
The Efficiency Trap
O N  S T A T E  C A P A C I T Y  &  
T E C H N O L O G Y  I N  T H E  E R A  O F  
D E M O C R A T I C  B A C K S L I D I N G  I N  
I N D I A

Y A M I N I  A I Y A R  

S E N I O R  V I S I T I N G  F E L L O W

W A T S O N  I N S T I T U T E





INDIA GROWS AT NIGHT, WHILE THE STATE 
SLEEPS

A functional democracy that delivers poor 
quality governance (Kohli, 2012)

Episodic success vs Routinised everyday 
governance (Kapur, 2020)

A Flailing State (Pritchett 2009)

A sound functional head not connected to 
its own limbs



Techno-managerial State Building

The Technocratic Imaginary 

Nehruvian High Modernist State Building 
project (centralized planning, statistical 
systems)

 Disciplining/ Plumbing (“Thinking Like an 
Economist)

 DigiState consensus



Disciplining/ Plumbing framework

Plumbing failure

 Getting the incentives right via pvt sector 
mgt principles

 Disciplining  to de-politicise frontline

 Plugging leaks incrementally via data/ 
monitoring through technology



A “Capable”, “High Capacity” State

2.1 trillion INR to 1 billion recipients. Over 500 schemes registered in DBT Portal



Everyday Encounter’s at the 
Frontline (Delhi)

Tyranny of the Circular
• 8000 + circulars over 3 years

• 70% use negative language (threats/ orders/ 
demands)

“Heads of the schools have not even bothered to try to 
resubmit students’ enrolment data of their school till 
today. Thus, this showed negligence in discharging 
their duties. Now, all the HOSs (as per list annexed), 
are hereby directed to explain their position for non 
submission of students’ enrolment in time, within 2 
(two) working days failing which action as deemed fit 
will be initiated against them as per CCS Rules.”



• “We are just post officers.”

• “What suggestions can I give? My 
first priority is to implement orders.”

• ”Sarkar Chahti hai to bahut kuch kar 
sakti hai” (If the State wants, it can 
do a lot)

Shaping the Frontline Worker



Shaping the Frontline Worker

Professional identity 
“Frankly, I have lost my identity as a 
teacher…we are more into clerical jobs”

“Our job is to teach…not to be a division clerk”

Bureaucratic self image
“As long as you move data, you have done 
your job”

“Complete Rest in Comfortable Conditions”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Empowerment/ judgment – frontline workers forest rangers/ discretion – lipsky/ moral judgments Zacka



The classroom consensus: 
What technology can’t fix

Teachers cast themselves as ‘victims’ thus 
legitimizing their “apathy”

………..As teachers, we are supposed to teach not for 
syllabus but for life. But we don’t do that

………….Forget understanding, just apply rote learning 
and pass the examination, I will be very happy



The efficient State



A “Capable”, “High Capacity” State?
State capacity in times of democratic erosion 



Techno Patrimonial Welfarism

• Patrimonialism: Universal welfare 
but submitting to personal 
authority of the leader

• Technological disintermediation: 
Personalizing and centralizing 
political authority, through welfare 
(guarantees and gifts)



Political Attribution 

Who is most responsible for delivering welfare 
benefits to you? 

Why has corruption decreased in the last 10 years?



Political Attribution 



In conclusion

• Efficiency frameworks often result in pushing democratic trade offs

• Transactional citizen vs rights bearing

• Shifting accountability and remaking citizenship

• The State is not amazon.com



What State Capacity is: Interstitial spaces 

• Nurturing interstitial spaces to create norm based narrative shifts – building relational capacity

Levers of change
• Investing in relationship building – regular, repeated communication (leadership presence)

• Nurturing disruptive, principled change agents (mentor teachers)

• Missions and pilots (building system readiness)

• Deliberative management practices 

Engaging and investing rather than dismissing frontline state
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