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1.  Reading Passage

India is,  by the loudest  measure,  the fastest-growing major economy in the world.  Headline GDP
has expanded at roughly six percent a year — a pace that politicians cite in speeches and investors
cite in pitch decks. But economist Surjit Bhalla, writing after the BJP's landmark electoral victory in
West Bengal, argues that the country is enjoying a political peak while quietly losing the economic
argument.  The  burning  question,  he  writes,  is  whether  the  two  events  —  political  triumph  and
economic drift — are coincidental or causally linked. His answer is the second.

Start with the numbers behind the slogan. India may lead the league table on total growth, but on
per-capita GDP it  ranks only ninth. On per-capita GDP growth it  ranks eighth, and on per-capita
growth measured in US dollars it slips to sixteenth — behind Bangladesh and Ethiopia. The catch,
Bhalla  suggests,  lies  in  that  word  'major'  and  in  measuring  against  a  35-year  average  rather  than
recent  performance.  The  rupee  has  depreciated  roughly  twelve  percent  against  the  dollar  in  the
past year alone, its seventh straight year of decline and among Asia's worst-performing currencies
in 2025.

What's gone wrong? Bhalla's diagnosis centers on a collapse of investor confidence. Foreign Direct
Investment  —  the  long-term,  factory-building  kind  of  money  that  brings  technology  and  global
supply-chain links — has slowed because the rules of  engagement have changed.  The pivot  point
was 2015, when India rewrote its Bilateral Investment Treaty framework. The new version required
any  foreign  investor  with  a  dispute  to  spend  five  years  exhausting  Indian  courts  before  reaching
international  arbitration.  Bhalla  calls  this  the  most  damaging  provision  in  the  new  framework:  a
five-year cooling-off period that signals to global capital that India is a difficult place to enforce a
contract.  If  Indian citizens themselves avoid Indian courts when they can, he asks pointedly,  why
would a foreign investor accept the same fate?

A parallel shift has happened in trade. Quality Control Orders — rules requiring imported products
to meet Indian standards — jumped from just fourteen in 2017 to 765 by December 2024. Officially
these are about safety. In Bhalla's reading, they function as protection for domestic firms wary of
foreign  competition.  The  result  is  a  country  that  loudly  courts  investors  at  conferences  while
quietly  building  walls  behind  them.  Finance  Minister  Nirmala  Sitharaman  told  Parliament  in
February  2025  that  the  BIT  framework  would  be  reviewed;  more  than  a  year  later,  the  promised
reform has yet to materialize, and Bhalla suspects the architecture will survive largely intact.

The  deeper  danger,  in  Bhalla's  view,  is  psychological.  Overwhelming  political  success  can
encourage  the  belief  that  policy  is  already  good  enough.  India  still  holds  genuine  advantages  —
scale,  stability,  and  global  relevance  —  but  those  are  starting  to  look  like  a  substitute  for  reform
rather than a foundation for it. He notes that India's total GDP in 2025 is smaller than the economy
of  the  US  state  of  California,  so  the  seductive  pitch  of  a  'large  Indian  market'  is  itself  partly  an
illusion  when  measured  against  the  actual  size  of  consumer  wallets.  The  wider  lesson  is  that
elections and economies operate on different clocks. A government can win every state it contests
and  still  let  the  foundations  rot  beneath  it,  because  the  political  reward  for  reform  arrives  years
after  the  political  cost.  Elections,  Bhalla  concludes,  can  deliver  power.  Only  policy  can  deliver
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prosperity. The world, he warns, is watching to see which one India chooses.
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2.  Explanation

India is the fastest-growing major economy on Earth — and yet a prominent economist argues
the country is quietly bleeding the investor confidence that made that growth possible in the first
place.

What's Going On?
Writing in The Indian Express,  economist Surjit  Bhalla argues that the BJP's sweeping electoral win in

West  Bengal  marks  a  political  peak  for  Prime  Minister  Narendra  Modi  —  but  masks  a  deepening

economic  problem.  India's  headline  GDP  growth  looks  world-beating,  yet  on  per-capita  measures  it

ranks  ninth  globally,  eighth  in  per-capita  GDP  growth,  and  only  sixteenth  in  per-capita  growth

measured in US dollars. Bangladesh, Ethiopia and even crisis-hit countries outperform India on that last

metric.

