Interview with Tushar Shah

Time: 02: 37: 47

Interviewer: May I request you tell us little bit about yourself, to begin with, and then how you got associated with China studies and how you have engaged with issues in agriculture in China?
Tushar Shah: My name is Tushar Shah. I am an economist and a management specialist by training. I am a Gujarati. I got my PhD from Indian Institute of Management (IIM) in 1978. I was trained to be a banker, but then I left it and I basically started working on agriculture and India’s daily economy. Then I chanced into irrigation and water and for the past 25 years I have basically been working on ground-water irrigation around the world. I began working on India but then in 99 I joined the International Water Management Institute, where there was an opportunity to also look at similar problems elsewhere in the world. That is how I got drawn to China because in many ways China’s ground-water economy is very similar to India and China and India together are very different from the rest of the world in the organization of the ground-water economy. So it became very important for me to understand the ground-water irrigation economy of North China in order to understand the Indian ground-water economy better. So, I began working or reading about North China plains in 99, 2000 and then I built collaboration with Chinese Centre for Agricultural Policy (CCAP) and we did several pieces of work together in the course of which I visited China several times and also did field work. That is how my association with China began.
Interviewer:  So 89, 99 you sort of started studying about China and your first visit to China, any special memories?

Tushar Shah: My first visit was in 1994 to attend a conference on participatory education management in Oran and that conference was held at the University and it was breaks make appear in the sense we were at the conference most of the time and we were put in the University hostels, several of us. That gave me an opportunity to mix up with the University students and I found it very revealing. Because they were very warm, very inquisitive about India, to find out more about what India was like.

Interviewer:  But were you able to converse with them?

Tushar Shah: There were some who were able to, especially post-graduate students, speak some English. And that was another reason they were also, the students were very keen to talk to talk to someone in English and they found me, so they got drawn to me. That is a very pleasant, very happy memory that I have. We also made some visits to the city, but they were very brief.

Interviewer:  And what was their perception on India or what kind of exchanges till then had happened?

Tushar Shah: They knew very few about India. I found that the students, and later this impression got confirmed; I felt that the Chinese youth were far more interested in America than in anywhere else in the world. Some students asked questions about our economy, about our belief, our religion and so on and so forth.

Interviewer:  But not much interest?

Tushar Shah: Ya, I did not see that.

Interviewer:  But did they change over your next visit?

Tushar Shah: In the following visits, this impression got more confirmed actually. There is this colleague of mine in CCAP, with whom I work very closely, and she once mentioned to me that the Indians are fixated with China. But in Chinese mental space, India has a very small place. An average Chinese, to him America is the…

Interviewer:  They want to go there, they want to study there.
Tushar Shah: And also in relation, an average Chinese wants China to compete with the US, outdo US and achieve supremacy.

Interviewer:  And now in your later trips, is there still any change?

Tushar Shah: I keep interacting with people who are working in my field, there of course there is a healthy professional interest but as a general citizen, I think the Chinese are much less interested in India than the Indians are in China. That is the impression that I have.
Interviewer:  And any other personal memories that you have gathered?
Tushar Shah: I found China fascinating. As a researcher, it’s a very interesting contrast to India. There are very important similarities. There are also very important institutional, political, cultural differences, which make comparative analysis of South Asia and China very very interesting. Especially the agricultural economy I think there is contrast. So whenever I go to China, especially somebody takes me to the villages.
Interviewer:  Which areas, which villages have you visited, provinces?

Tushar Shah: I have travelled a good deal in Shandong, around Beijing, in Habei, Hubey, Hanan. Once I also went to Sichuan. I think I went to Hanan twice or thrice and also Shandong.
Interviewer:  What did you feel about the general living of the people in the rural areas? The contrast between the city life and…

Tushar Shah: The contrast between city and a Chinese village was kind of…

Interviewer:  Very very stark…

Tushar Shah: Very stark. And the contrast between a Chinese village and an Indian village was also quite…In western parts of India, for example, the people of Punjab villages or Central Gujarat villages, they have the prosperity that you can see in North China villages in agrarian economy. You find tractors, motorcycles, scooters; the houses have electricity and television. But I found that, in general an average Chinese village, the impression that I have, is more prosperous, more dynamic, more humming with all kinds of economic activities than an average Indian village.
Interviewer:  But how did you start your study on China? What were studies that were available?

Tushar Shah: Basically all my professional interest has been in irrigation institutions. So every time I go to China, since time is limited, I always seek out farmers and try and engage them in conversation about agricultural productivity, how they irrigate, how do they get the electricity, what do they use for pumping ground-water, how do they organise their irrigation activities, who owns the tube-wells, what is the role of the village party leader, what is the role of the village secretary, what is the village committee? Those are the issues which are of greatest benefit to me because I want to bring some of those ideas here. Because our ground-water economy is in a complete mess; we have experienced a boom in ground-water irrigation and now that the whole economy is developed, there is talk about regulating and how do you manage this important resource and what do you do when there is ground-water depletion. So there is a lot of interest in our country about the experiments that have been tried elsewhere. So China is very important, because only Chinese have a ground-water economy very similar to India. There almost every small holder has his own bore- hole and a pump and there is no licensing. The administration does not even know who has bore-wells and who is withdrawing how much water. So in India, I do not know how much you know about it but, every State wants to make a law for getting ground-water overdraft. And states which have made laws are not able to enforce them. But in China you find that when the Chinese get themselves a new water laws in 1984, there were some efforts to impose those. And I was curious that how was it possible that in a singular disorderly irrigation economy, they have been able to do some amount of enforcement, whereas in our case the laws have remained completely un-enforced. So I was also interested in the interaction between the party organisation and the administration of law. I found that an important contrast between an Indian village and a Chinese village is that our village Panchayats have virtually no authority to enforce regulations. In China, I found that it was other way round. Not only that the village development council and the party cadre were able to enforce some of the laws and regulations from Beijing, but they had created their own norms and local rules, which had no sanction from the laws of the State and they enforced them. So there were lots of unwritten rules, which were enforced. So that created a very different mosaic in the Chinese villages that I visited. I had expected that there would be plastic villages, with completely uniform, but I found a lot of diversity, even among the village development committees in different parts, they looked at problems differently. But the presence of a very significant local authority structure is something that sets apart a Chinese village. That is an institutional reality, which I think is very important. This in my work I found very very interesting.
Interviewer:  And the administration that is going on at the village level is like how many houses or families or what area is mostly covered by the VDC?
Tushar Shah: Pretty similar to the Indian villages. The villages would vary a great deal in size but the links between the village development committees and the county-level water bureaus were stronger there than the links between bloc level in India. Also for water, for example, they have water bureaus at county-level as well as at the province-level, and they have tentacles that go right down to the village-level. So there in every village I found one functionary, who was paid part wage and part incentives from the county water board. There are also very interesting links between the electricity bureaus or the electricity companies. At the county-level there is, in the areas that I visited, there were electricity companies at the county-level, which supplies the electricity. And they used to have, depending on the size of the village, one or more electricians, who were in charge of maintaining the transformers and rural electricity structures, also meters, power supplies to houses, commercial enterprises. So this guy is very critical. There is one part of my work for which he was very important because in India as you know electric subsidies are big issues and many of us are trying to deal with that. I have worked on that problem in some depth and I think that the main issue that we have is that if you have hundred thousand electricity consumers in a town like this, it is a lot easier to meter them and collect electricity charges from them than if the same hundred thousand scattered over a vast countryside. So, electric subsidies in our context came in because the cost of metering and collecting electricity charges became very high. Therefore, some States change to flat tariff for agriculture and that eventually became subsidies. So now many States are trying to go back. But when they try go back, the original problems of transaction costs are going to come back. So it is important to understand that how can we contain these transaction costs of metering, billing and charge collection. I was interested in looking at how were the Chinese managing this. They have never subsidised electricity. Actually when I was working there, I found that the farmers were charged higher rates than domestic and even the local cottage industries.
Interviewer:  Were they able to sell their products?

Tushar Shah: They were cribbing, farmers I met everywhere were cribbing. I also found some counties where farmers had refused to pay and therefore those county electricity companies had built up huge arrears of electricity charges.
Interviewer:  They were unable to pay basically?

Tushar Shah: They were unable to pay and many of them also found that why should they pay higher rates than the domestic consumers. So I was also trying to find out whether electricity pilferage and theft of electricity, which are very common here. But there they have been able to control this because of the electrician. What I found very interesting was that the electricity company had turned this electrician, who is originally like our electricity meter-reader at the local level, who was an employee of the electricity board. There he continues to remain as an employee but he is incentivised like many local level bureaucracies. So their rewards, a part of that is given a fixed salary. But then he is turned into an interlocutor because he basically does not remain an employee but becomes an agent, he becomes an concessionaire of the electricity company. And the electricity company provides power to him at the transformer level, where it is metered and the meter readings there are recorded by the company and the company charges him for the power that is measured at the transformer level and the electrician has to pay for 90 per cent of that, so 10 per cent of losses are allowed. But then he is expected to recover the full cost from the users, including households, farmers and industrial and commercial users and then if he is able to save on those losses, so then he can keep that. So the village electrician has two incentives: number one to be very efficient in making sure that the power that he is metering is as close to the power that the company meters at the transformer. And the second is that he has strong incentive to pass on all costs firmly to the company.
Interviewer:  So that he can get his incentive.

Tushar Shah: In India, Orissa tried similar kind of a reform in 2004, when they first created Village Vidyut Sanghas, the organised village electricity users and trusted to them the responsibility of metering and collecting the electricity charges. But that did not work. So then they appointed private agents who had similar terms as the Chinese electricians. But that also flopped. And the reason it flopped is that our agents here are unable to pass on all the costs to the users, whereas the Chinese village electrician was able to that because he was backed by the party secretary. The party secretary is so powerful. So I found that was a major factor there, it shows that in Chinese villages you can create a sense of order…
Interviewer:  Which will work and the models which are tried can be easily replicated also.

