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* Dr. Malini N. Hebbar

Choosing a writer like Chetan Bhagat for a Book Review in a journal 

brought out by an educational institution has more chances of receiving 

disapproval than approbation. The choice would be censured on the 

grounds that Bhagat is not a literary figure and that his works constitute 

what gets loosely termed as 'light reading'. However, it is rather 

surprising that in times when the politically appropriate notions are of 

breaking canons and erasing boundaries between classical and popular 

writing, we still exclude certain writers from research-based studies 

with the supercilious opinionated conclusion that they do not sound 

profound enough. The question that crops up is whether we grudge them 

their popularity or whether we dismiss them because they can be 

understood by lay people. In their works there is no 'differance' of 

meaning; there is no 'aporia'; there is no 'erasure'. Meaning is clear cut; 

interpretation is straight forward, comprehension is lucid. In other 

words, their works are not inscrutable, and they don't make readers 

frantically flip through the pages of heavy tomes in their desperate 

attempts at internalising and appropriating modern literary theories to 

'deconstruct' the text. Yet these are the texts that stand their ground 

because they are action-oriented, and the action ensues from intellectual 

reflections that the authors initiate with their loaded writing. Though 

such works are not theoretical discourses, they have the power to impact 

society. 
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One such action-oriented book, with an intellectual edge is Chetan 

Bhagat's What Young India Wants. A compilation of his

 appeals to the youth of India to ponder over the existing 

situation in India and change it for the better. The notable feature of the 

work is the optimism of this forty year old, IIT Delhi and IIM-A 

graduate, who believes in the idea that the future of India and the future 

of Indian youth are interconnected. The voice of the columnist cum 

novelist, who gave up his lucrative investment banking career in 2009 to 

invest his time on issues related to national development from the 

perspective of the youth, is worth listening to.

In 181 pages divided into four parts (Our Society, Politics, Our Youth 

and Two Stories) and the introductory chapter of 25 pages (My Journey), 

Bhagat voices his optimism that with proper direction and motivation 

our youth can transform India. It's heartening that a writer whom our 

youth will not dismiss as 'one of the old-fashioned, stiff-necked burrs' 

talks about the possibility of a new set of Indian values emerging out of 

art and artists. For every problem that scourges India, he offers solutions 

fully aware that they run the risk of being considered simplistic. Even as 

we turn cynical about the viability of these suggestions, he stumps us 

with the sentence, “...transformation will come about only if everyone 

decides to change together.” (xxii) The readers get initiated into, to use 

Bhagat's phrase, “an alternative way of thinking.” (xxiii)

In the first part 'Our Society', while discussing our numbness to 

injustice, our numbness to corruption, our confusion over community 

values, Bhagat warns us about the possibility of economic colonisation 

unless a new India quest begins. Even as his canvass includes scams, 

sensationalism, terrorism, lure for money, absence of ingenuity in the 

educational system, cricket mania, agriculture, women and their sanity, 

he turns the gaze of optimism towards the youth of India and comes up 

 columns in the 

Times of India, Hindustan Times, Dainik Bhaskar and Asomya Pratidin, 

the book
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with the efficacious suggestion of using the massive student population 

in an exchange programme of urban and rural colleges for a better India. 

Bhagat's agenda for reform includes incentivising MNCs to base 

themselves in smaller towns, having educated people in villages as 

ambassadors for a new India and being serious about agriculture as it 

can be India's competitive strength globally. Coming down heavily on 

BCCI's refusal to go transparent,  Bhagat urges the big money generated 

with the 'drug' of cricket, to be used for the development of sport in 

India. Does he convince the readers with his formula for development? 

Though here and there, he sounds rather naive, he does open out the 

world of possibilities and even if he were to convince just a fraction of 

young India, it would still mean transforming millions.

The next part on 'Politics' starts rather lamely with references to 

communal forces in India. Bhagat doesn't seem to be at ease while 

dealing with this sensitive issue of caste conscious stratified society. 

However, as he strides forward, his thinking cap sits firm, and he does 

impress the readers with some of his 'out of the box' observations. While 

lamenting that most of the political leaders, supposedly chosen by the 

people, are not only corrupt but also misfits, Bhagat places before the 

readers his three-pronged strategy for better governance with better 

leaders: institutions to groom political talent, effective induction 

methods to get bright young workers and training/meritocratic 

evaluation system to make the best talent shine. His perennial optimism 

makes him conclude, “If all the political parties, the media and we, the 

citizens, play our roles right, we can spring clean our country.” (72)

The author's introduction to the third part 'Our Youth' delineates what he 

takes up in the succeeding pages. Bhagat continues to be consistently 

good though the acerbic sarcasm in some of the earlier chapters, take for 

example 'Altitude Sickness', does not come to the forefront here. 