Bhalla blames four 'agents': a government that diagnoses the problem but blames others; the Congress

opposition,  which  is  too  weak  to  discipline  the  ruling  party;  major  industry,  which  benefits  from

protectionism;  and  what  he  calls  the  'Deep  State.'  His  central  claim:  India  is  applying  band-aids  —

appeals to patriotism, ad-hoc tariffs — instead of doing the surgery needed to attract investment from

Indians and foreigners alike.

How To Think About It
Bhalla's  argument  is  about  the  gap  between  a  scoreboard  and  a  diagnosis.  A  team  can  be  top  of  the

league table and still be quietly developing the injuries that will end its season.

• Think of a restaurant with a queue out the door but a kitchen that's slowly losing its best chefs —

the lunch rush hides a hiring crisis that only shows up months later when reviews tank.

• Or think of a student with a high GPA who's stopped doing the harder electives. The transcript still

looks  elite,  but  the  skills  needed  for  the  next  stage  — college,  a  job  — are  quietly  eroding.  India's

GDP is the GPA; foreign investment is the harder electives.

Key Things To Know
• Quality Control Orders (QCOs) — rules that say imports must meet Indian standards — jumped from

just 14 in 2017 to 765 by December 2024, which Bhalla reads as disguised protectionism.

• India's Bilateral Investment Treaty (BIT) framework, rewritten in 2015, requires foreign investors to

fight  in  Indian  courts  for  five  years  before  going  to  international  arbitration  — a  'cooling  off'  that

scares capital away.

• Finance  Minister  Nirmala  Sitharaman  told  Parliament  in  February  2025  that  the  BIT  framework

would be reviewed; the promised reform has yet to appear.

• The Indian rupee has depreciated roughly 12% against the US dollar in the past year — its seventh

straight year of decline and among Asia's worst performers in 2025.

• Most people assume 'fastest-growing major economy'  means 'best-performing.'  Per-capita,  India's

GDP  in  2025  is  smaller  than  the  state  of  California's  —  so  the  absolute  size  of  the  market  is  less

seductive than headlines suggest.
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Why It Matters
If  you're  a  high-schooler  thinking  about  where  global  opportunity  will  be  over  the  next  decade  —

internships, study-abroad, the companies hiring engineers and analysts — India is the country everyone

points  to.  Bhalla's  column  is  a  warning  that  the  investment  climate,  not  the  population  size,  decides

whether  that  opportunity  actually  materialises.  The  same  dynamic  shapes  whether  Indian  students

abroad return home,  whether  multinationals  build  R&D hubs in  Bengaluru or  Hanoi,  and whether  the

rupee in your relatives' wallets keeps buying what it used to.

The Bigger Picture
Bhalla's deeper claim is that political dominance can become an economic trap: when you keep winning

elections, you stop feeling pressure to reform. India isn't the first country to hit this wall — Japan in the

1990s  and  Brazil  in  the  2010s  rode  commodity  and  demographic  tailwinds  long  after  their  reform

engines stalled. Watch three signals next: whether the BIT framework actually gets rewritten, whether

QCO  growth  slows,  and  whether  FDI  inflows  recover.  If  all  three  drift  the  wrong  way,  the

'fastest-growing' label could quietly become India's most expensive piece of marketing.
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3.  Key Terms Glossary

Per-capita GDP
A  country's  total  economic  output  divided  by  its  population.  It's  a  better  measure  of  average
individual prosperity than total GDP, which can look huge simply because a country has many people.

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
Money  invested  by  foreign  companies  or  individuals  into  long-term  assets  in  another  country  —
building  factories,  buying  stakes  in  firms — as  opposed to  short-term stock  trading.  FDI  brings  not
just capital but also technology and supply-chain links.

Bilateral Investment Treaty (BIT)
An agreement between two countries setting the legal rules for how investors from one can operate
in  the  other,  including  how disputes  get  resolved  (typically  through international  arbitration  rather
than local courts).

