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Promulgated in 2005, the Right to Information Act (RTIA) in India, sets out a practical regime of seeking and
accessing information under the control of public authorities and extends to the entire country (except for the state
of Jammu and Kashmir). Historically, in India, the norm of secrecy was deeply entrenched within the state. For
the first 58 years of India’s independence the governance process and its details were shrouded in secrecy, and
knowledge of the internal workings of the state was limited to public authorities. Citizens were denied the right
to know from the state. Despite this persisting legacy, the RTIA was enacted, signifying a norm shift from
‘secrecy’ to ‘openness’. What explains this institutional change? Engaging with the historical evidence overlooked
in the mainstream literature – I show that the RTIA was path-dependent on ideas of openness that emerged within
the state after independence. Initially, these ideas emerged gradually and incrementally as part of opposition
politics but, eventually, became part of mainstream politics. I present an alternative perspective on the evolution
of the RTIA and contribute conceptually to the broader literature on institutional change.
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