Note: Tarun Kumar of http://quest4fame.org requested me, in February 2011 for an interview. I provided this, and it was published at: http://quest4fame.­org/­political-­philosopher-­and-­former-­ias-­sanjeev-­sabhlok/. However, I now find, in Dec. 2011, that this website has closed. However, this interview is still useful as an introduction to my work, so I’m posting this Word document on the internet.

First of all, I greatly appreciate Tarun’s interest in my work on governance reforms in India, and thank him for this interview. He has asked very pertinent questions. I am often asked similar questions, so I hope my replies will be found useful by many people. 
I also hope that as a result of reading this interview, many educated Indians will feel confident enough to stand up and lead India to freedom and good governance by joining the Freedom Team.

Educational background and the various roles you held.

I joined the IAS in 1982 after completing an Honours degree in Mathematics from DAV College Jalandhar, which comes under the Guru Nanak Dev University. Later, I studied management and economics in India and Australia, and finished with a doctorate in economics from the University of Southern California in 1999.

Before I resigned from the IAS in 2001, I held many interesting roles, such as Deputy Commissioner of Dhubri district in Assam, Director of Rural Development of Assam, and Secretary to the Assam Government in Education department. In 1994 I taught management at the Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration and, later, upon my return from USA from study, I worked as Commissioner to the Government in Meghalaya. 
In Australia, since early 2001 I have worked in a range of operational and policy roles in the Victorian WorkCover Authority and the Victorian Department of Treasury and Finance (DTF). I currently work in the Better Regulation Unit in DTF where I design and implement regulatory and red tape reduction policies for Victoria.
IAS: The Most prestigious Job in India. Why did you resign?

It is true that this job is prestigious – and can easily go to one’s head! However, I’m an independent soul, and do not need a pat on my back. In other words, prestige does not matter to me, self-respect does.
To the extent the IAS was a learning experience it suited me fine. But then I began to feel that I was indirectly supporting India’s corrupt governance system by reporting to corrupt Ministers (including Chief Ministers). I was honest but that simply meant that I was pushed around by corrupt politicians (and bureaucrats). This was not good enough to keep me in the IAS. I am no one’s stooge. 

Also, I disagreed with many policies being implemented.  So, by 1998, it had become clear to me that the design of India’s governance system was the root cause of India’s poor outcomes. The IAS, I realised, is not part of the solution but part of the problem. 
I realised also that I could not change India’s governance system without joining politics. So in January 2001 I put in my papers.

You moved from Administrative job to Economics. Why? 

When I arrived in Australia I was mentally prepared to do even a menial job to survive. After two months I found a research position where I did some statistical programming. Only six years later did I find a role in economic policy. 
If you ask me what is my occupation, I’d like to say that I am a political philosopher and public policy practitioner, not just an economist. 
You did a PhD in economics. What made you pursue PhD? 

A good knowledge of economics is absolutely essential for understanding how a country should work and how wealth is generated. So, after joining the IAS I studied economics and management. Becoming genuinely interested in these subjects, I decided to pursue them further. 

Luckily I received funding support for six years of study abroad. Thus, I was funded by the Colombo Plan for management studies in Australia; later, the World Bank funded me for two years for MA in Economics in USA. Finally, my American university then funded me for a further three years to complete a PhD. 

Let me add that studying economics is useful but far less valuable than moral and political philosophy. Without a clear philosophical foundation, we will be soon become misguided by technical ‘economics’. Marxists and Keynesians also think they are economists, even though they have ruined the lives hundreds of millions of people. Those who want to pursue higher studies in economics should keep their eyes open!

Why are you working in Victoria, Australia, if you want to transform India? Are you planning to come back to India any time soon?

Transforming India is, as should be obvious, not a trivial task. I found that no existing political party held the right political ideology or understood the governance reforms that India needs, so I had to start a new political movement. 
Between 1998 and 2000 I made vigorous efforts, but none bore fruit. At that point I moved to Australia. 
Working in Australia has been very useful in expanding my horizons and understanding. Formal education is one thing; practical experience in  developed country government is another. 
Today I have not just the practical experience of working in senior roles in India, but the theoretical foundations for reform, and practical experience of how things work at the cutting edge. I speak with great confidence built on nearly 30 years of solid learning, thinking, and experience.
I continued my reform efforts from Australia. By 2005, however, none of my efforts were making a dent. So, disheartened, I took Australian citizenship. But two years later I decided to try one last time. 
Am I planning to come back to India? Well, I would never have left India had there been any interest in reforms among the people. And so, today, my returning to India is not in my hands. Should the right circumstances permit, I can return overnight. But without the support of the people in India – indeed clamour – going back is pointless.
You feel "India can do TEN times better!"(as your blog says). In which areas you feel, this can be done and can be possible?

