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 James Crabtree has provided 
an extremely legible book aimed 
at a wide audience that promises 
a look into the life of billionaires, 
but instead, remarkably, to be more 
about documenting corruption and 
inequalities in India. The facts are not 
extraordinarily new; they are public 
information. However, few books make 
an inventory of the most common 
forms of corruption that involve a lot of 
money. By focusing on the billionaires 
and their glitzy living, Crabtree is able 
to compare India today with the US in 
the 19th century. The book happens 
to document India, but similar 
inequalities, scams and oligarch-
politician links probably exist in most 
developing countries and therein lies 
its appeal.

 Like some historians, Crabtree 
considers that the socialist experiment 
of Nehru failed and India slowly 
moved to economic liberalism as it 
opened its markets. However, what 
Crabtree focuses on is the corruption 
that was inherent in the licensing 
of the socialist policies. The end of 
the license raj, however, has only 
led to new forms of monopolies that 
have driven up inequalities. These 
inequalities, corruption, and their 
institutional embeddedness is brought 
out in the three parts of the book.

 The introduction, true to the title 
of the book, focuses on the glaring 

wealth of the super-richand shows that 
this is not an exclusive club. The first 
chapter documents the high living of 
India’s richest man, MukeshAmbani, 
but the Ambanis were unknown two 
generations ago. The second chapter 
shows that many became rich by getting 
loans from nationalized banks and 
that over-indebtedness can cause even 
the richest to fall from grace, as is the 
case of Vijay Mallya. The third chapter 
shows that new people, like Adani, can 
come intothe billionaire’s club through 
the right political connections.

 The second part then focuses 
on the political machine. It starts by 
looking at the current prime minister 
who is honest but communal. Fatigued 
with the corruption of the secular 
Congress, the Indians have voted him 
in.He is bound to the strong Hindu 
right-wing because they brought him 
the votes, he is bound to the poor 
because that is where his story started. 
Yet, although he wants to clean India, 
physically and morally, and to usher 
in development, his efforts seem to 
fail. In the midst of the description 
of many elements of corruption, 
this part brings out two interesting 
observations. The first observation 
is that there are two different kinds 
of corruption. The one prevailing in 
North India is a form of rent seeking 
where politicians become rich and 
do nothing for their constituents. The 
second prevailing in South India also 
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takes money from the rich but does so 
to keep the political parties and the 
grass-roots level machines well-oiled 
and functioning. In this, the politician 
needs the successful entrepreneur 
who can execute development projects 
privately without the State becoming 
entrenched with new fixed costs and 
bureaucratic inefficiencies. The second 
observation is that this second form of 
corruption and cronyism is similar to 
that in China as well as South Asian 
countries and may be necessary and 
conducive to growth because it fills up 
institutional voids where the State has 
no resources.  

 The third part is a bit varied. First, 
it goes into the operational mechanism 
of the link between the State and 
their business cronies. Instead of 
subsidies, they are provided debt from 
nationalized banks and this leads to 
their fragility if they take high financial 
risks along with high operational risks. 
Then, it shows that the corruption of 
India is not only limited to business 
and politics but even in sports like 
cricket where matches are fixed. 
Another chapter shows that the media 
can start taking an interest in the scams 
but finally that the media itself can be 
closed by the politician if it becomes 
too noisy. The nexus between media, 
business and politics then means that 
institutions become closed as new ideas 
do not filter in. This finally leads to the 
tragedy in which Modi might want to 
create change but can do so only at the 
cost of damaging India’s secular and, 
perhaps, democratic culture.

 Those looking for small-time 
corruption at the micro-level, of 
course, do not get a full glimpse of 

the extent of the corruption in India. 
While Crabtree understands that it can 
grease the path of development, he 
does not bring out the argument that 
corruption is a user tax. Only those that 
need electricity to make money have 
to bribe the electricity department. 
Rich people can flout laws because the 
official penalty is too small and they 
prefer to pay it and get on with their 
life. In fact, they would rather pay 
more just to not have the trouble with 
the paperwork to pay the small penalty. 
However, what makes corruption an 
enemy of growth is that the rate of 
the unofficial penalty is not known 
and the more one is willing to pay, 
the more the graft increases the next 
time. This means that for the investor, 
risk and uncertainty increase and the 
future value of expected benefits gets 
discounted at a higher rate and lowers 
the net present value of the projects. 
Many interesting projects then do not 
get financed.

 The book could have dwelled 
more on how the US got out of the 
gilded age and its corruption, and how 
the middle classes exerted pressure 
to end corruption and break up 
monopolies. This would help middle 
classes elsewhere to appreciate that 
their voice counts and how to use 
it effectively. In India, the middle 
classes often feel that their voice and 
votes make no difference. People in 
Africa face a similar despondence.
Perhaps,researchers in public 
governance and public policy could 
fill this void.
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