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ATESTAMENT TO
THE POWER OF
QUIET CONVICTION

hen prime minister Narasimha Rao handpicked Man-

mohan Singh asfinance ministerin1991, it wasan auda-

cmus gamble. Here was a technocrat—soft-spoken,

and seeminglyill-suited to the cut-throat world of pol-

itics. But Rao’sinstincts were correct. Facing a near-catastrophic

balance-of-payments crisis, Singh unlocked India with reforms,

dismantled decades-old red tape and gavewmgs to the nanon S

ent ial spirit. His economicl i laid -

tion formodemlnd:a,h:sd:plomacya(panded nsgloba] influence,
and hisintegrity inspired trust in publiclife.

His1991Budget speechisnow the stuffoflegend: “No poweron
Earth canstopanideawhose time hascome.” These words, deliv-
ered in his trademark monotone, masked the monumental shift
they hera]ded Singh’ S| reforms opened India to global markets,
attractingi ing industries; and laying d-
workfortheIT revolution. Millions werelifted out of| poverty, and
India’s GDP growth began its ascent to global prominence.

An economist of rare brilliance, a statesman of unshakable
integrity, and aman of quiet yet unyxeldmg resolve, Singhleaves
behind alegacy that deﬁes thc noisy rhetonc of] polmcs Hislife
story—one oft gs, transformative ach
and steadfast pnncxples—mlrrors the aspirations of amodern,
self-assured India.

Coalition government

‘When Singh became India’s prime ministerin 2004, leadinga
coalition government, sceptics predicted he would be a figure-
head. But his tenure proved otherwise, The India-US civil nuclear
agreement, oﬁen mtedashiscrowrﬁng djplo_man'c achievement,
she hisabilitytop bold, strategic decisionseven when
facing immense political resistance. The deal not only ended
India’snuclearisolation, but also cemented its place on the global
stage. The Securitiesand Exchange Board of India (Sebi) was setup
duringhi yimportant pieces of legislation like
the Right to Information Act.

Yet, Singh remained an unlikely hero. Despite hisintellectual
heftand historicachievements, he shunned theatrics. There were
no grandstanding press conferences or fiery parliamentary
speeches. Areluctant politician, as heliked to call himself, he navi-
gated hisroleswith th ision and pati thatdefined
hisscholarly pursuits. Ajoumahst once qu:pped, “Singh’sidea of
making ascene is adjusting his turban mid-sentence.”

‘Thelonglist of hisachievementswas
Manmohan interlaced with a fair share of criticism
Singh stood out  2swell- Hissecond termas prime minis
3 Tuption
as a leader who

S0 mvolwngmahuoﬁpamws prompting
spoke sparingly opposition leaderstoderisively call him
but acted a“silent spectator.” Yet, in the face of
decisively these attacks, Singh maintained his

characteristic composure, offering a
memorableretortin Parliament: “His-
torywill be kinder to me than the contemporary media.”

Aworld apart

And history, indeed, is kinder. His undexstated charisma and
incorruptibility set him apartin an era of polarizing rhetoricand
personality-driven politics. Unlike many of his contemporaries,
Singhwielded power with humlhty, valmngconsensus overcon-

frontation. Inanage wi matc blicdis-
course, his quiet dignity servesas arumnder ofadifferent kind of
leadership.

Irecallmy first meeting with Singh asthe Reserve Bank of India
governorwhen he had come home forlunchat the invitation of my
father. He wasin his typical light blue turban, something that we*
picturei lywhen we think nfh:mlthenhadthegoodfonune
ofmeetinghi | timesin his varic
isterand prime minister. The couple of things that stood outwas
that hewasagentleman, very erudite, spoke quite softly and was
amazingly thoughtful, and very loyal to the Gahdhi farily.

Most politicians havevolumes of witty anecdotes that character-
ize their career. Thatisrare for Singh, not because he lacked a sense
of humour, but because he rarely sought the spotlight. One oft-re-
counted tale involves ajournalist asking him about his perceived
timidity in public. Singh, with atwinklein hiseye, replied, “Yes, I
am a politician who speaks less. Butwhen I do, I try to make it
count.” Hisdry wit, understated yet incisive, often caught people
offguard.

There’salso the story of how, duringastate banquet, aninterna-
tional dignitary complimented him on his wife’s culinary skills.
Singh smiled and replied, “I only wish she could teachmeto cook
up political consensus as easily.”

ingh’slife is atestament to the power of quiet conviction—the
powerful sound of silence. Inaworld increasingly dominated by
bluster, he stood out as a leader who spoke sparingly but acted
decisively. Inafinal tribute to thisremarkable man, let usremem-
ber his favourite words, borrowed from poet Guru Nanak: “Nanak
naam chardi kala, tere bhane sarbat da bhala. (With the name of
Nanak, let therebe prosperityforall).” Itisasentiment that defined
hisvision and, indeed, hislife.
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