Tushar Shah: So for example, a simple thing like using a smart card for electricity, that you do not worry about meter, just give farmers those cards, like mobile cards and they just have to charge it by paying upfront and then they can stick it in and use as much power as they paid for. Now in India I have been trying to advocate that we should have smart cards because that would overcome the high transaction cost of electricity. But there are no takers for that in India. In China they are trying it in many provinces simply because you have the authority of the party leader.
Interviewer:  But that is acceptable to the farmers over there?

Tushar Shah: No it is not. There is great deal of unrest. It is very difficult to get the real picture in China because people, even researchers do not talk openly about these things.

Interviewer:  So your research has been more of primary research, like going yourself, visiting and talking to people?

Tushar Shah: And also talking to other researchers, but with other researchers you can never be sure. So I commissioned a Chinese student to do a study of two or three counties where the county electricity companies were trying to introduce these smart cards for tube-well owners. So they gave me a 50-60 page report and one of the terms of reference was to specifically study farmers’ response. It was very important for me to find out whether it would work here. So I had commissioned one study in China and another study in South Africa, where the South African electricity utility were also trying to promote these smart cards among black homelands, where they were trying to increase the supply and do it in a viable manner. So in South Africa of course the study showed that if the farmers can just hook on to the power-line then will just not work. What the farmers do is take out the cable and by-pass that gadget. But in China it was not possible to do that and therefore there was a lot of pent-up feeling. And this 50 page report only in the end, in the last two or three lines, it said that in some areas there was some resistance and then I went and visited those. In two villages some farmers actually told me that all farmers came together and they almost revolted against the county electricity company. Then I read in newspapers that this issue was very important; farmers felt that having two, two and half Yuan per kwh of power, many farmers found that 30, 40 per cent of the value of agricultural output is going in electricity. So it is a big issue but its never been highlighted. I could never really get my hands on how really important and serious that issue is.
Interviewer: That is very interesting. But what about your secondary level data and understanding, have you been able to find a lot of China studies work in India?

Tushar Shah: No, not in my field. I think that we should be doing a lot more because the Chinese are trying institutional experiments, which are of great relevance to us in the water field. We have a great deal to learn. I think language is a big issue. Its not easy to build collaborations with Chinese institutions unless you have a lot of money. Information statistics in China are beginning to cost lot of money. I think the government has began to price all their data, and that also makes access very difficult.
Interviewer: So China studies in India, what is your perception? For example, in Gujarat, because it has been more Delhi-centric.
Tushar Shah: There are hardly any China studies in Gujarat, although I think that Gujarat ought to have great interest in China. But I think that whatever China studies in taking place, is entirely outside the arena of research. I find a lot of dissentment form there; they do their own kind of research. I found this very interesting account, until 1990, India was the largest exporter of diesel engine. We used to export, I think, two hundred thousand pieces a year. Suddenly in early 1990 they found that the market was shrinking and the Chinese had taken over. India has this three or four major diesel engine production centres. One is Agra, second is Coimbatore and third is Rajkot in Gujarat. So the Rajkot guys were hit hardest by the rise of the Chinese pump industry because they were exporting a lot. And we just did not understand what exactly was happening. So several units had to close down and basically the Rajkot pump industry unit was closed down. So come of them started manufacturing electric scooters and some others were starting something else. But they were just giving-up. And then I read an interview in a Gujarati newspaper of one of the bigger diesel pump manufacturers, I am trying to set up an interview with him but have not been able to do that yet. But that interview is very interesting. This reporter who was interviewing him was asking him about his experience in China. So he says that when I lost all my export orders then I decided to figure out how is the Chinese pump industry superior. So he says that I went to Daxi, which is a city in China, which is called ‘pump capital’ of China. I think 60-70 per cent of all the diesel pumps are from there.
Interviewer: Where is it located? Central China, South China, maybe more south.

Tushar Shah: So he says I went there and spent 8-10 days. I did not know the language so I just stayed in a hotel and I was out in the market everyday and was trying to figure out what exactly was happening. And he said that the more I saw the more I wondered how different the Chinese pump industry is from ours. I found that in Rajkot there were 60 or 70 manufactures of pumps and each one had a self-contained plant, manufacturing every screw, every part ourselves. And in Daxi it was totally different. I found that their workshops were the size of a kitchen, who were just manufacturing screws, one kind of screw or one kind of bolt.
Interviewer: Complete division of labour.

Tushar Shah: Yes. So I found that these guys were able to respond to orders very rapidly. Somebody would place an order for fifteen thousand pumps of a certain kind and they would be happy to serve that order in 20 days because this guy would just sign on an order and then he would go out to the city and just order 800 different part to different guys and when they would be delivered, he would just assemble. So he says that it was the pump industry was organised totally very differently from the way our pump industry was organised.
Interviewer: But he could go and see all of that?

Tushar Shah: Yes. Then he said that I went and got a resident visa and went to Daxi and set up my own plant.

Interviewer: As a joint venture or?

Tushar Shah: This was in news that is what I am going to find out. In that he said that I went and stayed put there for 2 or 3 years, tried making pumps the way they do in Daxi itself, and they all welcomed me.
Interviewer: They are quite welcoming to foreign capital.

Tushar Shah: He says that I have learnt that how they do it and now I have come back and want to do the same model in Rajkot. This was 6-7 months ago and I want to see how he is doing. So there is Chinese study of this kind. I think researchers, China is completely off their radar, but the businessmen…
Interviewer: You do not feel that there is too much research going on China?

Tushar Shah: I do not see any research going on China in Gujarat.

Interviewer: What about the premier institution, academic institutions, universities?

Tushar Shah: I know IIRMA and I know IIRMA hasn’t done anything on China.

Interviewer: Nothing at all?

Tushar Shah: No, I do not think so. INA, I think there are some Professors who are interested in China.

Interviewer: Professor Sebastian Morris

Tushar Shah: But I do not see any systematic or I do not see any collaborations between Indian institutions and Chinese institutions, where groups of researchers sit together or work together, publish jointly and look at both India as well as China.

Interviewer: And Chinese language teaching that also you feel that there is a need for it or is it only the short-term courses for businessmen?
Tushar Shah: No, I think there is a need for it, but I think the only people who are learning the language are the traders.

Interviewer: As short-term courses for their own business interests.

Tushar Shah: I think researchers, especially in booming states like Gujarat and Maharashtra, need to wake up to China. In Delhi there is a China Studies Centre.

Interviewer: Yes we have Institute of Chinese Studies, Observer Research Foundation. The Chinese Studies Centre is a part of the Centre for Study of Developing Societies and then there is a centre in the Jawaharlal Nehru University. So we have faculty member over there and they have 5-year M.A. Programme. So that has started and it has made its beginning almost around 1918-1919 in India. But after that it 1924, Vishwa Bharati in Shantiniketan, Buddhist Studies. There was Professor Taan, who went there and really developed it. So Delhi University and Jawaharlal Nehru University have brought out first batch of scholars of 5-year M. A. Programme in 1978. So there are people who have long term focus.
Tushar Shah: And have actually been to China?

Interviewer: Yes, yes they have also been to China. But still it is very limited and still more Delhi-centric. I do not think there is too much of engagement of scholars on China even in other States.
Tushar Shah: Why is it so?

Interviewer: It is like in Calcutta, Delhi, Mumbai and some. Again because there is a dearth of literature and research materials that are available on China and the fact that China itself has kept itself insulated. And more of the studies that grew are more in the areas of political and international relations that is after the war especially. But as far as other aspects are concerned, sociological, anthropological, that is still evolving I should say. But what is your personal feeling about the people of China, any views, other trips to China, any recollections? Any stories that you have to tell?

Tushar Shah: One thing that I really find very striking about the Chinese is how reluctant they are to be critical of their society, their government, in the presence of the outsiders. I don’t know whether among themselves they are equally, but that’s a character that you do not find among Indians.

Interviewer: We are all the time criticising ourselves.

Tushar Shah: So I have this person I have worked very closely with and we share the same background. She is much younger to me but she comes here very often and I go there. Once she had asked us over for dinner, along with a Pakistani colleague. Both of us were at her place and were talking about all kinds of things, exchanging experiences between Pakistan, India and China. And the Pakistani citizen said that there is a great deal of intercourse between China and Pakistan. This Pakistani colleague of mine and I were kind of roaming around in the town there and we found lots of Pakistanis in smaller towns and cities, buying things and selling things, so we were talking about all that and this girl’s husband was working in some water harvesting centre, another research centre, local Chinese centre, so we began talking about the Beijing administration and the Beijing government, what is good about it. Beijing at that time had lots of new programmes for construction was under progress. We were having rice-wine.
Interviewer: This is in Beijing?

Tushar Shah: This is in Beijing, in her apartment and her husband was becoming more and more open, the more rice-wine and more open, he was becoming mildly critical about the Beijing government. He became little more sly and then suddenly his mouth fell open and the topic of conversation changed and I just chanced to look at Zingsia, this friend of mine, and she was kind of, and they never got to talk about that again. It was very revealing to me.
Interviewer: What all did he say?

Tushar Shah: He was talking about corruption, how in the peripheries of Beijing many villages have been completely taken over by the contractors and many farmers have been ousted, taking few names, those names did not matter to me, because I could not recognise them. He was basically talking about second-rung leaders of the party, who were involved in land development.
Interviewer: The land had been forcibly taken away?
Tushar Shah: Yes, he was talking about that. It is no big deal about that, it is an open secret, but Zingsia would not allow him to talk about that. Then once when I went back I opened that topic again and I told her that in India if you were in a meeting like this then it would go on, the government bashing.
Interviewer: The government bashing will go on. But when you travelled around, what did you feel about the culture, the civilizational links between India and China?
Tushar Shah: I did not see any civilisational links between India and China.
Interviewer: No? The family, the role of the women, society network?
Tushar Shah: I thought that the farmers there are pretty much like our farmers and the organisation of the family is also pretty similar except that you do not see so many children running around. I also met some people who had managed to have two children 
Interviewer: In rural areas they are allowed to have.

