
the RTT Act represents a complete de-
parture from the previous regime.

Thirdly, the change is de jure. In
the case of the RTI Act, the scope of
Fundamental Rights provided in the
Constitution was expanded and rede-
fined. The judiciary interpreted Article
19 (1) (A) of the Constitution of India,
which grants freedom of expression
and speech, as inherently containing
the right to know as a Fundamental
Right. Thus, the sharing of information
held by public authorities, which was a
legal offense in the old regime, is now a
justiciable right under the new regime.

Admittedly, after the promul-
gation of RTIA in 2005, the state on
numerous occasions has attempted to
dilute the legal provisions of the RTIA
ostensibly to weaken the law. Recently,
the RTIA amendment bill 2019 passed
by both the lower and the upper house
of the parliament seeks to change the
provisions of the appointment and sal-
aries of the information commissioners
at the central and the state level. How-
ever, despite these dilutions, the insti-
tutional change is irreversible on two
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counts. First, the government in power
cannot withdraw this constitutionally
granted legal right. Second, this right
was nonexistent prior to 2005 was sys-
temically instituted with the promulga-
tion of RTIA. The impact of the 2019
amendment will have to seen to ascer-
tain the consequences of these amend-
ments. Indeed, previous attempts of
dilution have not deterred the citizens
from using RTIA. A report by Trans-
parency India estimated that 24.4 mil-
lion RTT applications were filed at both
the central and the state levels between
2005 and 2016.°

What explains the state’s move
toward introducing institutional change
in the welfare regime in India? Four re-
cent books—by Roy et al., Naib, Hasan,
and Sharma, respectively—offer three
broad arguments. These arguments
explain the institutional change some-
what differently, but they all empha-
size the importance of social pressures.
First, various forms of protest—the
social movement or people’s move-
ment—put pressure on the state around
a common issue; in the case of the RTI
Act, the issue was the state’s transpar-
ency and accountability. Second, the
popular protest’s ability to effectively
negotiate with the available political
mechanisms brought about institution-
al change. Third, the agency of a dense,
interpersonal elite network drove the
demand for change. In the remainder of
this essay, I outline these three central
arguments, and then offer alternative
possible explanations for the post-2004
institutional change in Indias welfare
regime.
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Central Arguments

oy and the Mazdoor Kisan Shak-

ti Sangathan (Association for

the Empowerment of Workers
and Peasants; MKSS) provide an insid-
ers’ historical account of the grassroots
movement in the state of Rajasthan,
which transformed into a national cam-
paign. This movement was initiated by
three individuals in 1987: Aruna Roy,
a former IAS officer; Shankar Singh, a
local resident; and Nikhil Dey, a stu-
dent-activist. The MKSS, which spear-
headed the movement, initially took
up the issues of land reform and the
minimum wage. In explaining the in-
stitutional change in the information
regime in India, Roy et al. ascribe the
primary role to the social movement.
The state yielded to popular demand in
the form of protests or amplified polit-
ical contestation, eventually leading to
institutional change.

Three significant points funda-
mental to the grassroots movement
emerge from this engagement. First,
initial mobilization for the payment of
minimum wage was also related to the
issue of access to information—access
to official records would support the de-
mands for legal entitlements; therefore,
from the beginning, the core framing of
the movement was around the issue of
access to information.

Second, the initial experience re-
sulted in public accountability innova-
tions such as the jan sunwayis (public
hearings). Copies of financial and oth-
er records of public offices involved in
development work were acquired from
sympathetic bureaucrats (or from oth-
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ers in Roy’s network) and read aloud
in Gram Sabhas, where state officials
were invited. These records exposed
shocking corruption—wages were paid
to people who were not employed in
the program; people on the muster roll
were not paid; and payments had been
made for toilets, school buildings, wells,
and irrigation facilities that were never
built. Between 1994 and 1995, five pub-
lic hearings were organized, which ex-
posed corruption at the local level.

Third, the movement grew by
linking with other villages and sympa-
thetic actors. Villagers connected with
the movement to collectively mobilize
for their rights. They also established
linkages with sympathetic segments of
the state. In Rajasthan, public hearings
became a platform to form linkages
beyond the epicenter. These hearings
were presided over by well-respected
individuals from within and outside
the state. In 1999, a public hearing at
Bori village was presided over by the
Collector of Rajsamand district Nirmal
Wadhwani, noted writer and Booker
Prize winner Arundhati Roy, academic
and editor of Manushi Madhu Kishwar,
and noted Supreme Court of India law-
yer Prashant Bhushan.