Quality Control Order (QCO)
An  Indian  government  order  requiring  that  certain  imported  or  domestically  sold  products  meet
specific  Bureau  of  Indian  Standards  certifications.  Critics  argue  many  QCOs  function  as  non-tariff
barriers protecting domestic firms from competition.

Current account deficit
The  shortfall  when  a  country  imports  more  goods,  services  and  income  than  it  exports.  A  small,
manageable deficit is normal; a large one signals dependence on foreign capital to balance the books.

Fragile Five
A 2013 term coined by Morgan Stanley for five emerging economies — India, Brazil, Indonesia, Turkey
and South Africa — whose currencies and growth were judged especially vulnerable to capital flight.

Currency depreciation
A  fall  in  the  market  value  of  one  currency  relative  to  another.  A  depreciating  rupee  makes  Indian
exports cheaper abroad but raises the cost of imports like oil and electronics.

International arbitration
A neutral,  non-court process for settling disputes between foreign investors and host governments,
usually overseen by a panel under treaties like the BIT. Investors generally prefer it to national courts,
which they fear may favour the home country.
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4.  Reading Comprehension Quiz

Circle the best answer for each question.

Q1. The passage most directly argues that:
A) India's electoral results prove its economic model is succeeding.
B) Political dominance has reduced the pressure to fix structural economic flaws.
C) Foreign investors prefer India over every other emerging market today.
D) Per-capita GDP is a misleading measure for large economies.

Q2. According to the passage, India's ranking is worst on which measure?
A) Total GDP growth among major economies
B) Per-capita GDP level
C) Per-capita growth measured in US dollars
D) Foreign exchange reserves accumulated

Q3. The passage suggests the surge in Quality Control Orders from 14 to 765 is best understood as:
A) A consumer-safety reform with broad public support
B) A disguised form of protection for domestic industry
C) A standard practice copied from East Asian economies
D) A temporary response to a specific trade dispute

Q4. As used in the passage, the word 'fragility' most nearly means:
A) Physical breakability
B) Vulnerability to sudden economic shocks
C) Emotional sensitivity to criticism
D) Political instability or unrest

Q5. As used in the passage, the word 'surgery' most nearly means:
A) A medical procedure
B) Fundamental structural reform
C) Aggressive marketing campaign
D) Diplomatic negotiation

Q6. Which statement about foreign investors can most reasonably be inferred from the passage?
A) They are confident in India's long-term legal protections.
B) They prioritize market size above all other considerations.
C) They view the five-year arbitration delay as a significant deterrent.
D) They are abandoning all emerging markets simultaneously.

Q7. The passage implies that the relationship between political success and economic reform in India

is:
A) Mutually reinforcing — each strengthens the other
B) Inverse — political dominance reduces reform urgency
C) Unrelated — driven by separate forces entirely
D) Cyclical — alternating in predictable patterns
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Q8. The author's tone throughout the passage is best described as:
A) Triumphant and celebratory
B) Detached and purely descriptive
C) Concerned and critically diagnostic
D) Nostalgic and resigned

Q9. Which conclusion about India's growth label is best supported by the passage?
A) The 'fastest-growing major economy' label is fully earned by every measure.
B) The label is technically accurate but obscures weaker per-capita performance.
C) The label was invented by foreign investors to flatter India.
D) The label applies only when measured in Indian rupees.

Q10.Which line from the passage best supports the answer to the previous question?
A) "India is the fastest-growing major economy in the world."
B) "The catch lies in that word 'major' and in measuring against a 35-year average."
C) "Inflation has been contained, the current account deficit is manageable."
D) "Elections can deliver power. Only policy can deliver prosperity."

My Score:  _______ / 10
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5.  Answer Key with Explanations

Q1. The passage most directly argues that:

Answer: B

The  passage's  central  claim  is  that  overwhelming  political  success  has  bred  complacency,  leaving  real  reform
undone.  A  (Trap  A  —  opposite  direction)  reverses  the  author's  argument.  SAT  Tip:  For  'primary  argument'
questions, find the sentence where the author pivots from facts to judgment — that pivot line usually contains the
thesis.

Q2. According to the passage, India's ranking is worst on which measure?