Tushar Shah: Yes. But in Beijing I think they have to keep it at one-child and if they have another one then there is a lot of manipulation involved.
Interviewer: The position of women in society there?

Tushar Shah: The economic role of women in families was quite similar to what you would find in Gujarat. They are very active economically, they work on the fields, they drove cars, I even saw a woman driving small tractors, which you won’t find in India. I also interviewed several women who worked as tube-well managers, which you would not find in India. In many villages all the bore-holes are owned by the Village Development Committee and some big ones they have pumps and water distribution systems which are also owned by the Village Development Committee. So on many of those women farmers became managers, so that’s very unusual, which you wont find in India. But basically the culture that you find in small holder farming countries, I thought there were several common strands.
Interviewer: So your writings on China have covered aspects related to irrigation, ground-water usage.

Tushar Shah: Yes, irrigation organisation institutions in general, and irrigation policies, water policies.

Interviewer: And your overall perception is that they are definitely more organised, that is why their productivity levels, per capita productivity levels are much higher.
Tushar Shah: My impression is that there are several things that they are doing at the national level as well as at the provincial and the county level, which are not working.
Interviewer: They are doing but they are not working?
Tushar Shah: No. And whatever little work is at the ground level is because of the authority structure that they have. So how much of that we can replicate here is an open issue and is something that I think needs to be closely probed. On why the Chinese farmers are so much more productive, I think its partly the climate that they have, at least in the North China plains the climate is much more conducive. And I think they do not have landlessness, which is a very important advantage. You can have a little more field, but everybody will have some land or the other. I was not able to fathom what are the implications of the absence of property rights and land on the incentive of investment. But I did not see any sign of under-investment in the Chinese farms. There are all kinds of rotations that are occurring now in both land ownership and access to water, which are kind of interesting, but they all promote greater productivity and efficiency. In North China plains, all over I think they are abusing natural resources like we are doing.

Interviewer: Too much, not sustainable.

Tushar Shah: I think the Chinese take on that, or their understanding of why is this happening, is more plaician than ours. We normally try to blame the farmer and say that the farmers are irresponsible, I think that the Chinese perception is that the long term viability of small holder farming is open to question. Therefore, I read in the People’s Daily, when I was coming back from Beijing 2-3 years ago, of some plan in the making to move over in the period of 30 years some 400 million people from farms to eco-cities that they are trying to build. I thought that was, whether it works out or not is a different issue, but it is the ultimate solution. In India also I think there is no way that unemployed million families can subsist on 130 million hectares of land, eventually we will just have to take population out of agriculture. I think in our case it will probably happen by default where cities will keep getting crowded. The Chinese are at least thinking about it and that newspaper report mentioned that they are hiring some very fine eco-architects from the US to design, make plans for those eco-cities, in which they are going to settle. Even thinking on those lines is very futuristic. I do not see that happening here.
Interviewer: But then they have so much more land than we have, the problems are different.

Tushar Shah: Yes, but most of their agriculture and the agricultural production is concentrated in North China, most of our food production is concentrated in Punjab, Haryana, and 2-3 States. The cottage industry boom is also very important
Interviewer: The rural townships.

Tushar Shah: It is apparent, when you go to the village, the farmers’ or peoples’ dependence on agriculture as the only source of livelihood has reduced. This has taken some of the burden off agriculture.

Interviewer: This they have done effectively. What about the poorer provinces?
Tushar Shah: I have not been to inner Mongolia and some of the provinces further east, that’s the part of China I haven’t seen.

Interviewer: What about their food security issues?

Tushar Shah: I think in the east and further up, I do not think pressure on land is anywhere near as high as you find in North China plains. So you have large holding, lot of nomadic farming traditions and I do not think food security would be a major problem; that is my impression.
Interviewer: Any other personal experiences that you would like to relate, engaging with Chinese policy-makers, politicians?

Tushar Shah: When I went to conferences and meetings, I found that the politicians that I met, better informed than many of our politicians. I also found it interesting that how people move up the party cadre in China. Many of the researchers that I met or I worked with were themselves party cadres and that if you did well in your career you scored brownie points and if you did well in the party then also you scored brownie points. There was a nexus between your rise in party hierarchy and in your career, there is a certain amount of complimentarity, so there was a very high reward for compliance.

Interviewer: That means your recognition is quite quick and you are rewarded.

Tushar Shah: And even in science, I was told that if you do not have the sympathies of the party bosses you cannot make much headway. In centres, for example, the Directors or heads of the centres, they had to be either party members or…so that was quite interesting. I found all of them very China-centric. I think we among the South Asians we tend to look out sometimes to look at possible solutions to our problems, while the Chinese think that all the wisdom is with them.
Interviewer: They do not have to look out; they do not have to learn from others.

Tushar Shah: Except the US.

Interviewer: Its only the US who can teach them.

Tushar Shah: Exactly. For example, water, there is this huge movement for making water logs. So we are looking at water logs from several countries, I even looked at Jordan, look at have problems similar to us. But all the Chinese provinces that I visited they have completely taken water logs, Colorado – water log, California – water log, Texas – water log, and they have analysed them from any which way you would like them to. But they have not looked anywhere else so that complete internal locus of control and a US fixation.
Interviewer: But even now, even with the rise of China and the US with the sub rank crisis, the US not doing too well, the US has also not been good on the political side?

Tushar Shah: I have not been there in the past 9 months.

Interviewer: Your last visit was in 2007. But 94 to 2007 is the US fixation the same, continues to remain as important?
Tushar Shah: I think so. Especially at the provincial level, they look at the US as the best organised society in the world, the most powerful and the only country, only power that China need to reckon with.

Interviewer: So we keep talking about the Dragon and the Elephant and the catching up that we need to do but they do not think that there is anything for them to learn from us?
Tushar Shah: Zingsia Wang, she told be openly that in an average Indian mind-scale I think that China dominates. If you scratch an average Chinese, they do not think so much about India.
Interviewer: But there are more scholars coming from China to India, but then maybe it is our Asian Scholarship Foundation, which only gives opportunities to move within Asia. So it is because a lot of Chinese scholars are coming to JNU and we had a Chinese scholar Zang Lian in IIM-Ahmedabad also. She was there for nine months and now she still comes. She came last year also, she is working on a project on innovation, so she has been giving some lectures here as well. So she has been here. Because the ASF is really providing opportunities for Chinese scholars to move within Asia, for that reason maybe they are coming to India, because it does not provide the opportunity to go to the US. But then after that I think they are also looking for other avenues.
Tushar Shah: You know I would be happy to go back and question some of those perceptions that I had of Chinese perceptions of India and the US. And also the trade between India and China is also booming, like never before. Every time I come from Delhi or Bombay to Ahmedabad, I see a delegation of Chinese trying to shop all kinds of things like, there us one group of Chinese that was trying to buy red chillies and they found one place in Shaurashtra where the chilly is the hottest.
Interviewer: So like you have tea-tasters, you have chilly-tasters.

Tushar Shah: So I think that would probably increase the Chinese interest in India.

Interviewer: But it is like China exporting more and selling more to the rest of the world than they are buying from the rest of the world.
Tushar Shah: There is this awe about the Indian IT, they feel very envious.

Interviewer: As far as India is concerned, you feel that they are in awe of India as far as IT sector is concerned?
Tushar Shah: That is my impression; I would like to be correct on that. But even the people I interacted very closely with, they knew a lot less about India than I knew about China, not that I know a lot about China, but I am very interested, so in the newspaper that I am reading if there is anything on China then I try and look it up. But I do not think they do that. And I think that economic and political power is a criterion that seems very dominant. But is it your perception too?

Interviewer: Yes, it is of course. Though in Delhi we are starting to engage but again its very very limited because very few people who know Chinese language. And then there is also this debate going on whether it is the language specialists who should be doing more research on social sciences aspects or it is the social sciences people, people who are grounded in social science theory that they should go in for comparative studies on China. What do you think about that? How important do you think is the knowledge of Chinese language for people wanting to do research in China?
Tushar Shah: It is very very important, especially because the Chinese are not upfront. If we use an Indian interpreter in India, chances are that you will get 60-70 per cent of what is going on between you and the respondent. The interesting thing about China is that I must have been to 70-80 villages across 6 or 7 provinces, but I have not stayed there, talked to farmers, spent 5-6 hours in that village. In not one of these villages was I left alone, there was always a delegation, besides of course my research partners and interpreters, there were also the local water bureau officials, the provincial water bureau officials, sometimes national water bureau officials accompanying. And they would always mediate the discussion between me and the farmers. So when you ask any questions, the first response will come from them, they will just not allow the poor guy to talk. The Beijing guy would say that no no I know him, this is what he does. It is so difficult to engage in conversation with a farmer.
Interviewer: Direct you cannot have one-to-one?

Tushar Shah: You can, but since you do not understand the language, even if he says somebody will translate it and if the translator, the interpreter says something, which is not palatable then he will be interrupted and the provincial or the Beijing guy will say no no that is not what he is saying, this is what he is saying. So you only get sanitised versions. So I found that the only way to directly engage with peasants was on long trips, when you were driving along on a road if you found somebody and just stopped there and go and talk to them because these people would not accompany you there, there you have the driver, the interpreter and the researcher. So that is the only way I could actually talk to farmers.
Interviewer: But then are the farmers quite vocal, did you find that? Are they honest?

Tushar Shah: Yes I found that. On the way to, I do not know which city was it, it was a long drive and I had spent the whole day without talking to a farmer so I was getting very impatient. I was telling this colleague of mine that we must stop by and talk to somebody and we found a poor farmer working on a small plot of land, so we just stopped by and had a 45 mins conversation with him and he happened to be the one who is very bitter about the village leadership, about the party leader, they had taken away all his land.