I firmly believe that if India undertakes the necessary reforms, it can do ten times better on per capita income, share of world trade, on the extent of infrastructure, quality and extent of education, and quality and availability of health services. India can have a smaller but highly qualified population, double its agricultural production with ten times fewer farmers, get a far cleaner environment, virtually no corruption, a high quality justice system, and an effective law and order machinery. 
These things require solutions many of which are already applied across the world. My book, Breaking Free of Nehru (BFN) provides many details of how these things can happen. 
The obstacle is that most Indians have very low standards. I keep hearing about ‘India Shining’ or some such slogan even when things are totally broken and run down. If you want the gold medal you will work for it but if you are happy to come in last, then nothing can be done. 
We need to set our sights ten times higher.
Are you planning to enter into politics or run in elections? What are the various initiatives or measures that you have taken in transforming the nation?

I am not a typical Indian politician, but a politician nevertheless: and yes, I am definitely interested in contesting elections.
So what have I done so far? In 2004 I became member of the National Executive of Sharad Joshi’s Swatantra Bharat Party. That party didn’t suit me, so I launched the Liberal Party of India. That didn’t work out either since virtually no one joined. So I gave up trying to form political parties. 

While completing BFN in mid-2006, I realized that change requires a lot of homework, and that I had not put in enough home work. Genuine reforms in India require a parliamentary majority. I needed to find 1500 high quality leaders. After that, these leaders had to agree to a policy platform. Only then could one meaningfully think of elections. That is the idea behind the Freedom Team of India (FTI): an entity to undertake the homework preparatory to contesting elections. 

What is FTI? What are its goals? Why did you start it? What are your plans to achieve them?

The purpose of the Freedom Team of India is to find and develop leaders to promote freedom and good governance in India. Only those committed to contesting elections under the banner of freedom can join the team. Others, who can’t contest elections, can become Freedom Partners.
Why FTI? Well, as mentioned above, this idea is the result of three failed political attempts prior to 2006. I learnt many valuable lessons from these efforts. Failure is the best teacher. 

For instance, I found that India’s big businessmen are hands-in-glove with existing corrupt forces, or don’t understand what India needs. JRD Tata funded the Swatantra Party which opposed Nehru’s socialism. But there is no JRD Tata today. So there was a time when I had hopes of India’s IT business leaders and spent time (and my own money) to meet them and persuade them about my ideas. But by now I have stopped wasting time on them. 
I also found that Indian intellectuals will lecture you to death, but will never lift their finger to do anything. Many will, instead, readily sell their soul for petty perks and positions. These people are hypocrites and therefore irrelevant to India. I mostly ignore them now. Each time they waste my time the less I am inclined to talk to them.
The main realisation, therefore, was that I must go to the ‘common’ man. That is why FTI reaches out to ‘common’ educated young Indians who have not yet been co-opted by the system. To date a few hundred have applied to join FTI. Over 100 have been admitted. About 30 are full members (active). 
FTI has now successfully held two annual conferences, and many outreach events. I met some of these leaders for the first time last year in our Mumbai conference. They are an extremely competent and vigorous lot! 
These new leaders want a new India and they will not rest till they get it. All India needs now is 1500 of them, and then things will start moving very rapidly. I therefore call upon the ‘common’ educated young citizens to realize their power. Please rise and lead! 
Do you think it is possible in the largest democratic country in the world, India? If so, when can we see the transformed India?

Yes, India can definitely be reformed. But for that to happen the people – particularly the educated people – must stand up and be counted. The educated people must take ownership of their own country. Remember what Obama achieved – including the funds he raised from small donations directly from voters? I’m confident that when Indians genuinely want reforms, and stand up to lead, then FTI will find significant support, and change will rapidly follow.