A more direct engagement oc-
curred on April 1995, when Chief
Minister of Rajasthan Bhairon Singh
Shekhawat told the Legislative Assem-
bly that the state government intend-
ed to let citizens access official papers
related to the rural development work
at the panchayat level undertaken be-
tween 1985 and 1995. Roy et al. argue
that this commitment was a direct im-
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pact of the jan sunwayis and the peo-
ple’s campaign. Protests in the form
of dharnas (sit-ins) were organized all
over Rajasthan to demand access to
official records, as the Chief Minister
had promised. Linkages were forged
with grassroots workers, citizens, bu-
reaucrats, activists, journalists, and le-
gal fraternity. Eventually, in July 1997,
Chief Minister Shekhawat announced
the decision to grant access to informa-
tion from the panchayat level.

The successful mobilization in
Rajasthan stirred a national-level dis-
course around the demand for access to
information. Primarily, the actors who
were part of the people’s mobilization in
Rajasthan or were familiar with it orga-
nized a series of meetings and seminars
in the early- and mid-1990s. This col-
lective discourse through seminars and
conferences eventually resulted in the
National Campaign for People’s Right
to Information (NCPRI), composed of
grassroots activists, journalists, legal
experts, activists, and academics.

The NCPRI advocated both the
political and the bureaucratic executive
by establishing contact with political
leaders across party lines. They focused
on deepening the discourse in the pub-
lic domain, and simultaneously provid-
ed policy inputs on the proposed legis-
lation on the right to information.

The NCPRI shaped public pol-
icy from both outside and inside the
state. As external actors, NCPRI mem-
bers provided suggestions and inputs
to policy processes during meetings of
parliamentary committees constituted
to examine the legislation on the right
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to information. From within the state,
NCPRI actors were part of the National
Advisory Council (NAC) established by
the United Progressive Alliance (UPA)
in 2004. Four of the NCPRIs legal in-
puts found their way into the RTT Bill:
the term “right to information” should
replace “freedom of information,” as
the right sought was a legal right; there
should be provisions for penalizing err-
ing officials; there should be maximum
disclosure and minimum exemptions;
and there should be independent appel-
late authorities and appeal mechanisms.

Naib sustains the social move-
ment argument, resulting in the con-
clusion that “the real movement for
the right to information originated
from the grassroots level. The right to
information was demanded in a simi-
lar way ... the origins of the RTT move-
ment lie in [the village of] Devdungri”
(41). Naib discusses India’s RTT Act in
comparison with access to information
globally—an important aspect, missing
in the narrative propounded by Roy et
al. However, Naib’s analysis of the glob-
al context is unfortunately limited—it
does not discuss, for example, whether
there was any norm diffusion from the
global to the local. Between 1990 and
2010, 76 countries enacted laws or ordi-
nances related to access to information,
but where in this context do we situate
the Indian case?

Yet another dimension is the
analysis of judicial cases. In several cas-
es, the judiciary upheld the freedom of
expression and speech granted in the
Constitution of India, and these ver-
dicts established that the right to know
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is an inherent part of Article 19 (1) (A).
These cases and verdicts add another
dimension to the causal explanation of
the institutional change in the informa-
tion regime in India. But the verdicts
problematize the social movement ar-
gument, which pays scant attention to
the role of the judiciary.

Hasan’s argument can be placed
within the broader framework of the
social movement narrative as well.
Hasan applies the lens of social mobili-
zation to three empirical cases: the right
to employment and the right to food;
the anti-corruption and Lok Pal move-
ment; and legislative reservations for
women. She argues that the post-liber-
alization polity in India witnessed the
state’s withdrawal from key areas such
as health, education, and employment;
at the same time, India gained a bur-
geoning aspirational middle class that
benefitted from economic reforms. The
central focus of ruling parties was on
appeasing this class, while people on
the periphery were left out. This gap
was filled by political mobilizations
outside the state that represented the
interests of the classes on the periphery.
Hasan reinforces the social movement
narrative by suggesting that the social
mobilization spearheaded by the MKSS
was the starting point for the demand
for both the right to work and the right
to information.

