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THE LIFT LINE

A country that cannot build the fastest engine can still win the race, if it is the only one that has already laid

the road.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

The Indian conversation on artificial intelligence keeps circling one question: can India build a frontier model
of its own? The editorial argues that this is the wrong question, or at least the wrong first question. India’s
genuine, hard-to-copy asset is its Digital Public Infrastructure, the population-scale, interoperable, open rails
of Aadhaar, UPI, GST and ONDC. Al applied on top of those rails can deliver welfare more accurately,
formalise the economy faster, resolve grievances quicker and translate the state into a citizen’s own language.
For your exam this is a governance question wearing a technology costume: it belongs to state capacity, service

delivery and accountability at least as much as to computing.

GS Paper 2: government policies and interventions for development in various sectors; issues arising from
their design and implementation; e-governance, transparency and accountability; welfare targeting and

grievance redress (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/redress/).

GS Paper 3: awareness in the field of IT and computers; indigenisation (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/indigenisation/)

of technology and developing new technology; the effects of technology on the economy and on formalisation.

For Prelims, hold the DPI building blocks and their owners: Aadhaar and the Unique Identification
Authority of India under the Aadhaar Act, 2016; the Unified Payments Interface (https://ujiyari.com/terms/unified-p
ayments-interface/) and the National Payments Corporation of India; the Goods and Services Tax Network; the

Open Network for Digital Commerce; DigiLocker and the Account Aggregator framework under the Reserve
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Bank of India; the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023, with its consent, purpose-limitation and Data

Fiduciary duties; and the;IndiaAl Mission with-its compute; datasets and safety pillars; For Mains, argue that
comparative advantage in Al is decided by the quality of deployment rails, not by parameter counts.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Frontier model building is a capital game. It demands very large clusters of advanced accelerators, scarce

research talent that global labs bid aggressively for, and tolerance for spending that may never be recovered.
India can and should participate in that frontier, and the IndiaAI Mission (https://ujiyari.com/schemes/indiaai-missio
n/)’s compute and dataset pillars are a reasonable hedge. But a strategy that stakes national ambition on

matching the model builders is a strategy that competes where India is weakest.

Where India is uniquely strong is the layer below the application and above the wire. Over fifteen years the
country built an interoperable digital commons: a verifiable identity, a real-time payment system that settles
billions of transactions a month at near-zero marginal cost, a tax network that digitised the invoice trail of the
formal economy, a consented data-sharing framework, and an open commerce protocol. These are public
goods in the strict sense. They are non-excludable, openly specified, and they lower the cost of building for
everyone who plugs in. No other democracy of comparable size has this stack. Artificial intelligence is

fundamentally a layer that sits on data and reaches users. India already owns the plumbing that carries both.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Deployment, not invention, is the scarce complement

Models are becoming a commodity, available through open weights and falling inference costs. What does not
commoditise is the ability to reach 950 million people through authenticated, consented, low-cost channels
and to act on what the model concludes. An Al system that flags an eligible-but-excluded household is
worthless unless a payment can be pushed to that household the same week. That last mile is precisely what
UPI and the Aadhaar-enabled payment rails already provide. India’s scarce complement is the road, and it has

the road.

Where Al actually raises state capacity

The gains are unglamorous and enormous. In welfare, Al can identify exclusion errors in beneficiary
databases, the households that qualify but never enrolled, rather than merely hunting for the ghost
beneficiaries that current audits chase. In tax administration, machine learning on GST invoice trails can
detect circular trading and fake input-tax-credit chains, deepening formalisation without adding inspectors. In
grievance redress, language models can triage (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/triage/) and route CPGRAMS complaints,
cutting the delay that makes redress meaningless. In access, real-time translation across the Eighth Schedule
languages can let a citizen transact with the state in the language they think in, which is the most underrated

equity intervention available.
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WHAT IT IS INDIA’S POSITION WHAT AI ADDS