I would also like educated Indians to become very clear that no existing political party is even remotely capable of delivering the reforms that India needs. We need a different kind of political group, formed out of ordinary good citizens who understand world-best policies. Competent but humble; not after power, but after results.
Do you think Internet can help you reach out to the people who are interested in better India. What about the people who are in the villages where there is no internet? What are the other media do you use except Internet to reach out to public and general mass of India?
The first task is clearly to find 1500 high quality leaders. The kind of leader FTI needs is likely to be well-educated, highly experienced, and internet-savvy. The internet is therefore the right place to begin this search. The internet allows people of modest financial resources, like me, to reach out to others at minimal expense. 

True, even the internet has its limitations. Thus, we have so far not been able to reach out even to one per cent of our target internet audience – primarily because of funds constraints. Fortunately we recently received some press coverage, so that could help. This interview will also help. Indeed, every small thing that people do to support FTI will surely add up. 
In addition, many FTI members have reached out to the community through talks where they explain the concept of FTI. Shantanu Bhagwat, Anil Sharma, Akalpita Paranjpe, Dipinder Sekhon (and many others, including me) have spoken in Allahabad, Mirzapur, Delhi, Bangalore, Guwahati, Indore, Kakinada, and Chandigarh, among other places. Some have even gone to villages. 

Please tell us about your book: Breaking Free of Nehru? What it is all about? 

My 2008 book (BFN) explains why India has dramatically under-achieved in comparison with its potential. It summarises my learnings about free societies and shows how India is basically a Third World fiefdom headed by corrupt socialist leaders. A banana republic.
In BFN I have analysed the precise causes of our failures, and offered a step by step pathway to reform. If India ever becomes a great nation, it would necessarily have followed most, if not all, of the policy prescriptions presented in BFN. These solutions are guaranteed to get India out of its mess.
Breaking Free of Nehru says India's governance must be reformed. Don't you think that it is reformed over 60 years?

Consider this: In the 1950s Singapore and India had virtually the same per capita income, but today Singapore’s per capita income is $ 57,238 compared with India’s $3,290 (and USA’s $ 47,123; IMF calculations, 2010, PPP). Not just small countries like Singapore have outperformed India; even large countries like South Korea have totally beaten India. 
Our socialist policies and shoddy governance have prevented us from succeeding. India’s governance system is like a bullock cart while that of Australia is a Mercedes. That makes a huge difference to the outcomes. Instead of beating USA in per capita income today (like Singapore has done), India languishes at the bottom of the world in quality of life.
To see how important governance is, consider a simple equation of economic growth:
Growth = f(policy, governance, opportunity)

"Opportunity", in this equation, represents the distance of a country from the technical frontier, which represents what is technically feasible using the best available technology and knowledge. The West is close to this frontier, India is far away. Theoretically, this is good for India for it can grow rapidly by simply copying the policies and technology of leading nations. But while this opportunity exists, India continues to do badly because the other two factors – policies and governance, are so poor. 
BFN explains how India’s policies and governance system can be dramatically reformed. 
About your next book Discovery of Freedom?

The discovery of the idea of individual sovereignty (and freedom) surely ranks on par with the discovery of the scientific method. This discovery – of freedom – underpins the enormous productivity of modern civilization. Classical liberalism believes that human freedom is the most important requirement for a peaceful and prosperous society. Thinkers like Adam Smith and F.A. Hayek have showed how this works in practice.

Therefore in my second book (DOF) I explain the theory and history of freedom. Currently its draft manuscript is available for public comment. I welcome comments and questions. Once completed, I hope that this book will provide useful background reading for Indians on how to take India on a continuous journey of improvement.

What message would you like to give to youth and students of today?

Well, I have a few key messages, but the most important is to think for yourself. Do not take anything for granted. Find out the truth yourself. Never be satisfied by an explanation that doesn’t make sense to you. 
Second, learn to take sides in life. Always side with the truth. Never hesitate to stand up for what you believe is right.
Third, take responsibility. We are jointly responsible for our society’s governance arrangements. Let us actively engage with our society and stop mindless complaining. 
Join the Freedom Team when you are ready to lead India to greatness. Let us, together, offer principled leadership to the country for the first time in its 8,000 year old history.
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