Interviewer: Why and he got no compensation?
Tushar Shah: He got no compensation and he looked very poor. He was cultivating about three quarters of an acre of land with his own hands. So it was very unusual and we had a long interview with him. That was very interesting. The only time that I could have these good conversations with farmers was when I was travelling, that when I was left alone, otherwise every time I went there we had to get a plan approved, where all we are going. Zingsia, every time she invited me, she told me that we have to fix the dates three months in advance.

Interviewer: The dates to go to meet the farmers?

Tushar Shah: The dates for me to go to China, we have to decide three months in advance, because she has to get the whole field-work plan approved. And I said if you do not get approved, she said that nothing will happen, but the water bureau will then never co-operate and she would said that we are after all a research institution and we have links with the State and all this people we have to work with. This is the procedure and there are lots of people who flout the procedure and they don’t have to worry about government support but we have to worry about government support.
Interviewer: Which institute did you say she is with?

Tushar Shah: She is with the Chinese Centre for Agricultural Policy in Beijing, which is a quasi-government centre.
Interviewer: Because NGOs there do not exist.

Tushar Shah: But there is another CAAS, something which is completely part of the government research system and this centre also was a part of the government system but it had through some route had earned some autonomy, it can raise its own funding, accept money from international sources.

Interviewer: This organisation, it can raise its own money?

Tushar Shah: Yes.

Interviewer: But then their objectives and the methodology of their working has to conform.

Tushar Shah: That is not clear. They do lots of things outside China also and they advise the government of Chinese agricultural policy.
Interviewer: They have foreigners working there?

Tushar Shah: Yes they have some; there was a Stanford professor, who is actually instrumental in it.

Interviewer: Again US.

Tushar Shah: Yes. I am also on their advisory committee, their Board of Governance. And they have also lots of Americans.

Interviewer: On their Board?

Tushar Shah: On their Board.

Interviewer: are the only Indian on their board?

Tushar Shah: I am the only other Asian on the Board and I think I was also invited because of this close work that I have been doing on water.

Interviewer: And the others are all Americans, Europeans not even a Japanese?

Tushar Shah: All Americans, no Japanese.

Interviewer: What do you feel China’s engagement with its immediate neighbour is, like, South Korea, Japan, the stronger Asian partners.

Tushar Shah: I did not get opportunity to probe this dimension. But once I was in Nanjing and there I talked to those, Nanjing received the worst of Japanese bashing during the Second World War. I did not spend much time, but I talked to hotel managers and some local professors and antipathy towards Japan was quite strong. Many of the more educated people, once they figure out what you expect them to say, then they just let you have it. So you don’t know whether you are having a real conversation.

Interviewer: Or completely fitted into a frame.

Tushar Shah: That is a problem I have always had in China, which, for example, is not the case with Americans. I have many American friends and they are often happy to talk about the divorces and the personal things. Of course they are much more open about their government and politics. For example, I think its easy to engage an American in a discussion on Obama vs. Hillary and they will give you their opinion honestly.
Interviewer: And your US friends who are engaging on China, what is their opinion?
Tushar Shah: This professor from Stanford, Scot Roselle, he has been a China expert for a long time, also married a Chinese and has a home in Beijing. So he spends six months in Beijing and six months there. He has done some interesting work and he speaks Mandarin very well, is well accepted in Beijing academic circle. And he is also an admirer of China, which is the only way you can stay there. Though discussion with him I got some of the nuances but again that maybe his version of what China is. What I understood from him and what I find very interesting is that there are deep reforms in the government and the Chinese are learning to use incentives far better than many other governments are. The way they open up their food grain market, which was completely controlled until 1990, and they found that wasn’t helping, so they gradually unshackled their food grain market, removed all the quotas. Then they incentivised the bureaucrats, who were involved in managing those markets, which was beneficial and I found similar things are happening in the water sector. Then you break up this remuneration in two parts, one is fixed and the other is based on some notion of performance. So then you are changing the behaviour of the people and especially in the context where you do not have unions, you have local authorities, which can enforce basic rules of fair play.
Interviewer: And the farmers in the villages are not organised as unions or something, when you say that there are voids and each individual is left to himself, nobody is going to come and support him, the VDC?

Tushar Shah: The Village Development Committee that is the only way that they can organise, the only way I found that they were organised. All the other institutions were basically the creatures of the VDC. So, for example, in some villages every farmer owned a small bore hole and he could manage it the way he wanted. In many other villages the VDC decided that no that is not the best way of organising the irrigation, in critical locations in the village, the VDC will make the bore holes and every farmer can have his own small pump, you can take your pump and pump ground water and use it.
Interviewer: And you pay for the water also?

Tushar Shah: No you do not pay for the water. You just pay for the power. In some other villages the VDC decided that no we will have our own tube-wells, we will appoint managers and those managers would provide irrigation services. In India you find that the irrigation organisation is completely spontaneous.

Interviewer: But majority of our land is depending on natural rainfall.

Tushar Shah: No majority of our land has now come to depend on ground-water, some sort of irrigation from ground-water, but we also find institutions – farmers organised or markets – but they are completely un-tampered by State. Whereas in China, I found that even local level institutions were designer institutions, created by the VDC.
Interviewer: But this farmer whose land has been taken away, he has no recourse, no way he can get help from the VDC?

Tushar Shah: The VDC itself was responsible. Because the VDC Chairman, the only appeal against him was through the party leader, the village party secretary and if the party secretary and the VDC leader were together on a cause then they just did not have any other appeal.
Interviewer: No compensation given, nothing for that?

Tushar Shah: Land is a big issue because compensation involved would be very high. Many village party secretaries told me that the land did not belong to the farmers, it belonged to the government.

Interviewer: So they do not have this feeling that they are taking away something, it was theirs always.
Tushar Shah: Actually giving a compensation is seen as doing a favour.

Interviewer: And what do you feel about the future of China, China-India issues, which other issue do you think are going to be very important between our countries?

Tushar Shah: China is a different animal, its not just India, I think the whole world, its going to be dealing with China.

Interviewer: Even though they are saying that China is going to slow down now, you are not too emphatic, over-heating of the Chinese economy?

Tushar Shah: What I find very significant is that before I went to China, I thought that a society governed by despotic system of governance, there would be this built-in resistance. In China I do not find that, I find that theirs is the best way of governance.
Interviewer: That is what they have been made to believe

Tushar Shah: Exactly, so there is this fringe of resistance but I think that the average Chinese or the central tendency among the Chinese is to believe that the only way their country can become powerful and remain powerful and lead the world is through their discipline. So I think that the Tiananmen Square episode, there are more aberrations. And I think that is the best. If we have a despotic government that doesn’t have the support of its people it is easier for the rest of the world to deal with. But such a large country where most people believe that…
Interviewer: What they are doing is right because they are succeeding.

Tushar Shah: Because they are succeeding and I think probably they believe that the use of State authority is legitimate and it is not only necessary but also desirable.

Interviewer: Religion has a role to play here?

Tushar Shah: I do not think so, although I saw some temples in the cities, in the small villages they have their own temples.

Interviewer: But it is all Buddhism mainly, right?

Tushar Shah: They had also some Gods; I did not know what the relationship was. 
Interviewer: But you felt that it’s more a unified system of governance, central authority?

Tushar Shah: Yes, absolutely.
Interviewer: Any experiences related to publications on China, publications that you may have published and how well they have been received over there?

Tushar Shah: Yes I think in my particular field the comparisons between India and China are quite well receives because of the importance of understanding. So that has been quite well received. Some of the work, some of what I published in English, was also taken my SSACPA and translated in Chinese and shared.
Interviewer: When was this?

Tushar Shah: In 2004. There was one paper in which I basically did a overview on the ground-water issue and the Chinese were, because all their water administration is dominated by engineers, who like large canal structures better than small little pumps, just as in our country. So their water knowledge is lopsided. They know a lot of canal irrigation but very little about ground-water, which is diffused and fragmented. So, I did this review of the global situation and I also compared the experiences of the Middle-East and North Africa with South Asia and Chinese issues, which they thought would be useful for the Chinese, so they translated that in Chinese and shared that with policy-makers.
Interviewer: But they are open to learning when it comes to things that can help them?

Tushar Shah: Much more form the US than elsewhere.

Interviewer: For an Indian to gain credibility in their eyes would take much longer. And when you went did you take your family with you?

Tushar Shah: No, I never have, I would like to. My wife is a pure vegetarian, so she will have to starve. Because I can eat everything which moves that you get in China.

Interviewer: That is a difficult scenario. We can carry the food packets from here. At least in the cities you do get vegetarian now.

Tushar Shah: I had discussed this and she says that the only way she will be able to go to China with Cox and Kings Gujarat.

Interviewer: Sponsored trip, where they take their own cook.

Tushar Shah: I think that somebody told her that, in China even if somebody dishes out a vegetarian dish, there is no guarantee.

Interviewer: Only the boiled rice that you get is vegetarian. So when you went around to the villages, they were quite deep inside or you were in the towns? Where all did you stay?
Tushar Shah: We used to stay in the towns, never in the village. But then you drive down at times 40-50 kms. Most areas that I went there were pucca roads going to the village. I think the roads, compared to 1994, a lot has changed.
Interviewer: The infrastructure is amazing; we have also driven 800 kms there. The amount they have spent on their infrastructure, you feel that we should also do the same?
Tushar Shah: I do not think so. Once I drove on a road 100 kms and this was a 200 meters wide read, like the express-way, between two towns, but we did not meet a single vehicle for 100 kms. A road that size is used so sparingly, I think they had built it with the hope that you build a road then there will be more business. But I did not understand. But the Chinese are that way only, they did not particularly worry about…
Interviewer: Every county, every party secretary is concerned that the infrastructure in his area should be really good, that’s important.
Tushar Shah: I do not know from where they get all their resources from to build these.

