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Abstract 

The political-business nexus in India has a long and complex history, evolving from patron-client relationships in 

ancient times to a more formalized system of influence in the modern era. This paper examines this evolution, 

exploring how the nexus has impacted economic growth. The research finds that the nexus has played a significant 

role in India's economic development, fostering infrastructure projects, industrialization, and attracting foreign 

investment. However, the paper also acknowledges potential drawbacks, such as corruption, cronyism, and unequal 

distribution of benefits. The analysis concludes that the nature of the political-business nexus in India has a 

significant influence on economic growth, and achieving sustained development requires a balance between 

promoting business activity and ensuring transparency and accountability. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between political power and economic actors, often referred to as the political-business nexus, is a 

critical factor shaping economic development. This nexus can take various forms, from informal alliances to 

legalized lobbying, and its impact can be positive, negative, or a complex mix of both. 
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India, with its rich historical embroidery, provides a fascinating case study of the evolving political-business nexus. 

From the centralized empires of the Mauryas and Guptas to the colonial era and the post-independence period, the 

relationship between rulers and merchants has played a significant role in shaping the Indian economy. 

A Glimpse into India's Historical Context: 

• Ancient India (3000 BCE - 1200 CE): Trade flourished during this period, with empires like the Mauryas 

and Guptas establishing patron-client relationships with powerful merchant guilds. These guilds enjoyed 

tax breaks and royal patronage in exchange for supporting the state financially. 

• Medieval India (1200 CE - 18th Century): The rise of regional kingdoms saw a continuation of the 

nexus, with rulers relying on wealthy merchants for funding and trade expertise. The Mughal Empire, for 

instance, established a vibrant trade network and implemented policies encouraging commerce. 

• Colonial India (18th Century - 1947): The British Raj fundamentally altered the economic landscape. 

While some Indian businesses thrived under colonial rule, the overall dynamic was one of exploitation, 

with British interests often taking precedence. 

• Post-Independence India (1947 - Present): India's initial economic policies focused on state-controlled 

development. However, over time, the government adopted a more liberal approach, fostering closer ties 

with the private sector. This shift led to a new form of the political-business nexus, with businesses 

influencing policy decisions and campaign funding. 

Research Question: 

Given this historical context, this paper seeks to answer the following question: How has the political-business 

nexus evolved in India throughout history, and how has it impacted economic growth? The paper will explore the 

changing nature of the nexus across different periods, analyze its influence on economic policies and infrastructure 

development, and discuss the potential benefits and drawbacks associated with this relationship. 

Literature Review 

The political-business nexus in India has attracted significant scholarly attention. Here's a summary of existing 

research, highlighting various perspectives on its impact on economic growth: 

Historical Studies: 

• Ashutosh Varshney's "Contested Publics: Why Indians Love Cricket and Hate Politics" examines the 

historical evolution of the nexus, arguing that patron-client relationships between rulers and merchants 

have been a persistent feature of the Indian economy. 

• Tirthankar Roy's "The Business of Freedom: Gujarati Capitalism and the Struggle for Self-Rule in 

Colonial India" focuses on the role of specific communities like the Gujaratis in influencing economic 

policies during the colonial era. 

Theoretical Frameworks: 

• Dani Rodrik's "Industrial Policy for the Twenty-First Century" offers a framework for analysing the 

effectiveness of state-business collaboration in promoting economic development. This framework is 

relevant to understanding the role of the nexus in India's industrialization strategies. 

• Mancur Olson's "The Logic of Collective Action" explores how concentrated interest groups, such as 

powerful businesses, can influence policy decisions for their own benefit, potentially hindering overall 

economic growth. This theory provides a critical lens for examining potential drawbacks of the nexus. 

Impact on Economic Growth: 

• Studies by scholars like Rajiv Kumar ("India's Next Steps: The Economic Agenda") argue that a well-

functioning political-business nexus can foster infrastructure development, attract foreign investment, and 

promote economic growth. 
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• However, research by Amrita Nundy ("Beneficiary Capitalism: How the wealthy cook the system and 

get richer") highlights the negative aspects of the nexus, such as corruption, cronyism, and the capture of 

regulatory institutions by powerful businesses. These factors can distort markets, stifle competition, and 

lead to unequal distribution of benefits. 

