
 

NON-FICTION: The business of the state 

Reviewed By Ayesha Khan | InpaperMagzine 

Political power and wealth generating business sectors are two leading factors that determine the 
general welfare of a nation. Business and Polity: Dynamics of a Changing Relationship provides 
insight into the changing relationship between these two forces. 

The author D.N. Ghosh, who has served as the chairman of the State Bank of India, shows how 
these two forces have worked together and brought about arrangements that witnessed the 
prosperity and decay of several civilizations. 

From the history recounted in this book, we can see that the polity side is always interested in 
business activities because these activities generate the wealth that is acquired by the state to 
maintain its 
system. 

Ghosh explores this relationship over the last two and a half millennia. The book starts with the 
economic history of one of the earliest empires, the Greek Empire, and then looks at the Roman 
Empire. It is interesting to see that the business-polity relationship of ancient times were similar to 
the current business-polity dynamics. 

Ghosh stresses that the management of slave labour was the key to economic prosperity of the 
classical Greeks. The Greek propertied class broke the spirit of polities who failed to balance their 
resource needs before the end of the 4th century BCE. He then explains the fall of the Roman 
Empire that achieved success by decentralising the power to provincial authorities. The practice of 
the Roman state to meet public expenses with the booty gained from war and inappropriate tax 
policies resulted in income inequality. 

The next region discussed is South Asia. From the 7th century BCE, maritime trade contacts of 
Indian economy expanded. Indian merchants established communities in the Middle East and 
Southeast Asia and created several coastal markets in India. Urbanisation resulted in villages 
specialising in particular crafts, punch-marked coins and usage of standardised weights. 

Another factor involved in economic transition is the evolution of religion. In the period of 
economic prosperity, Buddhism and Jainism came to prominence and influenced the society. 

These religions did not consider commercial activities negative as did the Hindu tradition. In this 
region, trade expanded through a culture of tolerance and not warfare, as in Greek and Roman 
empires. 

After explaining the dynamics of business and polity in ancient ages, the author comes to the 
Middle Ages and discusses the development of the Arab under the title, “The Arab Miracle”. The 
Arab empire was twice as large as the Roman Empire and it expanded through trade and cultural 
expansion, with Islam looking at commercial activities with favour and condemning fraudulent 



practices. After enjoying years of growth of capitalism, this society faces decay due to lapse in 
feudalism. 

Ghosh discusses the medieval world in the second part of this book. In this period, India 
experienced high prosperity because of its strong agricultural base and self-sufficiency in meeting 
domestic demands. China missed the opportunity and instead of establishing industrialisation, 
trade and capitalism, it followed Confucian beliefs and embraced an agrarian ideology in which 
land was the true wealth. 

The merchant communities were the main force behind the development of European markets. 
These markets emerged as self-regulating systems along with monetisation and urbanisation. 

The phase of great transition started from the 16th century CE, when small city-states transformed 
into nation-states ruled by monarchs and new technology revolutionised warfare. “Raising 
resources for warfare became the axis round which business-polity relations started moving,” says 
Ghosh. 

Globalisation started with the 16th century and Britain secured the winning position in reaping the 
benefits of globalisation until the First World War. After the First World War, Europe was 
dependent on American capital markets and technology. Briefly describing the dynamics of 
America’s business-polity relations, Ghosh postulates that America exploits the world monetary 
systems, including the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank to serve its interests. But 
according to Ghosh, it doesn’t have the potential to finance world domination and its decay will be 
witnessed by the middle of this century. 

With the hindsight of contemporary developments in the overlapping areas of political and business 
sectors, Ghosh is able to explain the shifting nature of this relationship. No doubt this book is of 
academic mould, but those who are generally interested in the history of politics and business 
would find it informative. 
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