Interviewer: They have, they have, building such roads is amazing. So you had no problem in eating their food and mixing with the people?
Tushar Shah: When I began anything and everything that they offered then it wasn’t a problem.

Interviewer: And your total number of trips must be around?
Tushar Shah: 8 or 9.

Interviewer: And you must have gone for various conferences there as well?

Tushar Shah: Yes.

Interviewer: Organised by which institutions?

Tushar Shah: Mostly CCAP, but sometimes we also organised some of our meetings there like the Food Policy Research Institution. So the CG system – Consulted Group on International Agricultural Research – to which INI, IRI, IFPRI, all these belong, so we keep doing things with China. CASS organised a conference, to which I went also. Sometimes I attach a 4-5 days filed-trip to a conference. But it is very difficult to organise a field-trip in China, unless you have some escort.
Interviewer: And any universities that you visited?

Tushar Shah: Yes, Ohan I visited. I visited the Hydrological University in Beijing, couple of others that I cannot remember now. But I did not have much time.

Interviewer: Any lectures that you have given over there in any institutions, other than the conferences.

Tushar Shah: Once or twice. The CCAP organises a bi-annual meeting to which it invites social scientists from all over China so that’s one occasion where I normally speak.
Interviewer: And how would you like to see the evolution of China studies in India?
Tushar Shah: Regardless of whether China is interested in us or not, I think that we should engage more and seriously upscale out work in China.
Interviewer: Suppose you had to do something, how would you like to start or make a beginning in China studies, say, in Gujarat?

Tushar Shah: I would like to start with a Chinese partner, who is interested in India and we will build a partnership that is mutually rewarding and valuable. Because I think that it will be equally, if not less difficult, it is also difficult for an interested Chinese to work in India. So if there is somebody interested in Gujarat, yes I would be very happy to work.

Interviewer: And Chinese in India, what do you feel about them? Do you meet them when they come here?

Tushar Shah: People who come for my kind of work, yes.

Interviewer: And what is their perception about India?

Tushar Shah: I think they find India very unruly, disorderly.
Interviewer: Economically?

Tushar Shah: I do not think they find our villages as impressive as their villages. Some of them, at least Zingsia got very shocked by the poverty. We do not see that kind of poverty, absolute, abject poverty in China. She also found the caste-system abominable, the lawlessness on the roads, in town or even in city like Bombay. The weather, I think India’s weather is more incremental than China. In China, except when it is very cold, it is quite pleasant.
Interviewer: Generally, our government, our democracy, our institutions, ease of setting up NGOs, they do not feel?

Tushar Shah: I do not feel so. I do not think that we get brownie points for that.
Interviewer: But our freedom, they do not give us any points on that?

Tushar Shah: My assessment is that they do not think that…

Interviewer: All this is worth too much?
Tushar Shah: Yes.

Interviewer: They would rather not have our kind of freedom?
Tushar Shah: I think all of them have bad memories of the Cultural Revolution but that was probably a despotic government going in a over-drive, but I think most Chinese are at peace with what they have now and I think that they probably feel that the State as a disciplinary institution is helping them to create a stronger country, a more organised society, without being over-bearing. None of them have ever told me, but in their heart of their hearts, they think that India is or democracy is inferior.
Interviewer: And our political institutions and our processes?

Tushar Shah: No body has told be this, but none of my Chinese friends are adulated or shown a great deal of admiration for the Indian system of government or for democratic. Maybe they think that it is 10 per cent of Indians and this 10 per cent are the vocal types.
Interviewer: What do you feel about the way they are working for the coming Olympics and the recent Tibet issue, the way the Indian government is reacting and responding?

Tushar Shah: It is difficult to talk to friends about such issues because you put them in a dilemma, in a quandary. They would not say their minds openly they would not actually be honest about what they say to you, same with Taiwan also, it is difficult to raise the Taiwan issue.
Interviewer: You cannot raise the Taiwan issue with them either?

Tushar Shah: I have not tried raising. As I told you, even the issue of corruption and all that or how China actually works, you can carry on a discussion only upto a point.
Interviewer: Because when you say incentives, incentives can mean a lot.

Tushar Shah: Yes, exactly, unless if you have a very deep personal relationship with a Chinese friend, then probably they will open up. Otherwise you do not exactly know what are you getting, maybe you are getting a sanitised version or maybe they are actually sharing the reality. But the sense that I have picked up from my interactions with all the Chinese, the educated Chinese that I have come in contact with, is that there is much lower level of dissonance between what an average Chinese citizen thinks and what the State or the government wants. In India I think if you asked 1000 people about what the should government do, you might get 1500 opinions; none of them will tally with what the government is actually doing. I do not think that would be the case with the Chinese.
Interviewer: And your own personal engagement with China, studying China, do you feel there is lot to be done?

Tushar Shah: Yes, I think I would like to go back whenever there is an opportunity, come back wiser than before.
Interviewer: And also have some reference to bring home.
Tushar Shah: In every field I find that understanding China has significant value, not only to India but also to other parts of the world, because the Chinese do many things differently from the rest of the world, so it is a very interesting study in many ways. For example, I was trying to study water saving devices, how do you get farmers to save water. So one of my tricks was designed around that, so I just went around, roamed around the Chinese countryside, trying to find out what are the local government’s rules, what the farmers do. In Shandong , for example, I found that every hardware shop had huge rims of black polythene. So I was trying to talk to these store-keepers, why are you keeping tons and tons of that? So this guy told me that since the last 3-4 years, farmers have taken to BT cotton and they found that in BT cotton if you spread this black polythene sheet on your field, then not only do you have to give 2 or 3 less irrigations to the crop, but the crops are also much better and the yields are higher. So the local water bureau spread this message and they had this 2-3 minutes television clip which they would show in a stationed wagon from village to village and in one year it kind of became a revolution, it spread in the entire cotton growing areas.
Interviewer: And the yield was much more?

Tushar Shah: We interviewed a number of farmers and they said that we have taken this because the others have found this beneficial.
Interviewer: So they have saved water and they have grown better cotton.
Tushar Shah: So it kind of became a, something that started as an idea 18 months ago, was taken up by thousand and thousands of farmers just in 18 months time, which I found extraordinary.

Interviewer: So fast! That is wonderful. Any other experiences?

Tushar Shah: Something like that in India would at least take 10 years and we would not be sure even after that.

Interviewer: There will still be some criticisms about it.

Tushar Shah: There will be supply bottlenecks. Many things have to fall in place. It is not just enough for the farmers to start dreaming, even the supplies should be there, the shops should be stocked. Somehow there all of that happened.
Interviewer: But they did not feel that there will be so much of plastic that would destroy…

Tushar Shah: They need not worry about those second generation problem.

Interviewer: That issue, because you are a scientist, so the affect on the environment, what do you feel?

Tushar Shah: I think the interesting thing about Chinese is that they feel under much less pressure form the international or the global fashions.

Interviewer: Fashion, you call it a fashion?

Tushar Shah: We call it a fad.

Interviewer: Global warming, is it a fad in your opinion?

Tushar Shah: I think it would be premature for India to start taking big time action. We have just began to attack our problem of poverty and people who are talking about global warming the most they have had all the goodies.

Interviewer: Lot of people say that they have had all the goodies and now they want to slap it on us.

Tushar Shah: Absolutely, and we tend to get taken-in so easily by this. The Chinese will pay a lip-service to it and they will keep doing what they are doing. I have also interacted with Chinese in Africa.
Interviewer: China has a huge presence in Africa because they want the resources.
Tushar Shah: In Africa, they are so business-like, business-like even in development.

Interviewer: That is why ONGC lost out and we are having this big India-Africa Summit and telling the Africans that they were to give you lot of scholarships and lot of other kinds of partnerships.

Tushar Shah: They do not give a damn. Countries like Ethiopia, which have just begun investing in their water infrastructure, and the World Bank goes to them and gives them all this gyaan about environmental impact of Dams, I mean that they need some basic infrastructure.
Interviewer: They need it. Ethiopia is the most under-developed country.

Tushar Shah: And you are killing all the investments. So giving a small dam to Ethiopia would be 3-4 layers of procedures, paper-work and all the environmental impact assessment and Ethiopia had to suffer all this. Now the Chinese just go and they do not ask person. You want a dam, make the dam, you should generate your own electricity. So they would build a dam, which would take the World Bank a billion dollars, in 200 million dollars. And the World Bank would take 10 years, this guy would put it up in 18 months. I think in many African countries, they are earning good-will, the outside world might be thinking that they are exploiting.
Interviewer: That is the kind of articles that are coming like, China’s greed for resources, quest for resources.

Tushar Shah: In effect, they are just displacing the multilateral institutions just because they are responding to those governments’ priorities better. To tell Tanzania that building water infrastructure is no good for you, is complete nonsense. The Chinese go there and they just gift infrastructures. And Indians just go and give lectures!

Interviewer: Because they deliver very fast.

Tushar Shah: They deliver very fast. They are decisive and that would be very important for us to understand. For a top-level politician to show such a sagacity and statesmanship, one can understand Manmohan Singh going, but for that to percolate down to the lower levels of administrations and the High Commissions there in different countries, who are more or less so independent from the Centre and to produce such results in a foreign territory. I also did some work in Cambodia, where India has as much presence as Chinese. Indians have old relationship with Cambodia and we are trying to participate in Cambodia’s development and the Chinese are also participating in Cambodia’s development. And the Chinese are so brisk, so business-like, they make commitments and they fulfil them and we make commitments and those commitments are wishy-washy. So they see development as either building a diplomatic capital in those countries or actually contributing significantly to the development. We need to put our house in order in that department; maybe we can learn a lesson or two from the Chinese. I think our business is probably doing that better.
Interviewer: The business, the private sector?
Tushar Shah: Yes, I think the Tatas, for example, have a much better good-will. People in countries like Ethiopia, Tanzania, even Burkina, South Africa, Zimbabwe, ordinary people talk about Tatas with greater respect than government of India. Last month I was in South Africa and I was interviewing an Afrikaner farmer, who was building an interesting relationship with 300 black farmers, so I was interviewing him on that. Suddenly he found out that I am from India and he just said Tatas. He said can you believe it I used to drive Mercedes trucks and last month I wanted to buy a truck, so I went to Tatas and it is the same truck, the same Mercedes engine and I paid one fourth the price, how can he do it? So I bought 2 Tata trucks. So there is a great deal of respect for the Tatas.
Interviewer: So government to government you feel is difficult but the private sector has a huge reach in China because they can be more decisive, stick to commitments?