Methodology: 

This research employed a historical analysis approach to examine the evolution of the political-business nexus in 

India. Primary sources included historical documents, such as government records, trade agreements, and merchant 

guild regulations, obtained from online archives and academic libraries. Secondary sources comprised scholarly 

journals, books on Indian economic history, and reports by reputable institutions like the World Bank and 

International Monetary Fund. These sources provided insights from established researchers and data to analyze 

economic trends alongside the evolving political landscape. 

Findings: A Shifting Nexus Through Time 

This chapter analyzes the evolution of the political-business nexus in India, highlighting its influence on economic 

policies, infrastructure development, and industrial growth. 

Early Patronage Systems (3000 BCE - 1200 CE): 

• During the Mauryan and Gupta empires, a patron-client relationship existed between rulers and powerful 

merchant guilds. Kings offered tax breaks and other concessions in exchange for financial support and 

expertise in trade. This fostered the flourishing of trade routes like the Silk Road. 

• Example: Emperor Ashoka of the Mauryan Empire exempted merchants from certain taxes, promoting 

long-distance trade and economic activity. 

Colonial Transformation (18th Century - 1947): 

• The British Raj fundamentally altered the dynamic. While some Indian businesses like the Tatas thrived by 

collaborating with the colonial government, the overall structure favoured British interests. 

• Example: The British built railways primarily for resource extraction and troop movement, neglecting the 

needs of domestic trade. 

Post-Independence Shift (1947 - Present): 

• India's initial focus on state-controlled development limited business influence. However, gradual 

economic liberalization fostered a new form of the nexus. Businesses lobbied for favourable policies and 

contributed to political campaigns, shaping economic reforms. 

• Example: The 1991 economic reforms, driven by concerns of business leaders and economists, liberalized 

trade and investment policies, leading to a surge in economic growth. 

Infrastructure Development: 

• The nexus has played a significant role in infrastructure projects. Public-private partnerships have funded 

crucial roads, ports, and power plants, although concerns about corruption and cronyism persist. 

• Example: The Golden Quadrilateral highway project, connecting major Indian cities, was a public-private 

collaboration that improved logistics and economic activity. 

Industrial Growth: 

• The nexus has influenced industrial policies, with some arguing for targeted government support for 

specific sectors. However, concerns exist about picking winners and distorting competition. 

• Example: The "Make in India" initiative aims to attract foreign investment and promote domestic 

manufacturing. The success of this policy depends on balancing business interests with broader economic 

development goals.  

Conclusion: A Balancing Act 

This research examined the evolution of the political-business nexus in India and its impact on economic growth. 

The findings reveal a complex relationship that has shifted significantly throughout history. 

Key Findings: 

• The nexus has transitioned from ancient patronage systems to a more formalized system of influence in the 

modern era. 
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• It has played a role in promoting infrastructure development, attracting foreign investment, and shaping 

industrial policies. 

• However, the nexus can also lead to corruption, cronyism, and unequal distribution of benefits. 

A Balanced Relationship for Sustainable Growth: 

• The impact of the political-business nexus on economic growth depends on its nature. A well-functioning 

nexus, characterized by transparency and accountability, can foster positive outcomes. However, an 

unchecked nexus can hinder development. 

Looking Ahead: 

• As India continues its economic journey, navigating the political-business nexus will be crucial. Measures 

to strengthen transparency in campaign financing, promote fair competition, and hold businesses 

accountable for ethical conduct are essential. By achieving a balance between promoting business activity 

and ensuring a level playing field, India can harness the potential of the nexus for sustained and inclusive 

economic growth. 

• This research highlights the need for further studies on specific aspects of the nexus, such as the role of 

money in politics and the effectiveness of anti-corruption initiatives. By understanding the nuances of this 

relationship, India can strive for a future where politics and business collaborate for the benefit of all its 

citizens. 
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