Hasan’s study focuses on these
social mobilizations and examines the
way they negotiate, demand, and pres-
sure multiple layers of the state. This as-
pect of “power and protest” influences
the policy agenda of the political parties
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in power. Hasan argues that when the
Congress-led UPA government came
to power, with support from the Left,
the change in political regime entailed
“new institutional arrangements” and
served as a window of opportunity for
social mobilization. This took concrete
shape in the form of the NAC. Hasan
postulates that “political mobilization
and social movements are import-
ant processes in facilitating the travel
of ideas and bringing them to a point
when a political opening, such as the
change of government, can bring about
shifts that are discontinuous from the
past, and at the same time, in some cas-
es, can reverse it” (16).

However, these ideas are not al-
ways transformed into legislation—the
MGNREGA, for example, is rights-
based legislation, but the right to food
is merely a policy. This difference is cru-
cial—in a policy framework, citizens
are mere beneficiaries, but rights are
entitlements that citizens can demand.
The political leadership supported the
enactment of the MGNREGA, which
helped proponents thwart elite oppo-
sition within and outside the state. But
the outcome of the proposed Nation-
al Food Security Act (NFSA), which
lacked political backing, was merely a
targeted scheme, and not rights-based
legislation—the change in political pri-
orities, especially during the second
term of the UPA government, impacted
the policy trajectory as well.

Sharma problematizes the dom-
inant social or people’s movement by
exploring the role of elite networks.
Sharma argues that after liberalization,
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the state retreated, and the bureau-
cratic order changed—the elite, which
dominated the bureaucracy, moved to
other spaces, such as the private sec-
tor. The greater democratization of
higher bureaucracy, and the support
for the RTI Act among the urban, well
educated, high-caste elite—who were
no longer as invested in state power—
helped in promulgating the RTT Act.
The key agent of this process is a small,
intimate, dense network of urban, up-
per-caste, upper-middle-class, polit-
ically connected professionals acting
together to further common interests.
The leadership of this network is em-
bedded in the ruling elite.

Sharmas argument can be lo-
cated within the broader scholarship
on elite agency playing a consequen-
tial role—that is, the view that the de-
mand for rights-based development
was led primarily by the network of
middle-class elites that represents “two
contending projects of Indian democ-
racy—one which is liberal and the
other social-democratic”™ Similarly,
this argument views India’s early 1990s
economic reforms as emanating from
the elite revolt against dirigiste policy-
making, especially aspects of the policy
framework that constrained the inter-
ests of business groups and the urban
middle class.” Sharma adds to the nar-
rative by including the state’s role and
examining policy processes initiated by
various governments.

Starting from the United Front
government in 1997, which constituted
the H. D. Shourie Committee to exam-
ine the possibility of legislation on the
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right to information, the book traces
similar related processes through the
BJP-led National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) and the Congress-led UPA gov-
ernments. Sharma points toward the
role of judicial pronouncements, re-
formist elements within the bureaucra-
cy, and individuals from both state and
society pushing the boundaries. How-
ever, oddly, Sharma contends that sug-
gesting the role of multiple factors “does
not quite answer the political questions
lurking just beneath the surface of this
process” (126).

Another dimension on which
the social movement argument is si-
lent is the role of global norms. Shar-
ma fills this gap by examining the way
global norms influenced the domes-
tic Indian discourse. Challenging the
dominant explanation—that the RTI
Act was a result of a home-grown or
bottom-up movement—Sharma argues
that global norms did have an impact.
Information laws worldwide were often
invoked during policy discussions for
their instrumental and symbolic value
in achieving the state’s aspiration of be-
ing seen as an advanced democracy. In
the context of adopting liberalization
policies at the national level, the role of
international financial institutions and
the new good-governance agenda these
institutions propounded did tangential-
ly impact state thinking on adopting a
transparency law.

The books discussed here pres-
ent a persuasive explanation of the
institutional change, but there is a sig-
nificant scope for adding to this nar-
rative. I offer four critical arguments
that enrich the explanation of institu-
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tional change presented in these books.
First, I discuss the methodological is-
sue of defining the point of departure.
Any causal explanation of institutional
change has to define a point of depar-
ture in order to capture the institutional
path of both persistence and change. I
argue that tracing the institutional path
and redefining the point of departure
persuades us to provide alternative ar-
guments. Second, I argue that the grad-
ual acceptance of certain ideas within
state institutions was critical in allow-
ing social movements to achieve their
goals. Third, I explore the role of global
norms. To what extent were the factors
leading to institutional change endog-
enous or exogenous? This is especially
significant as the social movement nar-
rative discussed points toward a home-
grown, endogenous socio-political pro-
cess. Finally, I examine the nature of the
stakeholders and agents involved in the
social movement and seek to redefine
the concept of “social movement” itself.