Tushar Shah: I think so, yes. Even in the international soft-power, the Indian private sector can be…

Interviewer: Can be the hand-maiden of getting good relations.

Tushar Shah: But I think the government should also get better, we should be more strategic. It is a very complex area and I do not think that I am qualified to talk about that. But as a researcher who interacts with lot of ordinary people, I feel envious that the Chinese are laying out their global cards so quickly and we are watching as a country pumpkin.
Interviewer: We keep shifting according to what suits. Despite all protests, China would have its own policy on Tibet; they are not going to be worried about the protests. Any other personal experiences and the future of, like you said trans-national research project in China?
Tushar Shah: I think we should have a lot more, we have great histories. I think we should learn more from the Chinese.

Interviewer: But are we learning more?

Tushar Shah: We are not, I think we should.

Interviewer: Despite the number of scholars who are curious to learn about China, the ,pre we are learning about China.

Tushar Shah: Maybe, perhaps networks like yours can create greater more pathways for Indian researchers to engage with the Chinese. Maybe they should have a India-China Programme or something.
Interviewer: There is an India-China Programme by PUKAR in Bombay that is also funded by the UN. In fact China studies in India got the initial funding by the Ford Foundation.

Tushar Shah: That is a pity, government should find some money.

Interviewer: But Funding of China research in India, what is your experience with that?

Tushar Shah: There is no funding. If you need 50,000 rupees to make a trip to China, you do not know where to go. But your network, is it pure…
Interviewer: Basically we are all academics and scholars, mainly in the teaching. We are all teaching and doing research.

Tushar Shah: But is there a Secretariat, is there someone who is straining all his/her time just in running this.

Interviewer: No, no. In fact, with this project we have just started with this programme so we have to see how it evolves. This month in fact we are starting with the interviews and yours is the first of its kind. But we will be interviewing scientists, economists, diplomats, academics, people from different fields, security field.

Tushar Shah: You would also be interviewing Chinese, Chinese who have worked in Chinese research institutes.

Interviewer: No. This particular project is China experts in India, but then of course we are going to have a conference, maybe in November-December, after we have completed the interviews and then we would have some sort of dialogue among China experts in different countries.
Tushar Shah: Then I think you should also meet Ashok Gulati, he has also been doing work on China. He has organised some interesting conferences couple of years ago and has now brought a report on the dragon and the elephant.

Interviewer: You have copies of your publications on China?

Tushar Shah: Not only on China, there is always China-India comparison.

Interviewer: You have? Do you think I can have a few copies? It would be good also to disseminate and also to keep with the various foundations and institutions in Delhi which are doing research on China because it is very important that your work is also seen at the government level. In China, the academics who are established there, or the scientists who are established there, like sort of your contemporaries or counterparts there, do you feel that they have more facilities for research or they do not need to do very much research?
Tushar Shah: I do not think they do much research. In fact I found that the social science research is much richer and much more vibrant in India than in China. Especially in the Mao era, where the social scientists were boycotted, and also the scientists. It is very difficult to find good economists in China unless you go with the US; the US finds very good Chinese economists.
Interviewer: But to find good economists in China would be difficult.

Tushar Shah: It is not easy. And I also think that the socio-economic research in China in my field is very limited and also of a very indifferent quality. Most good research that you find is by Chinese who are there in the US. Is that your impression too?

Interviewer: Yes, certainly. But Chinese academic and research institutions, even now they are not, they have a lot of money like CASS and SASS, but whether they are able to produce very good quality research work.
Tushar Shah: I find that even in international journals, lots of Indian researchers publish on international issues but you seldom find Chinese. How are the Chinese doing on English, are they catching up?
Interviewer: Mostly they start learning English from class five, even in Shanghai, I have been there twice, thrice. So you find that people know that “woman” in a “lady” but if you say “girl” or “female”, then they do no know. So their English is limited to certain words. Even researchers and professors in Shanghai Academy, their English needs lot of improvement.
Tushar Shah: This colleague with whom I work, when I invite her to our conferences, then I have to translate her in English. The way she speaks is completely unintelligible, they cannot understand.
Interviewer: But they are now learning English, they are having more focus on that.
Tushar Shah: I thought that was our only comparative advantage with China. I also think that Indians have this inherent comparative advantage in maths, but how is Chinese? Do they have that?

Interviewer: Not too sure again. But quality of education which is imparted in government schools leaves much to be desired. We are doing far better certainly. We are doing far better certainly. On your next visit, what would you really like to do, like to study further?
Tushar Shah: I keep operating at two levels. I have some detailed questions which I keep probing in my field. And there is this fascination with China, Chinese society, Chinese politics, Chinese economy and the Chinese mindset, how do their minds work, that is an abiding interest but I am not able to pursue that as much as I would like to. And of course Chinese institutions.
Interviewer: But when you go there next time would also like to visit certain other areas, which remain grey areas for you, physical areas?
Tushar Shah: I have not been enough to South China, which has a lot interesting water institution, so I would like to go and see some. Then I would also like to keep going back to Shandong, because every time I go I learn new things and things keep changing also.
Interviewer: And Shandong is one place where you have been going.

Tushar Shah: Yes Shandong, Hubei, Hubbey and Hannan, these are the four places that I keep going.
Interviewer: And you have seen lots of changes over time.

Tushar Shah: Yes. Like for example, one trip I went there was no this black polythene, and the next time I went to the same village, all the farmers were using that polythene.
Interviewer: And the infrastructure of course much better the each time that you have gone.
Tushar Shah: Now I think in many areas there is not much scope of building any new infrastructure, they have already build everything that needed to be built.

Interviewer: The road connectivity. What about the e-learning and the e-connectivity for the farmers? You said that there was this 2 minutes slot and everybody was conveyed the message that this is going to be good for you. So do you think they are using a lot of toll-free learning, kiosks and tele-centres?

Tushar Shah: I did not see many of these, maybe when I go the next time I will see.

Interviewer: Then how do they communicate, though the VDCs?

Tushar Shah: Television and the VDCs. They also probably travel a good deal to nearby towns because of their commercial links.
Interviewer: And the townships have they developed as you visited?
Tushar Shah: Even small towns have these beautiful hotels which have just 7-10 per cent occupancy. There are hotels which we need sometimes for 2-3 days and we found that we were the only guests. This is a 5-6 storey hotel with lot of glass, beautiful hotels and very reasonably priced. So I just do not understand how they making their two ends meet? These roads on which we could not meet any other vehicle for 100 kms, somebody must be paying for all this. Maybe the banking system in China is indebting all this inefficient, non-performing assets. So all normal notions that we have of doing things according to an economic wisdom seems to break down when you go to China.

Interviewer: Because you cannot understand how they manage this situation.

Tushar Shah: I read an article that dealing with waste-water the Chinese had a great anathema. So most Chinese cities had very poor waste-water management systems. Then suddenly a wave came and something happened and every city wanted the fanciest waste-water management systems.
Interviewer: Because of this global warming and environmental and ecological balance?
Tushar Shah: This is only a new fad, just like building get roads, big roads. Building good waste-water plants was also the ‘in’ thing and they suddenly found in years that it was just the thing to do. Suddenly by five years some 800-900 fairly big waste-water plants were build in Chinese cities.
Interviewer: Even if the waste-water was not so much?
Tushar Shah: In this case, the waste-water was always there, it was just being diverted untreated to reverse causing river- pollution. But when it came, it came in a huge way.
Interviewer: That’s what you feel that projects come up and they are immediately implemented all over.

Tushar Shah: And I think that the city government and the provincial governments they seen to drive a lot of infrastructural development and the banking system seems to feed it. Maybe one big part of the problem of the viability of the future Chinese economy is how well the banking system does, because that seems to control.
Interviewer: That is of course there. Their financial system is not as strong as that in India. They have accumulated a lot of foreign exchange reserve because of their huge trade and the over-valuation of the currency; they are not going to let it.
Tushar Shah: Are you an economist?

Interviewer: I am teaching macro-economics in Indian economics, contemporary business environmental management. So when are you going back to China?
Tushar Shah: I have no plan as of now.
Interviewer: It has really been great talking to you, lot to learn, lot to know. Every personal visit must have enriched you. What do you feel about their honesty, are they more honest in dealings? Their personal character traits, law and order, like you said that they feel that our country is completely disorderly.

Tushar Shah: I think they certainly have greater respect for authority and they instinctly abide by the law of the land and probably as a corollary, they give contracts and commitments and promises more weight. I think they generally make promises that they intend to keep, which we don’t do.
Interviewer: Do you think it is easier for Indians to go to China than for Chinese to come to India, any views on that, visas etc, their openness?
Tushar Shah: They are said to be much more open. I do not know what problems do they have not go though, but my colleagues, they did not have any problems.

Interviewer: Especially if you are going for a conference, which you said that if you need to go for a study then it has to be meticulously planned?