Answer: C

The passage states India ranks sixteenth in per-capita growth in dollar terms — worse than its ninth-place finish
in per-capita GDP and eighth in per-capita growth. D (Trap C — true-sounding but unmentioned) isn't discussed.
SAT Tip: When a passage stacks multiple statistics, jot a quick mental ranking before reading the options — it stops
you from getting fooled by familiar-looking numbers.

Q3. The passage suggests the surge in Quality Control Orders from 14 to 765 is best understood as:

Answer: B

The passage explicitly frames QCOs as an instrument of protection for domestic firms wary of foreign tie-ups. A
(Trap B — uses adjacent vocabulary like 'quality' but misreads the function) misses the author's skeptical framing.
SAT  Tip:  When  a  number  jumps  dramatically  in  a  passage,  the  author  almost  always  uses  it  as  evidence  for  a
critical claim — anchor your answer to that critical purpose.

Q4. As used in the passage, the word 'fragility' most nearly means:

Answer: B

The  passage  uses  'fragility'  in  the  context  of  currency  confidence  and  the  'Fragile  Five'  economies,  meaning
susceptibility to capital flight and currency crises. A (Trap B — uses the common dictionary meaning rather than
the economic meaning) is the most tempting wrong answer. SAT Tip: On vocab-in-context, substitute each option
back into the sentence — only one will preserve the passage's specific meaning, not just the dictionary definition.

Q5. As used in the passage, the word 'surgery' most nearly means:

Answer: B

The passage contrasts 'band-aids' (superficial fixes) with 'surgery' (deep reform of the investment climate). A (Trap
B — literal  rather  than metaphorical  reading)  ignores  the  extended  metaphor  running  through the  passage.  SAT
Tip: When an author sets up an explicit contrast like 'X instead of Y,' the meanings of X and Y are defined by each
other — read them as a pair, not in isolation.

Q6. Which statement about foreign investors can most reasonably be inferred from the passage?

Answer: C

The  passage  repeatedly  frames  the  requirement  to  exhaust  Indian  courts  for  five  years  before  international
arbitration  as  the  most  damaging  provision  driving  investors  away.  B  (Trap  C  —  true-ish  in  general  but
unsupported here, since the passage argues market size alone is no longer enough) is the tempting distractor. SAT
Tip: 'Most reasonably inferred' means 'one short step beyond the text' — if you need two or three logical leaps, it's
the wrong choice.
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Q7. The passage implies that the relationship between political success and economic reform in India

is:

Answer: B

The author warns that overwhelming political success encourages the belief that policy is already good enough —
meaning political wins suppress reform. A (Trap A — reverses the causal direction) is the classic opposite-direction
trap. SAT Tip: When an author writes 'the deeper danger is...,' the sentence that follows almost always contains the
causal mechanism the question will test.

Q8. The author's tone throughout the passage is best described as:

Answer: C

The author acknowledges India's strengths but methodically lists problems, calls reforms damaging, and warns of
dominance  becoming a  substitute  for  strength  — a  diagnostic,  worried  voice.  B  (Trap B  — uses  passage-adjacent
ideas like 'data' to suggest neutrality) misses the evaluative language. SAT Tip: Tone questions hinge on adjectives
and  verbs  the  author  chooses  ('damaging,'  'burning  question,'  'deeper  danger'),  not  the  topic  —  list  those  words
before picking.

Q9. Which conclusion about India's growth label is best supported by the passage?

Answer: B

The  passage  concedes  India's  headline  growth  average  around  6% but  immediately  points  out  that  'major'  hides
weaker per-capita and dollar-terms rankings. A (Trap A — opposite of the author's view) inverts the argument. SAT
Tip: When an author puts a familiar phrase in scare quotes or italicizes it, expect the next sentences to qualify or
undermine it — those sentences hold the answer.

Q10.Which line from the passage best supports the answer to the previous question?

Answer: B

This  line  directly  identifies  the  word  'major'  as  the  loophole  in  the  label  —  exactly  the  qualification  the  previous
answer rests  on.  D (Trap B — uses  the  passage's  striking closing language but  addresses  a  different  claim)  is  the
most tempting wrong choice. SAT Tip: On evidence-pairing questions, lock in your previous answer first, then find
the option that contains the exact same idea — don't pick the most quotable line, pick the most matching line.
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