Redefining the Point
of Departure

he arguments presented in the

book are ambiguous about the

point of departure—that is,
the starting point of the institution-
al changes. The social movement lit-
erature posits the point of departure
around the early 1990s, when the social
movement gained momentum. Simi-
larly, for the elite network argument, it
is the post-liberalization phase starting
from the early 1990s. To understand in-
stitutional change, it is pertinent to de-
fine the point of departure.
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Let me illustrate this by discuss-
ing the case of RTIA. After indepen-
dence, India adopted the colonial-era
Official Secrets Act without any change.
Institutions tend to persist, and the re-
lated norms locked in within the state
create powerful ideas around them-
selves. The norm of secrecy was locked
in within the Indian state, and it created
powerful ideas in its favor. In this light,
we need to trace both the persistence
and change aspects of the institutional
journey.®

The ideational churning between
the nested norm of secrecy and open-
ness started at the time of indepen-
dence. This was evident in the ideas on
openness expressed in the reports of
government committees; the opposi-
tion’s demand for access to privileged
information and its political and poli-
cy commitment when it assumed pow-
er; policy moves in parliament; and in
judicial verdicts. The norm of secrecy
was locked in at systemic levels from
1947 to 1989, but ideas on openness
emerged from within the state on the
fringes—in particular, technocratic el-
ements supported openness, and op-
position Members of Parliament (MPs)
demanded greater openness regarding
the state’s internal affairs. Thus, ruling
parties supported secrecy, and the idea
of openness emerged within opposi-
tion politics and progressed from the
periphery to a more prominent policy
center-stage.

After 1989, when the National
Front formed the government at the
center, ideas on openness finally be-
came part of mainstream politics in this
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phase, as distinct from opposition pol-
itics. This political commitment is evi-
dent in the formation of the cabinet and
inter-ministerial committees, groups of
ministers, and department-related par-
liamentary standing committees.

But there were also import-
ant antecedents in the 1970s and ear-
ly 1980s. In their account, Roy et al.
treat the 1996 Draft Bill by Justice P. B.
Sawant as an important milestone. In
fact, in 1977, a Private Member’s Bill
on the Freedom of Information was ta-
bled by G. C. Bhattacharya, a Lok Dal
Party MP in the Upper House to “pro-
vide for certain agencies to ensure free-
dom of having access to and obtaining
public information for the citizen and
for matters connected therewith”” The
Bill proposed an Act that would apply
to the whole countrys; it also proposed
an information bureau at both the cen-
tral and state level. This was the very
first time that a legislator had formally
introduced a Bill on the freedom of in-
formation.

The Lok Dal Party, founded by
Chaudhury Charan Singh, was one of
the partners in the Janata Party coali-
tion of 1977. Singh was part of the Janata
Party government and an integral part
of the political coalition that opposed
the emergency in 1975. As Home Min-
ister in the Janata Party Cabinet, Singh
constituted a committee to examine the
possibility of amending the Official Se-
crets Act and explore legislative provi-
sions to bring about more openness in
government affairs. The same Bill was
tabled in the Lower House in 1984 by
Subramanian Swamy of the Janata Par-
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ty. This bill tabled in both the upper and
lower house provide ideational conti-
nuity from the Janata Party’s phase and
demonstrates the incremental progres-
sion of ideas. This is an important mile-
stone that is conspicuous by its absence
in the mainstream narrative.

Similarly, in his discussion of ju-
dicial verdicts, Naib does not define a
point of departure either; he seems to
have picked these cases arbitrarily and
randomly. Many judicial verdicts from
the 1950s till the early 2000s interpreted
the Constitution of India in the context
of the freedom of expression and speech
granted under its Article 19 (1) (A). The
trajectory of judicial verdicts overtime
provided the ideational basis for inter-
preting Article 19 (1) (A) as inherently
containing the right to know.*

These political and judicial events
suggest that the emergence of ideas on
openness was a long-drawn process,
emanating from the different segments
of the state. Redefining the point of de-
parture and tracing the institutional
path carefully allows for considering
these important ideational links, which
cast light on the role of the state and
ideas within it, rather than positing that
societal interests, singularly, explain in-
stitutional change. This challenges the
claim that “there was little effort by the
government to institutionalize, and set
up a legal framework to exercise the
right to information” (Naib, x).