Tushar Shah: But a Chinese who comes to India, if he knows a little bit of English I think he can get along well. But when I go to Beijing and I am in the airport I tend to become nervous because I do not know how to talk to the taxi drivers. The way I speak the name of the hotel is very different from the way he is used to saying it.
Interviewer: Even the spoken Chinese is different along the countryside, from one province to another.
Tushar Shah: If the hotel’s name is simple like ‘The Grand’ then its ok, but if the hotel’s name is a Chinese name then getting your hotel also becomes a problem.
Interviewer: But the way China is building relations with the rest of the world, what do you feel about China’s future in that context, like you said their presence in Africa, Cambodia, China’s presence in other countries of Asia and other countries of the world?
Tushar Shah: I think China is systematically building its super-power, almost imperialistic and they are going about in a very strategic and deliberate manner. We are so preoccupied with our own problems. That way I think that in 20 years China will be a class apart.
Interviewer: In 20 years it will be class apart?

Tushar Shah: I think it will certainly be.

Interviewer: And we talk about Shanghai – Bombay comparison? Do you think the catching-up thing, we always talk about India catching-up with China, do you think we will be catch up with them?
Tushar Shah: I think our weakest point is the government and the politics. All the change that we are seeing is entirely because of the private enterprises and I do not think that they have build Shanghai just through private enterprise. The role of the government as the role-setter is very important. And our soft state, I think giving a rule of law is a major shortcoming. Having a democracy is one thing, but having free-for-all anarchy, what we have is anarchy.
Interviewer: And this is why we cannot get things to work?

Tushar Shah: I think it’s certainly a big part of why we are behind. The strong state, a democratic one is important. The US is a democracy and a strong state with rules, laws and order. They try and not make laws that are not going be enforced and if they have a law, they enforce it. And we have such a huge corpus of law, most of them redundant and we keep making hundred more laws every year not worrying about their enforcement. So I think the State is a big part of our problem.
Interviewer: And India will never be able to catch up with China?

Tushar Shah: Well I think we will do only that much of catching up that will be done by private entrepreneurial talent and the State will play role only by getting out of the way rather than taking a decisive and positive part.

Interviewer: And doing business with China is also much easier for us, for any country to do business vis-à-vis India?

Tushar Shah: In the private sector?
Interviewer: In the private sector, vis-à-vis India?
Tushar Shah: Absolutely.

Interviewer: That is why they have been getting so much foreign capital, 10 times more than that of India.
Tushar Shah: I think one thing is for the government to make things simpler for the entrepreneurs to create value for themselves and for the country.
Interviewer: Loosening the control?

Tushar Shah: Yes. What gains we have harvested in the past 15 years, are basically the moves that we have began making in terms of the government creating a more liberal institutional and legal framework for the private economy. But it quite a real thing for the government to actually steer. We have learned the version of the commanding heights argument that the government does not do everything. But the government does plays a very important role not only in allowing businesses to do it but actually creating options for businesses, which I think the Chinese are doing much better than us.
Interviewer: Do you think the tickle down effect there is more visible than here in India of reducing poverty?

Tushar Shah: Poverty reduction I think they have certainly done much much better and I think we can learn from them.

Interviewer: The Chinese performance in reducing poverty is really, because the way they have brought down their birth-rates, the gap between the death-rate and the birth-rate has been completely bridged.
Tushar Shah: And also the horror stories that we have heard about the poverty in Chinese village during the Mao era, I have really not even seen an iota of that.

Interviewer: And the sanitation facilities?

Tushar Shah: Better. Village infrastructure is better, village management is better, their cities and towns are much better managed than ours.
Interviewer: And their quest for resources is not going to be inhibited by any stories.

Tushar Shah: From their point of view there is no reason why, after all the West has used the past century to do that. The West is also creating the way we look at ourselves and we take them so seriously.

Interviewer: That is why we had this huge Delhi Sustainable Development Summit.
Tushar Shah: So sometimes they find it ridiculous that India is taking global warming more seriously than the American, than the Australians.

Interviewer: Even though Al Gore is the one who produced the film.
Tushar Shah: So I think the Chinese are doing the right thing, paying lip service to it but then not allowing their growth rates to come down as a result of that.
Interviewer: But our Indian businessmen are happy making money on Carbon Credits. So some benefits are to be reaped as well. And you think that this thing of Chinese scholars not very interested in India will continue or is the sort of interest of India in China going to be more in future?
Tushar Shah: I think it will depend entirely on our economic success.
Interviewer: They are only interested in economic success?

Tushar Shah: They totally believe that political power comes out of economic success, if you build a strong economy.
Interviewer: That is what they strongly believe in. That you cannot be a super-power unless you are an economic power and that is why as far as Tibet is concerned everybody is just paying lip service to the Tibet issue because everyone has such huge stakes with China and you feel that we will keep getting suppressed the way our Minister was treated by the Chinese counterparts and Nirupama Rao the way she was summoned? We will keep taking all the bashing from them?
Tushar Shah: So far I think we have taken.

Interviewer: We will keep looking up to them?
Tushar Shah: I think the 1962 scar, neither has India forgotten, nor has China forgotten. Therefore, even if they are not saying, their outlook towards India is some way coloured by 1962.
Interviewer: And the Panchsheel, history? And what about this water issue because of the Tibet plateau, in 2000 we had this lecture? It is supposed to be the water bank of Asia?
Tushar Shah: Yes. And the Brahmaputra, and all the major rivers arise out of that. It must me a 1000 sq km area. So that is a potential flash point in India and China relations.
Interviewer: So water is also a major political issue between India and China, geo-politics of it.

Tushar Shah: Absolutely, it is a big potential. 

Interviewer: What are the possibilities, what can happen? On a pessimistic note, on an optimistic note, what can happen?
Tushar Shah: On a pessimistic note I think basically China will diver all of the rivers, some of them might involve a lot of drifting, but China’s water needs are very high and growing, its not only North China plains and so are India’s. Pessimistic is that we will remain weakling, basically allow China to do again all strategy.
Interviewer: How much of the water resources would be it deprived of legitimately?
Tushar Shah: I have no idea, but it would be huge, it could be up to 15-20 per cent of what we have now, of our total water reserve. The only surface river basin that we have is Brahmaputra that is the only system. This entire river-linking project of linking the Himalayan Rivers with Kaveri and Godavari, is based on that premise. The only river system where there will be warm water that can be used is the Brahmaputra system and the difficulty in harnessing that water is that we do not have good sites of building dams. So the only way we can use that resource is by transferring water to other rivers.
Interviewer: Through canals?

Tushar Shah: Yes. So if we do that then the plan is to transfer 200 billion cubic kms, which is much bigger than the North to South transfer in China, which is totally 98 cubic kms. Our estimated total water resources are 1100 cubic kms, so it is good 18-20 per cent. And if there is a great Chinese intervention on that rives, then obviously we will have problems, it will be a source of conflict.
Interviewer: It can become a potentially huge source of conflict. So isn’t it better that we start looking ahead and thinking rather than only doing crisis management and then being the side which is much weaker?
Tushar Shah: Who is the best known China expert in Delhi? I would like to talk to him, how much attention is being paid to this issue?
Interviewer: In fact we will, we are trying to organise a lecture by Professor Harprasad Ray, from Calcutta, we have requested him if he can come. Because we also organise this visiting scholars’ series under the China studies programme for people who might be out of Delhi, like yourself, maybe we will have some sort of a panel discussion and bring people in from one particular area. Even multi-disciplinary, because we need a security and strategists to also understand this. But there are various people like Brajesh Mishra and then we have had Ambassador Anand, many people like Shiv Shankar Menon’s wife, her father was posted there. So we have had lots of diplomats and people in Delhi. Then we have in Institute of Chinese Studies, Professor Mohanty, Dr. Patricia Oberoy quite a few others. A mix I think would be good to have.
Tushar Shah: Because I had seen a lot of newspaper report on the potential flash points on water side but when I talked to the government, the Water Resources Secretary, I find that they give so little importance to that. They consider this so remote.
Interviewer: Remote? They do not want more on their plate I guess. Because how can it be ignored?

Tushar Shah: Unless we make a lot of investment in the North-East, what is a potential now does not actually become a resource. So the competition will be in terms of who builds dams first, reservoirs first or infrastructure first. And our own internal thing is mired in all kinds of controversies. Bajpayee wanted to create a lot of hydro capacity in the North-East and it has been mired in a discussion between environmentalists. China has no such problems.
Interviewer: Though they are a little now environmental conscious. My husband’s company, SRF, in fact we had gone last year, they are building a joint venture, maybe next month we will be going, chemical plant. We also went to 3-4 sites, Zinged province and 2-3 other, there again for environmental reasons; people were located very close by so for that reason they have relocated to another area but in Zinged province itself. But in each county, the part secretary was very very interested that the plant should be set up in his county. We went to the next county and he wanted it to be set up there. So they really invite for capital a lot, very very welcoming and they have already laid out the infrastructure for you s just travel easily. This environmental concern of the people being in the vicinity so they said that we should relocate it. But again their environment concerns and the way we look at it, the concerns are quite different. We take it too seriously.
Tushar Shah: I think that the debate is good but, quite often we give up on very important strategic decisions just because, just one individual can actually upstage. See this Narmada Project in Gujarat.
Interviewer: What do you feel about that, it is so close to you?

Tushar Shah: The project has suffered because of this debate. The World Bank has moved out and the Gujarat government has not mastered enough resources. So the project which should have been completed by now, it will take another 20 years to get completed.
Interviewer: Because of the displacement.

Tushar Shah: I think the good thing that the environmentalists did was to kick up this debate about giving a fair deal to the oustees and Gurajat developed by far the best compensation programme ever. So I think the credit for that must go to it but such a huge project has got delayed by 20 years and its benefits are nowhere in sight just because one small group of people could take the government to ransom.
Interviewer: And what all we have lost in this process?

Tushar Shah: We have lost 25 years of the benefits of the project, project which would have been implemented in 7-8 years and is now going to take 20 years to get implemented.
Interviewer: And the cost is colossal and what we have lost in terms of productivity etc., cannot even count that. That is why they call us unruly. And your Chinese friends when they come here, what do they expect to see in India? Are they happy that they are doing well because of compliance, because we are sincere and open, we tell them everything about us?
Tushar Shah: As I have been mentioning that I have never been able to make out whether they are telling me what they really feel.
Interviewer: Have they come here and studied also the way you go their systems, do they ever come and study these things here?