Though nothing that he says about education in India can be taken as 
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highly original, the focus on the spark within, talent as performance 

indicator, English as the decisive factor can motivate young readers. It's 

ironic that a substantial chunk of this part too revolves around 

corruption making it obvious that the bane of Indian educational system 

is that it is not really delinked from politics. Moreover, the gaudy display 

of wealth can send wrong messages to the impressionable youngsters, 

and perhaps this explains the Indian weakness for flaunting wealth. 

While these observations made by the author make an interesting 

reading, somewhere along the line, the readers are likely to feel that the 

part, carrying the title 'Our Youth' should have had a deeper analysis of 

the status of the youth in India, bringing into focus their challenges and 

opportunities. Concepts like community service, problems like drug 

addiction and new avenues of career opportunities don't get covered. 

Hence, one can only say that the part makes easy reading and easy 

thinking, and stops short of going to the higher plane.

In the last part, the writer brings in fiction with two short stories: 'Of 

Ducks and Crocodiles' and 'The Cut-off'. The short stories are, in the 

words of the author himself, an allegory about a two-faced government 

and an account of the stress caused to students by ever-increasing 

university cut-offs. In the first story if he focuses on the self-destructive 

selfishness and short-sightedness, in the second, he laments the fact that 

the Indian Government has not risen to the occasion by establishing 

state-of-the-art new universities despite the easy availability of land and 

human resource, and has thereby mounted the pressure on the young 

who might buckle under stress. However, the never-say-die optimist 

that Bhagat is, in both the stories he comes to a happy ending.

The epilogue 'My Great Indian Dream' pre-empts possible criticism 

with the author admitting that at times he might have been too simple or 

idealistic. His humility is appealing. He even thanks the readers for 

sharing his Great Indian Dream. However, the very last line, “I hope that 
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from now on, you will make it yours too,” with reference to the Great 

Indian Dream, sounds slightly pompous as it smacks of smugness of 

considering the dream an ideal, perfect shared vision. (181)

There are also instances where the writer seems to exhibit disregard for 

traditional rules of grammar. For example, the sentence, “The Indian 

Government wants foreign investment but ignore the basic expectations 

that come with it,” should be, “The Indian Government wants foreign 

investment but ignores the basic expectations that come with it.” (xiii) 

“Since the majority of Indian citizens doesn't care about corruption 

issues and will vote based on caste, religion or even dynasty over 

performance, the looting never stops,” should be, “Since the majority of 

Indian citizens don't care about corruption issues and will vote based on 

caste, religion or even dynasty over performance, the looting never 

stops.” (13) “Was the police sleeping?” should be, “Were the police 

sleeping?” (45) “There is heaps of praise,” should be, “There is a heap of 

praise.” (105) He doesn't seem interested in wasting his breath over 

writing 'The Buddha' every time he has to refer to the Buddha and 

chooses to simplify it to Buddha. He refers to RDX which is an 

abbreviation as an acronym. (47) He uses the faulty construction, '...is 

because'. (66) However, this kind of nitpicking is unwarranted while 

discussing a work that places before our youth fine examples of the fifty 

seven richest billionaires of America who pledged to give away more 

than half their wealth to charity, including Mark Zuckerberg, the twenty-

six old billionaire, who started Facebook from the college dorm in 2004. 

Such fault-finding is unnecessary because it might come in the way of 

our enjoyment of significant analogies like: “Power-driven systems 

resemble the jungle. The lion is always right and the lion's friends have a 

good life.” (xxi) Such listing would be pointless because it might make 

us overlook loaded statements like: “We have been enamoured less by 

honesty, more by dynasty.” (9)
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The final point of interest is whether Bhagat in his book answers the 

question that he raises in the title, “What young India wants?” The 

unequivocal answer is, “Yes, he delivers.” In addition to the imaginative 

presentation of the values on the letters YOUNG on the cover page, 

Bhagat does succeed at making the readers less numb towards the 

question of corruption and more active at being a part of the solution. 

That's why the review is in defence of Chetan Bhagat and his ilk.
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