Indeed, the case of RTI demon-
strates this long-drawn churning of
ideas. In another case, Hasan exam-
ines the MGNREGA and posits that
the point of departure for the right to
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work is the MKSS movement in Rajas-
than in the early 1990s. But the idea of
the rural poor’s right to work has been
part of state thinking since 1965, when
Maharashtra set up an Employment
Guarantee Scheme, and it has a long
trajectory, including the Crash Scheme
for Rural Employment (1973), Food for
Work Programme (1977), and Antodya
Yojna in rural Rajasthan (1977), Na-
tional Rural Development Programme
(1980), Jawahar Rozgar Yojna (1989),
Sampoorna Grameen Rozgar Yojna
(2001), and the National Food for Work
Programme, just prior to the MGNRE-
GA (2004). Despite varying degrees of
success, these policy precursors serve
as important ideational links, which
help policymakers to remove policy
gaps and uncertainties for future norm
change.

Social Movement or

Power of Ideas?

n the cases of both the RTT Act and
IMGNREGA, social networks played

an important role. However, I con-
tend that the ideas need to be taken se-
riously to explain changes in the policy
paradigms. This suggests an ideational
turn in explaining institutional change
rather than social pressures singularly
playing a consequential role. Instead
of engaging only with the “snapshot”
view of politics, such as changes in po-
litical regimes, engaging with politics
in “movement” over time’ and taking a
longue durée view of the policy trajecto-
ry lets us to trace a causal chain leading
to a specific outcome.

A multi-layered approach helps
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us reach a richer causal explanation
of the institutional change. In the case
of the RTI Act, the historical evidence
persuades us to adopt the tipping point
argument, which views institutional
change as a slow-moving, endogenous
process in which ideas shape interests."
Redefining the point of departure al-
lows us to delineate small, interlinked
ideational changes. This points to the
incremental causality of ideas."" The
long-drawn churning process within
the state provided an ideational base
for future norm change and the final
push toward institutional change. States
puzzle over policy choices and power
through political will and policy artic-
ulation'? as part of social learning; any
shift in the policy paradigm is path-de-
pendent on the long-drawn cumulative
progression of ideas.

The RTI Act provides a valuable
case study of this process. The social
network started galvanizing around the
issue of access to information only in the
mid-1990s, when the idea of providing
access to information was already em-
bedded in state thinking. Mainstream
politics converged with the emerging
socio-political processes led by the ac-
tors within the social movement, judi-
ciary, press, bureaucracy, and academia.
The social network was instrumental in
the final stages of the passage of the RT1
Bill, but the state would have dealt with
the same social network differently had
it not already favored openness.

In 1986, Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandbhi ignored demands from various
quarters and moved an amendment to
the Commission of Enquiry Act, 1952.
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Gandhi’s proposed amendment em-
powered any commission to withhold
information from the parliament. The
amendment was moved to stall the
report of the Thakkar Commission,
which was constituted to investigate the
assassination of former Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi (mother of Rajiv Gand-
hi), from being tabled in parliament.
Indeed, Sharma’s argument on the so-
cial—political processes after liberaliza-
tion would add credence to this view.

As late as 1994, the ruling Con-
gress Party resisted the idea of open-
ness. Under the leadership of pro-re-
form champions P. V. Narasimha Rao
and Manmohan Singh, the government
amended the Manual of Department
Security Instructions—from 1966—to
instruct government departments to
classify or declassify documents (from
“top secret” to “confidential”).”® One
would have expected the ruling party
to take a more liberal stance on access
to information during post-liberaliza-
tion economic reforms. In 2004, the
incremental weight of ideas reached
critical mass and legislation on access
to information became inexorable. The
political power of ideas was such that
the Congress, which had resisted the
idea of openness since independence,
embraced the inevitability of providing
access to information in 2004.

