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Aims of this presentation
• Describe a macro-level approach to public 

policy
• Describe the emerging era of superstates
• Identify three challenges of governing at scale
• Ask about challenges in the Indian case
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From Strategies For Governing
Cornell University Press, December 2019
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From Can Government Do Anything Right?
Polity Books, 2018
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Strategies are fragile
• Frequent changes in approach of central authority 

to economy, society, sub-national authorities
• India: From Nehruism to Modi-ism
• China: From Maoism to Deng Xiaoping Theory to Xi 

Jinping Thought
• United States: From New Dealism to Reaganism to 

Trumpism
• Europe: From sectoral cooperation to common 

market to political integration
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21st C: The era of superstates
• Polities of unprecedented size

• India, 1.7 billion people by 2050
• China, 1.4 billion
• European Union, 550 million
• United States, 390 million

• Forty percent of the world’s people will live in 
these four polities
• Median size of other 162 states: 12 million
• An experiment in governance

• Can these states like this remain intact and thrive?
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Warnings of history
• Large empires as a benchmark
• Dominant form of polity until mid-20th century
• Characterized by hubris at peak

• “The British flag has never flown over a more 
powerful and united empire.” -- Lord Curzon, 1918

• But empires were inherently fragile
• Because of distance, diversity, complexity
• Average duration: 200 years
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Different answers on how to govern 

• Prediction
• Fukuyama, 1989: “the universalization of 

Western liberal democracy as the final form of 
human government.”

• Bush, 2002: “a single sustainable model for 
national success: freedom, democracy, and free 
enterprise.”

• Reality
• The four superstates are pursuing radically 

different theories about how to govern
effectively
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Signs of strain
• United States

• Jill Lepore: “a domestic cold war”
• Red-blue polarization, sclerosis, incompetence

• China
• Leadership “obsessed with stability”
• Xinjiang, Hong Kong, “mass incidents”

• European Union
• Brexit, Italeave, Greece
• Article 7 proceedings against Hungary, Poland
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Strategic choices
• About control

• Determining degree of 
central control over 
economy, society, sub-
national authorities

• Building an administrative 
structure that allows 
effective control

• About purpose
• Defining the “civilizing 

mission” 
• Establishing the intensity 

of commitment to that 
vision / the measure of 
tolerance

• About leadership
• Mode of selection
• Extent of autonomy
• Competence and 

mentality
• Bureaucratic support
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Pressure points in India?
• Problems of control

• Overreach in center-state relations?
• Adequacy of control over economy?
• Shortfalls in administrative capacity

• Problems of purpose
• Challenges to secularism, tolerance

• Problems of leadership
• Competence and mentality
• Autonomy
• Support for decision-making
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