Ujiyari Current Afairs - ujiyafl.com - Free Daily Current Affairs for UPSC & State
Frontier Very large general- Follower; capital and talent Capability, but
models purpose models constrained purchasable and
commoditising
Compute and Accelerators, fabs, data Import-dependent; Semiconductor Necessary input, long
chips centres Mission nascent (https://ujiyari.com/vo gestation
cab/nascent/)
Data and Aadhaar, GSTN, Account World-leading, interoperable, open Consented, high-quality
identity rails Aggregator, DigiLocker signal at scale
Delivery rails UPI, DBT, ONDC World-leading, near-zero marginal Instant action on model
cost output
Applications Welfare targeting, tax, Large addressable gap The actual comparative
redress, translation advantage

The preconditions are governance, not compute

None of this is automatic. Three preconditions decide whether AT on DPI becomes state capacity or state
overreach (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/overreach/). First, interoperability must be preserved: the moment ministries
build closed, proprietary silos on top of the open rails, the network effect dies. Second, data governance must
be real. The DPDP Act, 2023, gives citizens consent, notice and purpose-limitation rights, but the state’s own
exemptions are broad, and an Al-enabled state that uses welfare data for surveillance will forfeit the trust that
made Aadhaar and UPI adoption possible in the first place. Third, algorithmic accountability must be built in.
A model that silently drops a household from a ration list has made an administrative decision, and
administrative decisions in India must be reasoned, contestable and appealable. An opaque model that cannot

explain an exclusion is not a technology failure; it is a due-process failure.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Use the complements frame from economics. A technology delivers returns only in proportion to the
complementary assets available to absorb it. Electricity created little value until factories were redesigned
around it. Artificial intelligence will create little public value in a state that cannot verify who a citizen is,
cannot pay them instantly, and cannot be held to account for what it decided. India’s DPI supplies exactly
those complements. The transferable rule: when a general-purpose technology is commoditising, national
advantage migrates from producing it to absorbing it, and absorption capacity is institutional, not
computational. Judge India’s Al policy by whether it raises absorption, that is, interoperability (https://ujiyari.co

m/terms/interoperability/), data trust and contestability, not by whether it produces a headline model.
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THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Aadhaar (identity) + UPI/DBT (payment) + GSTN (formal trail) + ONDC (commerce) + Account
Aggregator (consented data) -> an interoperable public data and delivery layer -> AI
applied on top: exclusion-error detection, tax-fraud pattern finding, grievance triage,
Eighth Schedule translation -> faster, more accurate, more inclusive service delivery ->
BUT only if guarded by three gates: open interoperability + DPDP-grade data governance
and citizen trust + algorithmic accountability with a right to a reasoned, appealable
decision -> genuine state capacity; remove any gate and the same stack becomes an

unaccountable surveillance machine

WAY FORWARD

O rund deployment, not just compute. Reorient a defined share of the IndiaAI Mission toward
mission-mode application programmes in welfare targeting, tax intelligence, grievance redress and
language access, with published outcome metrics such as reduction in exclusion error and median

redress time.

2] Mandate (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/mandate/) interoperability by default. Require every Al
system procured by a ministry to consume and expose open DPI-standard APIs, barring closed

vendor silos that would fragment the commons the state itself built.

34 Operationalise DPDP for the state, not only for firms. Narrow and justify the government
exemptions, notify the Data Protection Board, and enforce purpose limitation so that welfare data

cannot drift into policing use.

(4] Legislate algorithmic accountability in administration. Any adverse decision materially
assisted by a model must carry a recorded reason, an identified human authority and a statutory (http
s://ujiyari.com/vocab/statutory/) right of appeal, extending ordinary administrative-law guarantees into

automated decision-making.

> Build the public datasets. Curate and openly release high-quality Indian-language and
administrative corpora, because deployment advantage collapses if every application must first solve

its own data problem.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly asked about e-governance and its limitations, the Aadhaar architecture and the right to

privacy, technology in service delivery, and the socio-economic effects of digitisation. This editorial connects

those themes to the 2026 debate on where India’s real AT advantage sits.
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Practice question: “India’s comparative advantage in artificial intelligence lies not in building frontier

models but in deploying AL on its Digital Public Infrastructure., Critically examine; identifying the governance
preconditions such a strategy demands. (250 words, 15 marks)

Sources: The Indian Express (https://indianexpress.com/)

Source: India's AT Edge Lies in Deployment, Not in Building the Next Frontier Model — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC &
State PCS Editorial Analysis
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