Global-Local Linkages

he enactment of the RTI Act in
2005 coincided with the adop-
tion of laws on the freedom or
right to information in 76 countries
worldwide, the convergence of the
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“good governance” agenda of the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) and
the World Bank, and the global prolif-
eration of laws on transparency. The
focus of these international financial
institutions was on transparent and ac-
countable government, which was part
of the conditionality of the Structural
Adjustment Programs initiated in the
1990s. The convergence of Structural
Adjustment Programs with the global
move toward the enactment of laws on
access to information suggests the role
of exogenous factors. Was this true of
institutional change in India as well?
Did exogenous factors such as the glob-
al policy stimulus around transparency
and accountability play an instrumental
role in India’s institutional change?

The social movement argument
suggests that institutional change was
primarily an endogenous bottom-up
process and the result of a bottom-up
demand that elicited a policy response
from the state. Sharma, on the other
hand, sees the role of global norms in
the broader context of international
financial institutions and the liberal-
ization policy. But norm diffusion was
not part of the coercive conditionalities
of multilateral agencies; it occurred in
conjunction with the endogenous ide-
ational churning at the national level."*
Global norms informed and influenced
the ongoing discourse at the national
level, along with considerable demon-
strative influence, in “norm demonstra-
tion”" Further, drawing upon Acha-
ryas argument of “norm localization,”'¢
national institutions did not adopt
global norms as “passive learners”; in-
stead, they drew upon these norms and
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adapted them in accordance with the
policy discourse and processes ongoing
at the national level.

Upon carefully tracing the in-
stitutional path, one finds that the im-
pact of global norms coincides with the
domestic process. Norm demonstra-
tion is reflected in the nascent ideas of
openness articulated during the initial
phase, accelerating after independence.
Norm demonstration complemented
the nascent ideas on openness during
this period, but these ideas had not yet
reached a threshold, and state thinking
was not favorable. By 1989, these ideas
had become part of the mainstream,
and state thinking had moved in that di-
rection, and that is when global norms
found traction in India’s internal policy
processes.

Epistemic Networks

he key agents of the institutional

change were not simply amor-

phous social movements, or even
dense, interpersonal elite networks, as
Sharma argues. Careful examination of
the networks that mobilized the social
movements reveals the involvement of
actors from varied backgrounds and
from both within and outside the state.
This was a diverse mix—of social activ-
ists, journalists, law experts, academics,
former and serving bureaucrats, and
political leaders. Each actor had unique
epistemic characteristics, and these ac-
tors were bound together by common
ideas on openness, transparency, ac-
countability, and access to information.
The framing of the social movement
does not capture the nature of the so-
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cial network, which is best understood
as an epistemic network. The actors of
the network were experts in their fields,
and the scope of the network extended
specifically to ideas on openness, trans-
parency, and the right to information.
This argument draws upon the concept
of an “epistemic community,”"” whose
control over knowledge and informa-
tion enables norm diffusion at the in-
ternational level.

The notion of a dense, interper-
sonal elite network does not explain this
phenomenon either. Does this social
network come together just because of
interpersonal connections? What binds
them and sustains their interests? These
are some of the questions that Sharma’s
book does not answer. In bringing these
actors together, the role of ideas was par-
amount. The openness of government
systems, the state’s transparency and
accountability, and the citizens’ right
to information formed the ideational
core around which the social networks
emerged together as the NCPRL

Conclusion

nstitutional change in the wel-
fare regime starting in 2004 was a
multi-layered process. A historical
institutional approach provides a caus-
al explanation for such change, and it
challenges the linear narrative that soci-
etal interests play an instrumental role
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in affecting institutional change. This
historical institutional causal explana-
tion also suggests an ideational turn—
the cumulative push of emerging ideas
plays a consequential role in shaping
concrete norms and policies and em-
bedding them in state thinking, which
leads to change in the state’s policy
choices and preferences and, therefore,
to institutional change.

Historical evidence suggests that
institutional change was a slow-mov-
ing, endogenous process in which ideas
shape interests. I stress the incremen-
tal causality of ideas and argue that the
long-drawn churning process within
the state provided an ideational base for
future norm change and the final push
toward institutional change.

Institutional change is only par-
tially explained by society-based ar-
guments. I argue that the role of the
state in pursuing certain ideas needs
to be brought back in' as a significant
variable in explaining institutional
change. Institutional change in policy
paradigms is a function of not merely
the state’s autonomy or capacity” but
also its will to pursue certain ideas that
shape emerging policy and institution-
al contours. Societal forces play a cru-
cial role where we see the considerable
state—society synergy, but the role of
the cumulative push of ideas within the
state and, consequentially, its policy ini-
tiatives cannot be neglected.
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