Tushar Shah: No. They come and attend conferences. Even there I find that my Chinese partners do not see great value in actually going out of the field and getting first-hand information.
Interviewer: The research that they do is not empirical, it is all secondary?
Tushar Shah: All secondary data and modelling. So you have to actually pay them to go and visit villages and to do field research. That is a tradition that in India is well developed than China because social science itself is so well developed here.
Interviewer: And their social science research is still evolving.
Tushar Shah: Yes. So here when they come they basically try and learn as much as they can from meetings and conferences.
Interviewer: But they do not like to visit villages or collect empirical data the way we try and go and collect?
Tushar Shah: Yes. For example, when I go to China, whenever we are driving, all my antennas are up, I want to see everything.
Interviewer: You want to devour everything around you, take in as much as you can.

Tushar Shah: Yes. When Zingsia comes to India, and if we take a car and if 5-6 of us are driving at night, she sleeps throughout the trip. She takes up the last seat, has the whole seat to herself and as soon as we start driving, she goes to sleep. That I find curious.
Interviewer: They are not taken up by the culture, the multi-coloured, multi-faceted, no they are not?
Tushar Shah: No. And my African friends, they hate India because, when they go to the villages, the reception that they get is so traumatic because rural Indians have a very opinion of the Africans.
Interviewer: Blacks, they are not welcomed?

Tushar Shah: They are not welcomed, then they laugh at them when they see them, so I am very embarrassed. Because when I and my Pakistani friend we went to villages and small towns, the Chinese also found our looks very different. So they were curious, some women would giggle. But in India it can be actually quite downsizing.
Interviewer: Because they look at them as being tribal, that is what their notion of Africa is. So it is actually the way you are conditioned my History that is why they feel that, because we tell them so much about our poverty that the Chinese also feel that we have a lot of poor and a hopeless situation here. So the Indian image in Chinese eyes is not improving over the years? Last 15 years you do not feel there has been much of a change?
Tushar Shah: I think the Chinese are now noticing India.

Interviewer: Only noticing India but we say it in the same breath, the rise of China and India or the elephant and the dragon. But do you think it is more an Indian view-point?
Tushar Shah: Yes, I think it is more an Indian view-point.
Interviewer: Little bit about your background, how your own studies evolved?

Tushar Shah: As I told you, I was trained to be a banker and then I got mixed up with this agricultural issue.
Interviewer: How?

Tushar Shah: My first job was in National Dairy Development Board under Dr. Kurien. I worked with Dr. Kurien for a few years, then I kind of got mixed up with studies of cows and buffalos, crops and agriculture.
Interviewer: And from cows you went to water?

Tushar Shah: Then I went to IIRMA, I was the Director of IIRMA for several years and there working with students ii chanced into irrigation research and I did some work on ground-water and suddenly I found that I was an international water expert, just because I had done some work. That led to more opportunities and as it happens when you are in academics, you tend to get drawn towards areas and questions raised, and more support and more research. So I kept investing in water research, joining the present institution gave me this opportunity to look at the issues around the world.

Interviewer: This institute you have joined when?

Tushar Shah: I joined it in 1999, before that I used to worm mostly in India.
Interviewer: And it was once you joined this institute that you started looking more at other.

Tushar Shah: Yes, because one of the mandates of this institute is to promote transfer of knowledge. So from ground-water point of view, China, Spain, Mexico, India, Pakistan, these are important countries.

Interviewer: How?

Tushar Shah: Because in all these countries the farmers depend a lot on irrigating ground-water. These are all semi-arid and arid areas.
Interviewer: And they have to go as deep down as 200 feet, 300 feet, the more you use ground-water the more you have to dig deeper. But we have a lot of ground-water utilisation even in the cities, what about China?
Tushar Shah: Yes, same.
Interviewer: Even in their cities, they are using a lot of ground-water?
Tushar Shah: World-wide actually, the mainstay of urban concentrations is ground-water. Once they deplete ground-water then they cite surface-water. Otherwise, even in Europe, all the major cities depended on ground-water for a long time and once they become prudent then ground-water can no longer support.
Interviewer: And in China, water-harvesting or the alternative sources of energy, what is their view on that, are they looking at it?

Tushar Shah: I think they are putting their urban water scene in order more quickly and better than we are doing. In Delhi, for example, we have had this water problem now for 15 years I do not see and quick solution to this just because of lack of regular action from the DDA and Delhi Jal Board.
Interviewer: But in China urban cities?

Tushar Shah: In China, there is no water law, national water law that kind of thing, which created a basic wherewithal for posing order on the water economy. Now they have found it very difficult to impose that in the countryside because of too many tube-wells and too many farmers. It was a cosmetic enforcement, but in cities they took these laws more seriously and they used the cities, for example, to seal all the private tube-wells and they gave 5-6 big water companies licenses to pump ground-water and supply to the whole city. So over a 10 year period, they actually reorganised the entire ground-water system. Just imagine sealing all the 350,000 private tube-wells. How much tube-wells are there in Delhi? And linking all those households with 5-6 water companies, it is such a big task. I think it will take 50 years in India, but in China they did it in 5-6 years.
Interviewer: But their cities are also growing so rapidly, like Shanghai, Pudong, but they have done it before.
Tushar Shah: Absolutely, and water is a fundamental thing. Then because they are growing and because they do not have such a huge urban ghetto, they also do not have ability to play issues as much as we have.
Interviewer: And then there is so much migration, what do you feel about their domicile registration system?
Tushar Shah: I thought that it worked, but now there is a lot of informal migration, people coming in.
Interviewer: But they do not get any benefits from the State; they do not get anything from the State?

Tushar Shah: No. It is cruel but…
Interviewer: But it is not like our urban centres, there is no limit to the numbers. No matter how many houses we make, they can never be enough. And the kind of pilferage, they do not have any problem on that now because it is all managed systematically, electricity and everything. So basically you feel that governance is much better where the rules are implemented in a stricter manner?

Tushar Shah: I think it is an authoritarian State where the State’s authority is being used to create a rule of law.
Interviewer: And people are willingly accepting it.
Tushar Shah: Whereas I think we are giving bad name to democracy.
Interviewer: So China studies as such in India you feel that we need it but funding is not coming?
Tushar Shah: Yes, at least I do not see any local funding coming and I just think that network like yours should start try and raise some local funding, because I think it is very important. Maybe you should go to Tata Trust, they will be happy to fund.
Interviewer: Tata has given us now because our fellowship programme, ASF, they have been managed by the Ford Foundation for money, but now Ford wants them to also diversify their sources of funding. So Tatas are giving 5 scholarships now out of the 35 which are going to be given in the next batch. We went to them for a specific China studies programme because now they will be giving for Indian scholars and lot of Indian scholars what to go to China now. So maybe out of the 5 almost 3 would go to Indian scholars wanting to do research in China. But that also came with lot of negotiation, they wanted to see how the programme was going, what all we were doing after having engaged in Asian studies. So China you think is like more of an area studies thing or more of disciplinary studies?
Tushar Shah: I think we should bring all kinds of perspectives in study of China. I have been looking at a very small part of China, aspect of Chinese, yet find it so instructive. 
Interviewer: They do not find our experiences instructive for them?

Tushar Shah: My experience is limited. I am not capturing a big part of the Chinese scholarship, but the people I have interviewed, I have not found them looking towards, only India but, anywhere except the US
Interviewer: But some kind of memorandum of understanding or something you know can be built? We are having that now.

Tushar Shah: In that we just need opportunity but we will not be able to create interest. Also in India actually there is a market, there is a demand, for example, if somebody writes about how the Chinese are doing and what are the potentialities, then there are people who will be interested in it.

Interviewer: Yes, a lot. Like Zang Lian, she is coming here and she has got a project with an Indian businessman to try and bring those innovative techniques to the Indian businessmen and she is very much in demand and she keeps coming to Indian all the time because she speaks good English also. And all that, she has done a lot of learning here itself in IIM-Ahmedabad. So they like to come to certain places either it is Jawaharlal Nehru University, only to India’s premier institutions. But the literature that is available on China, initially before you went, you must have studied about China?
Tushar Shah: Very limited, almost only by Americans. Most of the Chinese work was in Chinese and some of them were translated but I found them very superficial and it did not provide me any new wisdom, any insight into how things work.
Interviewer: So whatever you learnt about China was through the writings by Americans?
Tushar Shah: And through my own personal observation, which as I explained to you is so sanitised, that I always have to constantly ask questions that, what I see is that the truth?

Interviewer: Even though going to so many villages, but the way people live and interact with one another, what did you feel about the way they live and interact with one another? Is that superior or inferior, status divides within the village also?

Tushar Shah: No I did not see. There were smart people who became local powerful goodish and all that, but the caste and class thing that we find, they find it quite ridiculous. And the absence of landlessness is also another and of course the declining dependence on agriculture as the source of livelihood. You find that even in India, the parts of India where the long-term economy is booming, I find that…
Interviewer: Poverty on its own comes down and people are happier.

Tushar Shah: And the caste, class differences also tend to diminish. I was also doing a study of tenancy, I grew up on economic teachings in the 70s, which is the first and second Five-Year Plans on tenancy. Things are so different and the landowners have such a big bargaining position in many areas vis-à-vis tenants. And tenants dictate terms in Gujarat. For example, a landowner who wants to sell his land, he has to work so hard to find a reliable and dependable tenant to just take care of his land.
Interviewer: So the whole scenario has changed?

Tushar Shah: Look at the Planning Commission’s report; they are still in the 1960s.

Interviewer: They are still there that we need to reform tenancy laws. Taken so much of your time, thank you, thank you very much.

_____________________
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